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THE FIRST ONE TO DIE LOSES
By
REMINGTON KANE



CHAPTER 1 - The greater of two evils
Tanner shook off his surprise at seeing Sara Blake at the farm and went for his gun.
He cleared the small pistol from his pocket in a smooth motion, while simultaneously thumbing off the safety, and as he was doing this, he turned his body sideways to present a smaller target.
The gun was lined up with the center of Sara’s forehead, when Tanner became aware of the hulking figure coming up behind her, and aiming a shotgun his way.
He made an instant adjustment in the angle of his shot and placed a round into the big man’s chest. He was prepared to send his second shot at Sara, but was unable to, because when she returned fire, her shot had smashed into the front of his weapon and sent it flying from his hand.
That’s when the big man collapsed onto Sara. The weight of his corpse drove her to the floor and trapped her legs beneath his bulk, as Tanner’s shot had caught the man in the heart and killed him instantly.
Sara, having been unaware that the man was even there, cried out in shock, before angling her gun over her shoulder and firing off a second round, 
The bullet entered the body beneath the left shoulder blade, but then Sara saw the man’s empty eyes and knew that he was already dead.
She brought the gun back around to fire at Tanner and just caught a glimpse of him as he sped down a hallway headed for the rear of the house. She then spotted his gun, which was lying atop the floor six feet away.
Her shot had rendered Tanner’s weapon useless, because her bullet had hit the side of the barrel and knocked it askew, damaging the slide to such an extent that even the recoil spring could be glimpsed.
That meant that Tanner was unarmed and an easy kill, but when Sara tried to rise and go in pursuit, she realized that her legs were trapped beneath the dead man’s bulk.
“Damn it!”
And as she struggled to free herself, she heard someone outside shout, and then the sound of footsteps coming up the porch, as the rain continued to pour down in waves and Tanner put distance between them.
***
When Tanner and Sara fired their weapons, outside the farmhouse, Tyler Gray and Sherry Weston had looked at each other in dismay.
Tyler was a rawboned man who stood well over six-feet tall and had stark cheekbones, along with an eyebrow ridge prominent enough to keep the rain out of his eyes.
Sherry was his lover, as well as his partner. She had dark hair and dark eyes, along with a wide mouth that was set in a permanent frown. Her body caused men to stare in desire and, at twenty-five, she was nine years younger than Tyler, and the more ruthless of the two. That was saying something, given Tyler’s propensity towards violence.
The two of them had been standing beneath an evergreen tree, while Tyler’s younger brother, Randall, went to check out the house.
Just minutes earlier, they had been headed to the farmhouse when they saw Sara park in the driveway. After driving past and hanging a U-turn, they coasted their car to a stop behind Sara’s.
Randall had been driving, while Tyler and Sherry were in the back seat with the bags of money they’d stolen from a bank, in the nearby town of Ciderville.
Sherry’s brow furrowed in confusion.
“I thought the place was supposed to be abandoned?”
“It is, or it was, the damn place is called Forgotten Farm,” Tyler said.
“Someone remembers it, or that woman wouldn’t be here.”
Randall tossed his chin in the direction of Sara’s car. He was a huge man, as tall as Tyler, but bulky and not nearly as bright as his older brother.
“Why do you think she parked so far from the house?” 
“Maybe it’s too muddy up ahead, and that is a nice car,” Tyler said.
Randall had grabbed his shotgun from the seat beside him and opened his door.
“I’ll go check it out, Tyler.”
“Alright, but don’t let the bitch see you until she opens the door, then find out how many are in the house. If it looks good, come get us and we’ll take it over and have a place to hide until things calm down.”
“Gotcha,”
Randall took off at a trot, having no fear that Sara would hear his approach above the sound of the deluge that was pouring from the sky.
When Sara stopped to check something on the computer tablet she held, Randall had been less than a dozen steps behind her, and when she continued on, he followed in her wake.
When the front door opened, Randall raised the shotgun, thinking that someone was coming out to greet the woman, but the door just stayed open partway and the woman went up the steps, while Randall stayed on the ground, standing behind the porch’s railing.
After she discarded her umbrella, he followed her up the stairs and then caught sight of his brother and Sherry, as they took shelter beneath a tree on the side of the driveway.
They were both carrying a sack of money and had their guns out and at the ready.
Randall held up a hand, telling them to wait, and then he entered the house with his shotgun up and his finger on the trigger.
Something inside the house was making an annoying sound, and the woman still hadn’t realized he was behind her.
The sound seemed to perplex the woman, because she was creeping towards it. Randall had to slow his pace, or risk walking into her.
Up ahead, in the living room, a man stood with his back to them and was holding the thing making all the noise, while staring down at it.
Then, the woman spoke, the man spun around, and the last sight that Randall ever saw was that of the man moving in a fluid deadly grace while firing a shot.
Randall’s brain had just enough time to register the flash of the gun, before his heart exploded in his chest, and the world disappeared forever.
***
FIFTY-THREE MINUTES EARLIER
The armored car parked in front of the Fidelity Bank & Trust on Front Street in Ciderville and two armed guards exited by the rear door of the vehicle. They then walked into the bank carrying canvas bags that appeared to hold rolled coins.
The bags did not hold rolled coins, the guards, a man and a woman, were not really guards, and even the armored car was just a panel truck, which had been modified and painted to look as if it were from the armored car service the bank routinely employed.
The only thing real about them were their guns.
Tyler answered the welcoming smile of the armed bank guard by slamming the canvas bag into the side of his head. After the man fell to the ground looking dazed, Tyler snatched the gun from the man’s holster, and dumped out the rocks that the bag held.
Afterwards, he followed Sherry towards the bank manager’s desk, while demanding that everyone, “Get down on the damn floor, now!”
The customers complied, as did the tellers, who disappeared from sight behind their bullet-resistant glass. Tyler and Sherry weren’t worried about a teller activating a silent alarm, because they expected it, but also knew the average response time of the Ciderville police, and they planned to be gone before they arrived.
Besides that, they had also phoned in a phony report of gunfire, which would have the police scrambling in the wrong direction.
The bank manager was a portly man with thinning brown hair and bright blue eyes. Tyler placed the tip of his gun between those eyes and made a demand.
“Take me to the vault.”
The man did as ordered while walking on shaky legs and, within two minutes, Tyler had the coin sacks filled with unmarked bills, while Sherry kept her gun aimed at the bank’s patrons, one of whom kept staring up at her face, which was half hidden beneath the oversized guard’s cap she wore.
“What the hell are you looking at?”
The man didn’t answer her, but he also didn’t take his eyes off her.
Tyler returned seconds later and passed one of the sacks to her. Sherry took it and looked back at the man in the suit who had been watching her.
She locked eyes with him, raised her gun, and placed a bullet in the center of his forehead. The scrutinizing gaze was no more.
Tyler spun around, saw what she had done, and let out a curse, as several women screamed and began crying, while an older man gripped a silver cross hanging around his neck and recited a prayer.
“Why did you shoot him?”
“He stared too much for his own good.”
They left the bank, climbed into the phony armored car, and Randall drove them away.
The man Sherry murdered was named Michael Ryder, and killing him was the biggest mistake of her life.



CHAPTER 2 - Man on the run
Tyler stared at the farmhouse
“That wasn’t a shotgun. Somebody’s shooting at Randall.”
Sherry thumbed off the safety on her gun.
“Two people, I heard three shots from two different guns.”
They moved out from under the tree. Tyler was faster and was nearly at the steps when Sherry spotted Tanner coming around the side of the house.
She yelled, “Hey!” and Tanner stopped moving and stared at her. When he spotted the gun in her hand, he reversed course, and headed for the trees behind the barn. He kept changing direction while he ran, to make himself harder to hit.
Sherry was about to let loose a shot despite knowing it had little chance of finding its target, but heard Tyler yelling Randall’s name.
She entered the house and saw Tyler diving back towards her as a shot rang out. Tyler had dropped his sack as he dove for cover, and stacks of unmarked bills spilled out onto the floor.
“What the hell is going on?”
Tyler answered Sherry in a voice filled with hate, as he rose to his feet.
“Randall’s been shot and the bitch just fired at me too.”
Sherry looked over and saw the soles of Randall’s boots, and, the movement of his body.
“He’s alive, Tyler. I saw him move.”
“It’s her; Randall fell on top of her after she shot him.”
Sara called out to them.
“I didn’t kill him. He was shot by a man named Tanner, and he’s getting away.”
“He’s dead? My brother’s dead?”
“Yes, I’m sorry, but yes.”
“Why did you kill him?” Tyler said.
“I didn’t, Tanner did, but I’ll shoot you if you come any closer.”
Sherry grabbed Tyler’s arm.
“She’s not lying. I saw a man run into the trees in the back, um, dark hair, jeans, and a black hoodie.”
Tyler pointed towards the living room.
“I’ll go get the motherfucker, you handle that bitch.”
“No, Tyler, first her, then him,”
Tyler spoke as he ran out the door.
“Just handle her and see to Randall, this bastard is not getting away.”
Sherry cursed, but moved towards the doorway to get a look at Sara. She eased her head around the doorframe just in time to see Sara free herself from beneath Randall’s bulk.
“Don’t move!”
Sara answered Sherry’s demand by firing upwards at her. The shot missed by a foot, but did cause Sherry to pull her head back. When she looked again, she saw that Sara was gone, but heard the sound of her footsteps as she fled down the hallway.
Sherry entered the room, knelt beside Randall as if to check for a pulse, but then saw the sightless eyes staring back at her.
“Oh shit. Shit! Shit! Shit!”
Sherry left the farmhouse in pursuit of Sara, amidst the driving rain, as in the distance, there came the roar of Tyler’s Magnum, causing Sherry to wonder if the dark-haired man had just been blown to bits.



CHAPTER 3 - Scared rabbit
With his gun rendered useless and his hand stinging in pain, Tanner left the farmhouse by the back door; while his destination had been the pickup truck parked out front, where he could get a fresh weapon.
He barely had time to wonder at Sara’s appearance on the farm, when he saw the woman headed for the porch. She carried a gun in her right hand and a money sack in her left.
Other than a pronounced frown, her face was indiscernible beneath the floppy rain hat she wore, but her shapely body and lithe movement spoke of her youth.
Tanner halted in his tracks, knowing he’d never make it to the pickup truck, and darted for the cover of the trees instead.
A man’s voice came from inside the house, which sounded as if it were calling someone’s name, but with the rain drumming in his ears, Tanner couldn’t make it out.
The same could not be said for the gunshot that followed, which could be heard clearly, and Tanner realized that the man and woman must not be working with Sara Blake, but that they were a separate thing altogether.
Whatever it was, it was dangerous, and with his gun ruined by Sara’s shot, he had only a knife for a weapon. That thought made him pause and he moved back towards the house until he could see it again.
The woman was gone and had likely went inside.
Tanner estimated that he could reach his pickup truck in less than ten seconds, and be armed again in fewer than twenty.
He was lurching forward to sprint towards the truck when the tall man came leaping off the side of the porch.
The man landed in a skid, because of the slickness of the grass, but righted himself quickly and headed towards Tanner’s position. There was a gun in the man’s hand, a huge revolver with a long barrel, and Tanner turned and ran deeper into the trees before the man could spot him.
The ground was soggy even beneath the canopy of leaves overhead, as the series of small streams running through the forest had all overflowed. Water was also flowing down from higher elevations, and although the hour was barely past noon, the sky was dark from the black clouds that filled it.
Tanner was moving well, and he hoped that he was gaining a safe distance between himself and the man who pursued him. That hope faded when a shot that sounded like the boom of a cannon, roared, and a sapling to his right was shredded at the middle of its trunk, and fell over.
“I see you motherfucker and I’m gonna kill you!”
Tanner glanced over his shoulder in time to see the man rising from the crouching position he had assumed to take aim and fire. 
Taking the time to fire that shot had widened the gap between them and Tanner intended to widen it farther still.
He sprinted over the uneven ground, seeking to lose his pursuer, while wishing he had a weapon with which to stand his ground.
And as he ran, he damned Sara and knew that once he handled the crazed man at his back, he would have to find her and put her down, but not before he learned how she had found him.
It had something to do with the phone he had discovered behind the sofa, the one that had emitted the tone, but he had to know if others also knew he was alive. If so, that too would have to be addressed, and he was so close to leaving and starting over.
The gun boomed again, and the ground in front of him threw up dirt and leaves in his path.
Tanner grimaced, running about like a scared rabbit was not his way, but neither was dying because of a bruised ego. He would run from the man, or rather from the man’s gun, and he would live to make him regret the chase.
The trees ended where a swollen stream rushed along, and towards the right was a rise ahead that led to the abandoned building site.
Tanner climbed the hill, and when he reached the crest and was silhouetted against the sky, he could sense the man sighting the gun on his back.
He dropped to lay flat in the mud just as the third shot boomed overhead, and then he rolled down the hill, oblivious of the two pairs of young eyes watching his every move.



CHAPTER 4 - Help from above
On the top floor of the half-completed office building, two high school seniors, a boy and a girl, stared down at the drama taking place.
Amy Patton grabbed the arm of her boyfriend, Dean White, as they watched the man in the hoodie being chased by the tall skinny man with the gun.
Dean had a freckled face and dark red hair, while Amy was dressed all in black, and dyed her brown hair the same color. The young couple was hanging out on a rainy day after cutting school and sharing a six-pack of beer filched from Amy’s mom.
The woman would never miss it, as she spent her days so locked in a haze of pills and booze that she could never hope to keep track of her supply.
Despite the rain, the hood was lowered and hanging down the first man’s back, so as not to obstruct his vision. Dean caught a glimpse of the man’s face as the man looked about, and was shocked at the calm expression he saw.
The man showed no trace of fear, as if the man chasing him was wielding a water pistol instead of the hand cannon he carried.
The terrain below offered few places to hide, and Dean could tell that the skinny man would soon have an unobstructed view and a clear shot at his target, who had yet to realize that the skinny man hadn’t followed him up the hill, but was instead running parallel along its other side.
As the first man paused to take his bearings, the skinny man topped the rise behind him and took aim at his prey, who was unaware that he was in his sights.
“Look out!”
The man in the hoodie heeded Dean’s cry, dove to the right and rolled, just as the bullet ripped into the spot he’d been standing in.
Both men turned their faces up to stare at Dean, but the skinny man gazed at him with sheer malice.
Dean pulled Amy to the floor just as the man sent a double blast from the gun their way, which tore a hole in the concrete above their heads.
Dean’s hands flew over Amy’s body as he checked her for injuries.
“Are you alright?”
“Yeah, you?”
“I’m fine,” Dean said and took out his phone to call the cops. “Damn, there’s no signal. I forgot the rain was screwing things up.”
He moved back to the wall and peered over just in time to see the man in the hoodie charge at the skinny man, who seemed to be fumbling with his gun.
The two men collided, fell to the ground, and rolled down a series of small hills, where they disappeared from sight beneath the branches of a tree.
However, Dean could hear their struggle even above the rain, and he wondered who was winning.
“The house,” Amy said. “I bet the farmhouse has a landline. We can call the chief from there.”
Dean nodded in agreement, took her hand, and the two of them rushed down three flights of stairs and out into the wet day.
***
When Sara ran out the rear of the farmhouse, it was just in time to see Tyler bolt into the trees.
She had barely entered the dripping foliage that bordered the pines when the loud shot rang out. Sara cursed, thinking that Tyler had killed Tanner before she could. She then slowed an instant later, as she thought about the likelihood of such an event.
Armed or not, Tanner was deadly and had survived tougher odds in the past. She didn’t know who Tyler and his companions were, but she doubted that they were a match for the bastard.
However, Sara considered herself a match for Tanner, if only by the iron will of her desire to see him dead, and she would not let him slip from her grasp again.
Let the man ahead have his chance at Tanner. Hopefully, he would wear the hit man down and make him more manageable.
Sara tensed, as a sound came from behind and to her right, and after ducking down beside a bush, she saw the woman with the floppy hat move past with a gun in her hand.
That meant that there were two armed people closing in on Tanner.
So much the better,
Let them face him, and when he was distracted, she would move in for the kill.
Three more shots, spaced apart, followed by a pair back to back and although she couldn’t be certain, Sara thought she had heard a voice in between the first two shots.
The woman in front of her quickened her pace and Sara followed, but then slowed as she came to a hill.
Once atop the hill, a confused look crossed Sara’s face as she took in the unfinished office building sitting in the middle of nowhere.
Movement to her left caused her to point her gun that way, and she found two frightened kids looking at her, their eyes wide in their sockets as they stared at her gun.
Sara jerked her head towards the farmhouse.
“Run!”
The freckled-faced boy nodded at her, grabbed his girlfriend’s hand, and did as ordered. Sara watched them go, but had her attention grabbed once more, as three shots rang out from just past the other end of the building.
She ran down the hill while blinking at the drops of rain falling into her eyes, and hoped that Tanner had not yet met his death.
Sending the man to hell was a pleasure she wished only for herself.
***
After Tanner realized that Tyler had fired six shots from the revolver, he charged at him and caught the man just as he was attempting to reload.
Their struggle carried them down a series of small hills, where they lay beside the bank of a stream, amid a stand of trees. In normal times, the trees would be several yards above the waterline, but on this day, the stream was lapping at their roots.
Tyler’s gun, as well as the bullets he sought to fill it with, were scattered in their struggle, and so Tyler reached up and tried to strangle Tanner, who was on top of him, but Tyler received an elbow to the chin that weakened his grip.
Sensing his advantage, Tanner jammed a knee into Tyler’s stomach and saw the tall man wince in pain, but as he was about to smash Tyler’s nose with his forehead, three shots rang out, and one of them actually struck the hood hanging limply down Tanner’s back.
It was Sherry, and this time Tanner was able to get a good look at her. Beneath the dark eyes sat a fierce scowl set in an incongruously pretty face.
Tanner knew that if she hadn’t feared hitting the tall man, she would have fired lower and shot him for certain.
Tanner got his feet braced and propelled himself to the right, where he hoped the tree limbs would shield his location. He landed on his side in a patch of mud and heard the woman call to the man, whose name he learned was Tyler.
As Tyler gathered his wits and the woman helped him to stand, Tanner took off across an open field.
It was a risky move, but profitable if he could make it to the other side, because just beyond the field was a forest that stretched on for several miles. Past that, there was a road at the edge of town with storefronts and people, and once he reached it, Tanner could get lost among the buildings and find a car to steal.
Shots rang out when he was only halfway across, and Tanner braced for the pain they would bring, but when those shots were answered by others, he reasoned that Sara Blake had joined the fray.
He wished her good hunting and doubled his well-wishing for those she fought against.
With any luck, they would all kill each other.



CHAPTER 5 - Finders keepers
Dean and Amy entered the farmhouse after calling inside through the open front door and getting no answer.
Dean went in first and as he did so, he pushed back the hood on the yellow slicker he wore. Amy wore only a denim jacket to ward off the rain, and as a result, she was drenched to the skin.
Her stylish black sneakers made a high-pitched squeak with every step, and so Dean motioned for her to stay put, while he ventured deeper inside. Within a few steps, he came upon the body of Tyler’s brother, Randall.
“Oh man, this is not good.”
“What is it?”
Dean opened his mouth to answer when he spotted something else. He stood like that, with his mouth agape, until Amy joined him, and when she followed his gaze, she saw the bundles of cash that had spilled from the canvas bag.
“Holy crap!”
A moment later, she spotted Randall’s corpse, and a choked cry escaped her lips.
Dean gripped her hand in an effort to comfort her, even as he swiveled his head around.
“I don’t see a landline, but there’s a cell phone lying over there on the floor.”
Amy saw something else by the phone and the wonder of it eclipsed her fear at seeing the body.
“Another bag, Dean, there’s another bag over there.”
After taking a moment to gather their courage, the teens moved past the body and deeper into the room, where Dean pulled open the canvas sack and found it full of bundled cash.
“There’s a fortune here. They must have robbed a bank and then had a falling out.”
Amy walked back into the hallway and shoved the spilled cash back into the first bag.
“C’mon, we have to leave before they come back.”
Dean tore his gaze away from the contents of the bag.
“What? We can’t take this, it’s stolen.”
“And we’re stealing it again. Dean, baby, don’t you see how lucky we are? We’ll never have to work a day in our lives now.”
Dean gazed back at her for six seconds before he gathered up the second bag.
As he walked by it on his way out of the room, on impulse, he grabbed the phone from the floor and stuck it in his pocket. When he looked up, he found Amy lifting the shotgun by its barrel.
“This thing is heavier than it looks.”
“Leave it.”
“No, you grab it... just in case.”
Dean took it, but picked it up by its stock and set the safety switch with his thumb.
“What was that you just did?”
“I engaged the safety.”
“Shotguns have safety switches?”
“This one does.”
“How did you know to do that?”
“My dad, we used to hunt some... you know... before he got sick.”
“I wish I had known him better, but c’mon, we have to go.”
Dean tucked the shotgun beneath his rain slicker and then he and Amy crept from the house, where they walked past Tanner’s pickup, Sara’s car, and the stolen vehicle that Tyler and Sherry were using.
Once on the road, they stayed to the shoulder and headed away from the farm.
Every once in a while, they would giggle with glee at their good fortune, little knowing what lied ahead.



CHAPTER 6 - Hunted 
A groundhog skittered in front of Sara’s position, and when the movement caught Sherry’s eye, Sara knew that the woman had spotted her.
Three shots slammed into the tree Sara leapt behind, followed by two more, and then Tyler could be heard shouting for Sherry to stop firing.
Sara sent two shots their way, but saw that they had already headed back up the hill. She let loose a vehement curse over the fact that the couple was now behind her, and after taking a deep breath, she went in pursuit of Tanner.
***
Sherry followed Tyler back up the first of the short hills he’d earlier rolled down while struggling with Tanner, and questioned him about why they were leaving.
“We’re not leaving. Do you think I’d let that bastard go after he killed my brother? But I can’t do shit without my gun. I have to find it.”
“I have a gun, we’ll just use mine.”
“How many rounds you got left?”
Sherry’s shoulders sagged.
“Just two,”
“That’s what I thought; now help me find my gun and keep an eye out for that bitch too.”
***
Tanner made it to the other side of the field just as Sara called out his name.
He had entered a second wooded area, but then remembered that there was a clearing up ahead. The clearing was in an area where another farmhouse once stood, but that building had burned down in a fire that occurred back in the 1960s.
He would have to stay clear of that open area or risk becoming easy prey.
Tanner looked over his shoulder and saw Sara coming fast across the field. He was certain that she could no longer see him now that he was among the trees, and the sound of the thunder and the constant patter of rain would mask any sounds his footfalls made.
Still, she was armed, he wasn’t, and if she caught even a glimpse of him, he was a dead man.
Deeper into the trees, the branches overhead grew so thick that the rain making its way through became more like a steady drizzle, and not the unending barrage of water that had been pouring upon him. While the decades of fallen leaves had created a soft ground covering that gave each of Tanner’s steps a springy sensation.
Having only visited the site of the old farmhouse once, Tanner was unsure of exactly where the broad clearing began, and so he traveled east to give it a wide berth, and afterwards, he would move northward again towards the town.
He had just made the move towards the north when he saw movement up ahead, just a flicker of something, or someone, moving low between the trees. He wondered if Sara had somehow circled in front of him, but no, she couldn’t have moved that fast, and so it was the man and the woman whose friend he’d killed.
They must have traveled back to their vehicle and driven around, to come at him from the town side of the forest.
Tanner stopped moving and gazed about, while looking for a place to hide. The trees offered shelter, but the movement up ahead had grown close enough to make sounds, and he knew that he would be facing someone before he could ever make it behind one of the wide trees.
He unfolded his only weapon, a knife with a six-inch long blade, and readied himself for what was coming. Whoever it was, Sara Blake, Tyler, or the scowling woman, whichever, they were about to die, or he was.
No middle ground existed when the stakes were life and death.
Tanner moved towards the approaching figure, but when he saw who it was, he dropped the hand holding the knife to his side.
“Oh, it’s you.”
***
Sara made it to the clearing where a home had once stood.
The area wasn’t a true clearing since there were a few trees, but they were so scattered and small compared to their ancient cousins that it was easy to see past them, while the thick covering of the overhead branches had ended, making the rain inside the clearing as unrelenting as ever.
Sara moved towards the center, with the mud sucking at her ankle high boots and threatening to dislodge the left one from her foot and swallow it.
Apparently, she hadn’t laced it as tightly as its counterpart, and with every step she could feel it slide down her ankle as the muck gripped it.
Her eyes darted left and right, while she looked back often to see if the tall man and the woman had followed her.
When she spotted movement to her right, she smiled, for although she couldn’t see the man’s face from where she was, she could see the wet dark hair and the hood hanging down his back.
Tanner!
Sara raised her gun, took careful aim, but hesitated.
What is he doing? Is he talking to someone?
Her hesitation ended when his head turned and she could see his face in profile. It was Tanner and although the shot was far from an easy one, she knew she could make it. Sara took careful aim at the center of Tanner’s back, and after releasing a breath, she fired.
***
Tyler had found his gun without difficulty, but had trouble collecting his bullets.
Despite both he and Sherry scouring the area, he was only able to find four of the six that had dropped, and the rest of his ammo was back at the house, inside the stolen minivan.
Tyler knew if they delayed any longer that the man and woman who killed his brother might get away.
And so, they traveled across the field, entered the forest and moved in a straight line while keeping watch, but after trudging some distance with no sign of either Sara or Tanner, Sherry believed they had lost them.
“We should go back to that farmhouse. The bastard probably got away, plus, we left the money back there.”
Tyler glared at her.
“Do you remember what else we left back there, Sherry? We left my damn brother, my dead brother that this bastard killed. You go back if you want, but I’m not doing anything else in this world until I find this son of a bitch and make him suffer.”
Sherry stared at him, and then shrugged.
“The guy’s gone. He could be anywhere by now.”
A shot rang out, the sound coming from up ahead and to the right.
Tyler pushed past Sherry and headed towards the sound.
“I got the bastard now.”
Sherry sighed, turned, and followed Tyler, as the frown lines on her face deepened and her patience grew thin.



CHAPTER 7 - Ryder on the storm 
Amy and Dean entered her house and found her mother either passed out or sleeping on the living room sofa.
There was an old movie on the TV and liquor bottles scattered atop the coffee table.
Amy’s mom, Carol Patton, was an alcoholic and a pain pill addict. Her habits were sustained by a substantial quarterly check she received in compensation for losing her right leg below the knee, and the use of one eye, in a work-related accident.
After legal wrangling, Carol Patton’s attorney agreed that his client would accept a structured settlement with periodic payments rather than go to trial, where she undoubtedly would have been awarded a huge lump sum by a jury. The payments Amy’s mom received for her suffering added up to well over six figures a year.
When she wasn’t drunk or high, Amy’s mom would take the bus trip to the casino with her friends and lose hundreds, sometimes thousands of dollars.
Before the accident, she was a hardworking single mom, but after becoming hooked on pain pills and caught in the downward spiral of alcoholism, Carol Patton rarely saw her daughter. She had no interest in Amy’s life and didn’t even know Dean’s name, despite the fact that he and Amy had been dating for two years and had been classmates even longer.
Amy locked her bedroom door and then she and Dean poured the money atop her mattress. Once the bags were empty and the cash heaped in a pile, the two teens just stared at it in awe.
Amy gave a little laugh.
“Oh my God, there might be a million there.”
“They must have robbed a bank,” Dean said. “Who else would have this kind of money?”
Amy went to her closet and came back to the bed holding a backpack.
“After we count it, we’ll put it in here and then we’ll get rid of these bags.”
“And the phone too,”
“Why did you take the phone?”
“I figured it belonged to one of them and if the cops find it with the bags, they’ll know who to arrest for the robbery.”
“Smart, yeah, they shouldn’t get away with it.”
“What about us? I guess we’re thieves now too.”
“No, what we did is more like finders keepers.”
Dean laughed, then, he picked up the bags the money had been in. They were made of a sturdy canvas material and had a drawstring at the top.
“This doesn’t make sense.”
“What doesn’t make sense?”
“These bags, they’re coin bags, you know, for rolled coins, dimes, quarters, but look how big they are. If these were filled even halfway with rolls of quarters they’d be too heavy to carry, plus the weight would probably split the bag.”
Amy took one of the bags from him.
“Yeah, so I guess they used this as sort of a prop or something when they stole the money.”
Dean nodded in agreement, as forty miles away, the police and the FBI were coming to the same conclusion.
***
FBI agent Mel Cooper stared down at the body of Michael Ryder and wondered why the young blond man had been killed, when it was obvious that he had been no threat to the robbers.
As if he were reading his mind, his fellow agent, Ben Simms, answered the question.
Simms was in his forties, same as Cooper, but his thick wavy hair and boyish face made him appear to be years younger.
“Witnesses say the woman didn’t like the way he was looking at her. The bitch shot him as they were leaving, just plain mean.”
“And stupid,” Cooper said, while scratching the center of his bald head. “This murder makes them job one, and what about the other site, the one where they dumped the vehicle?”
“We have a witness and a description of the vehicle they drove away in after dumping the phony armored car, plus, there’s little doubt that there was a driver too.”
Cooper stared down at the body of Michael Ryder.
“We have to get these bastards, Ben, and I mean today.”
***
Not far away, Cameron Ryder left her blue pickup truck, an old Chevy C/K 1500. She had spotted a cop she knew named Bobby, he was manning the perimeter of the scene and she went over to talk to him.
Cameron was a tall woman in her late-thirties, long-limbed and shapely, with a no-nonsense look about her. She had once been a cop, but was now a bounty hunter, and she wanted to find the people who had robbed the bank more than she wanted to breathe.
Past the yellow Crime Scene tape that cordoned off the area was a panel truck that resembled an armored car, but a close look revealed that it was only made to appear as such. Someone had set the interior of the truck on fire, but the fire never spread to the exterior because of the rain.
The cop was about to tell her to step back when he recognized her.
“Cameron, hi, how do you like this weather, huh?”
Cameron pointed at the panel truck.
“They used that, didn’t they?”
“Yeah, but do you know something about the robbers? Are they people you were tracking down?”
Cameron pushed a strand of her blond hair back behind her ear and began crying, but her tears were hardly noticeable due to the rain, still, the cop saw something in her eyes and felt the sorrow emanating off her, as well as the anger.
“Cameron, hey, honey what’s wrong?”
“The bastards killed Michael, Bobby. They murdered my brother.”
“The civilian that got killed? That was Mike?”
The cop, Bobby, had been both a friend and a classmate to Cameron’s younger brother, Michael Ryder, and had gone through high school with him. After the shock of the news hit him, he too grew angry.
“Cameron, this is all I know and it’s not much. A man and a woman robbed the bank by pretending to be guards delivering coins. The man was normal looking, maybe on the tall side, while the woman was shapely, and they both had dark hair. They used this truck to help make them look legit and there’s a possibility of a third person, maybe a driver, but they can’t be sure. A witness here says he saw a silver Toyota minivan leaving the scene and headed north and... that’s all I know.”
Cameron reached across the tape and laid a hand atop the cop’s shoulder.
“Thank you, Bobby.”
Cameron had taken three steps, but she turned back to ask a question.
“Which one shot my brother?”
“It was the woman. Witnesses say she did it because she didn’t like the way he was staring at her.”
“Knowing Michael, he was probably trying to memorize their faces.”
“You’re going after them, aren’t you?”
“Yeah,”
“Be careful, I know you can handle yourself, honey, and I know your record at tracking down dirt bags, but if and when you find them, please be careful, and one more thing.”
“What’s that?”
The cop looked around before speaking.
“Kill them, and if you find you can’t do it, call me.”
Cameron stared into her friend’s eyes.
“You won’t be getting that call.”
A minute later, she was back in her pickup truck and headed north.



CHAPTER 8 - ... but you can’t hide 
Tanner put away his knife and looked at his new companion.
It was the dog, Madison’s dog, as he had come to think of her. She was a mutt with a lot of German shepherd mixed in, but Tanner noticed something else about her.
“You’re almost dry. How have you been staying dry?”
The dog took off back the way it had come and Tanner moved to follow her, just in time to avoid Sara’s shot.
The blast from the gun frightened the hound and she doubled her pace. Tanner followed, his speed no match for the dog’s, but he stayed with her long enough to see her dart left and move beneath the branches of a bush.
Beyond the foliage, the north end of the clearing was visible, and just past the center of it and moving his way was Sara Blake.
Tanner turned, sprinted six steps, and dropped to the ground.
Once he was out of Sara’s line of sight, he pivoted and crawled over to the bush that the dog had disappeared beneath.
As soon as he moved under the bush, he felt himself sliding downward into darkness atop something that felt like a ladder, but was actually an old set of steep wooden stairs.
The ground at the base of the steps was covered in dirt and debris blown in from outside, and as Tanner hit bottom, the pile of leaves and broken branches made for a soft landing. When he rolled over, his hand touched a shelf and he heard the tinkle of glass jars.
Tanner reached beneath the hoodie and grabbed his phone off his belt. The device’s case was as wet as the rest of him, but when he activated the phone, it lit up, and he could see that he was underground and surrounded by brick walls.
However, there was pine shelving, some of it still standing, and upon it were rows of sealed glass jars. It was then that Tanner realized that he was in what had been the farm’s root cellar. It had likely been in a location near the house, perhaps beneath the plot of land where the barn had been.
With the phone off, his eyes adjusted to the gloom, and just enough gray light filtered in to make out shapes.
Whimpering sounds came from his left, and the sparse light revealed the dog lying across from him. She was shivering from fear.
The animal had never been trusting of humans, not even Madison, who would leave food for her.
Tanner stayed still and hoped the dog would realize that he wasn’t a threat, but the whimpering continued.
Someone moved near the bush and the hole above darkened to near blackness. When that someone spoke, Tanner was not surprised by the identity of its owner.
“I know that you’re hiding nearby, Tanner, and I also know you’re unarmed.”
Light returned as Sara moved about, but the hole grew dark once more as she returned and spoke in a soft voice, as if to herself.
“What was that noise?”
It was the dog, whose whimpering had grown sharper in pitch.
Self-preservation made Tanner consider killing the hound, but the act would likely only create more noise, and in a way, the dog had already saved his life. To Tanner, that meant something, man or beast.
He took out his knife, his only weapon, and prepared to defend himself as best he could, which would likely fall far short.
He was in a hole with his back against the wall, while the enemy had a superior weapon and higher ground. Once Sara discovered him, he would become the proverbial fish in a barrel, and she would take pure delight in shooting him.
The scant light increased as a hand moved aside the branches of the bush, and then Sara’s face appeared, followed by the barrel of the gun.
It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but once they had, she smiled.
“There you are.”



CHAPTER 9 - Checkmate! 
At the town’s jail and only police station, Chief of Police Matt McCoy lowered the flask beneath his desk, just as the door opened and his deputy, Lydia Bradshire, stepped in and shook off the rain.
The department only had three other employees. One was an elderly clerk home with the flu, the second, a rookie male deputy whose wife just had a baby, and the third, a retired cop in his fifties from Philadelphia, who responded to calls on nights and weekends.
Ridge Creek was a quiet town of just over four-thousand residents, but due to the farmland within its borders, the town had size. Still, not much ever happened in Ridge Creek, a condition that would change drastically on this rain-soaked day.
Chief McCoy was fifty-four and had been a cop in the town since age twenty. He was a big man who appeared intimidating in his beige uniform and silver badge, but he had talked his way out of trouble more than he’d ever used his fists, and not once had he fired his weapon while on duty.
Lydia Bradshire had been a crossing guard for the elementary school before joining the army, but when she returned to town three years ago as a veteran who had served in a combat zone, she was hired to be a deputy.
Lydia was thirty, five-foot-eight and blond. Her mannish uniform hid the fact that her figure was above average, but one look into her eyes told you that there was a mind working behind the ice-blue orbs, and in truth, she ran the department.
McCoy had been a good chief until his wife’s death, six months earlier. Since then, the ex-alcoholic had slipped off the wagon on a regular basis, and seemed just to be putting in time until he could retire at fifty-five.
Lydia checked the station’s computer for messages and found something interesting.
“We may have trouble coming, Matt. A man and a woman robbed the bank in Ciderville and got away with nearly a million in cash, all unmarked.”
McCoy’s face screwed up in confusion.
“Why would that little bank have so much cash on hand?”
“It was for their distribution center in Philly, but they park cash there sometimes in order to save the armored car from making a trip into the city.”
“Penny-wise and pound-foolish,” McCoy said. “Was anybody hurt?”
“Yeah, a civilian named Michael Ryder was killed, and when last seen, the thieves were headed towards us.”
“They wouldn’t come here. More than likely they’re headed for Philly.”
“That’s for sure,” Lydia said, as the lights flickered.
The chief stood and grabbed his raincoat.
“That’s the power house, the damn roof has a leak and I’ve told the mayor more than once that it needed fixing. I’ll go check on it, but do me a favor and have Dave Robards meet me there, he’s our utility guy.”
“Alright and be careful out there, trees are down all over the place.”
“Will do,” McCoy said, and as soon as he reached his cruiser and knew no one was looking, he brought the flask out again.
***
Sara had less than a second to realize that Tanner wasn’t alone in the hole, before the dog scampered up the steep incline and pushed past her.
“Hey!”
No sooner had the dog sped by, when Tanner’s knife embedded its tip into the meat of Sara’s forearm and between the shock of the blade and surprise at the dog, Sara found herself falling backwards onto her ass and dropping her gun.
Tanner had thrown the knife at her throat, but when she instinctively raised her hand to ward off a perceived attack by the dog, she had blocked the blade’s path.
Tanner moved up the steep stairs, while Sara was still wincing from the impact and pain of the knife, and he grabbed her left ankle, just above the top of her boot.
When Sara realized what he was doing, she reached out for her weapon, but it had fallen beneath another bush and was out of reach, then, she was yanked down into the hole.
After the shock of impact, Sara felt Tanner’s hands close around her throat, and then heard Sherry’s voice.
“She was right here. Where the hell did she go?”
“It was that damn dog that ran past us; that’s what you saw,” Tyler said.
Down in the hole, both Tanner and Sara froze, while locked together like lovers, with their faces just inches apart and his hands still gripping her throat.
If he killed her now, the noise it would make would alert the couple outside, and if she called to them for help, she would receive it, but only to have it followed by a bullet.
Sara stared into Tanner’s eyes, then, at the entrance to the hole, back and forth, back and forth, while Tanner did the same.
“And I’m telling you that I didn’t see the dog, Tyler. I saw her, so watch your ass and help me check the area, because I’m telling you, she’s here somewhere.”
“We’ll find her and we’ll kill her, but I want that bastard in the hoodie so I can cut his heart out.”
Down in the hole, Tanner relaxed his grip on Sara just a bit, to relieve the strain. She was on her back beneath him, while he was on his knees between her spread legs with his forearms pinning her down.
He was going to kill her without mercy, for he had warned her to back off and yet she just kept coming.
Yes, he planned to kill her, but it did not escape his notice that the bosom rising and falling beneath his chest was of ample proportion, the neck his hands gripped, soft, and the face, beautiful, despite the fire of hate burning within the eyes.
Sara Blake was an enemy, yes, but a woman just the same, and he was not a man who failed to appreciate such obvious charms.
He would kill her, in self-defense, plain and simple, but he knew that the act would not bring him pleasure. Despite her animosity towards him and the hatred she held for him, the emotion he experienced when he thought of her tended more towards a mixture of annoyance and pity.
After long minutes passed without hearing voices or seeing movement, Tanner tightened his grip once more, saw fear enter Sara’s eyes, and whispered to her.
“What did you think this was, a chess match? I warned you to stay away from me, told you that I would kill you if you kept coming, and now, I’ll keep that promise.”
Sara spit in his face.
Tanner grunted his displeasure and was about to strangle her when he felt the tip of the knife pierce the fabric of his jeans, nick his inner thigh, and come to rest along the side of his testicles.
It was the knife he had thrown at her, the knife that had still been stuck in her arm when he dragged her into the hole. It was his knife, and if Sara so much as flicked her wrist, Tanner would be a eunuch.
Tanner’s eyes widened as he released his hold on her throat and after leaning back carefully, he held up his hands in a sign of surrender.
Sara smiled.
“Checkmate!”



CHAPTER 10 - Straightjacket 
Tyler pounded the side of his fist against a tree in frustration.
They had searched out to the road and back and come up empty. The man who had killed his brother was gone and there was nothing he could do about it.
Sherry placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed.
“We did what we could. Now we have to get back to that farmhouse before someone else sees us.”
“I know. I just hate going back empty-handed, and what are we going to do with Randall, bury him here?”
“I think we’ll have to, and at least the ground is soft with all this rain.”
Tyler struck the tree again, but then an idea came to him.
“I’ll call for help.”
“We can’t do that, remember? No contact until after the Feds have called off the manhunt.”
“There won’t be any contact, not one on one, and besides, isn’t this what we bought the throwaway phones for?”
Sherry reached into an inner pocket on her jacket and took out a phone.
“The number is built in.”
Tyler dialed, and when nothing happened, he checked and saw that he had no bars. He kept checking as they jogged back towards the farmhouse and when they reached the area where the incomplete office building sat, he saw two bars, but still couldn’t place a call.
“What’s wrong with this thing?”
“It’s not the phone; they said on the radio that the storm was screwing with the system.”
The third try was successful and Tyler heard the voice of his other partner.
“You wouldn’t be calling unless there was a problem, so tell me what’s wrong?”
“We need help... Randall’s dead.”
There was a pause and then the voice continued.
“Start at the beginning and tell me everything.”
***
Sara gave one last look around before calling down into the hole.
“It’s finally clear, come out now.”
“I can’t,” Tanner said. “Not without my hands being free. The angle is too steep.”
“Nice try, Tanner, but unless you want to stay down there with a bullet in your brain, I suggest you figure it out.”
After gaining the advantage with the knife, Sara had instructed Tanner to slide his hands inside the sleeves of his hoodie and place them behind his back. Afterwards, she reached around and tied the ends together with her free hand.
The procedure took a while to perform one-handed, but it essentially left Tanner wearing a makeshift straightjacket.
After two failed attempts, he emerged from the hole, stumbled, and fell at Sara’s feet.
She had recovered her gun after leaving the root cellar and had it pointed at Tanner’s face.
He rose to his knees, then, to his feet.
“Why are you keeping me alive? Are you planning to hand me over to that ex-partner of yours, or maybe The Conglomerate?”
“You’re all mine, Tanner, and by the time I get through with you, you’ll be begging for mercy.”
“But you have none to give, do you, Blake?”
“Not where you’re concerned. Now, enough talking, start moving,”
Sara pulled her phone from a pocket in her jeans, and as Tyler had done, she searched for a cell signal, once she found one, she reached her party on the second try.
“Duke, it’s Sara Blake and I need—”
Tanner took off as fast as he was able, given that his arms were tied behind his back.
Sara fired off a shot that missed, as Tanner weaved among the trees.
“I’ll call you back,” Sara said into the phone, before shoving it into her pocket and giving chase.
***
At the farm, Tyler and Sherry were discovering that they weren’t the only thieves in the world, as they realized that the bank bags were gone.
They were in the kitchen, where the odor of Randall’s corpse wasn’t as prevalent. In their absence, the body’s bowels had vacated and the stench was great.
Sherry pulled at her hair as she spoke.
“Could one of the people we chased have doubled back and taken it?”
“No, this was kids, a redheaded snot and his girlfriend, I saw them out at that building and I’d bet you it was them.”
Sherry thought that over and nodded in agreement.
“Yeah, that would explain why there’s no cops or Feds here waiting for us, but how do we find those kids?”
Tyler took out the phone again.
“We find them the same way we find that man and woman.”
He dialed, but there was no answer.
“I’ll try again later, in the meantime.... I’ll take care of my brother.”
“We’ll wrap him in a sheet and place him on the porch for now, later, when we have the time, we’ll bury him.”
Tyler agreed, and they walked back into the living room to begin the grim task.
***
Tanner had taken off while Sara was distracted with her call, knowing that one of her shots could find his back at any moment.
He considered the risk one worth taking, since she had all but stated her intention to torture him.
Better a bullet in the back than days or weeks of agony.
His first priority had been to get away, to gain distance from her, and after running as fast as he could for several minutes, he had accomplished that, but knew that a hundred yards or less separated them.
The next step was to free his arms. This, he accomplished by leaning forward and slipping the knot that Sara had tied downward, until it was below his buttocks. Afterwards, he sat, lay on his back and pulled his legs flat against his chest, so that he could bring his arms around to the front.
He gave a grunt of satisfaction once he had his arms in front of him again. All that remained was to shimmy out of the hoodie, but as he began to free his arms of the knotted sleeves that bound him, he saw a faster way.
Tanner ran forward, raised his arms above his head, and leapt into the air.
***
Sara was running fast, gun raised up and ready, while her head swiveled in an attempt to spot Tanner.
She saw it when she was still twenty yards away, and by the time she reached the tree, she had figured out how he had done it.
Tanner’s hoodie was hanging by its sleeves from the stub of a broken branch that was situated ten feet off the ground.
Sara knew that Tanner must have maneuvered his arms in front of him, and then leapt up to let the jagged remains of the tree branch catch the knotted sleeves.
Gravity would do the rest, and once he slipped free, he could fall to the ground and be on his way.
She sighed, but then realized that it meant that she was going in the right direction. Until she found the hoodie, she wasn’t certain of that, and had been thinking that Tanner may have doubled back.
She left the tree in a mad dash, and soon spotted the tops of buildings ahead.
That meant that Tanner had made it to town and was looking for a car to steal, and once he had transportation, he would definitely be lost to her.
That thought had just left her mind when she saw Tanner. He was up ahead, leaning on an SUV with his legs spread wide and his arms atop the vehicle’s hood.
At first, she thought that Tanner had injured himself and was resting, but the position of his body was a familiar one, and through the driving rain, she made out the details of the vehicle, and saw the official decal with the badge and name of the town.
As Sara stepped from the woods, she spotted the big man in the Chief of Police uniform with his gun pointed at Tanner.
“Oh thank God, I thought he had—”
The wet metal of the gun barrel pressed against the side of her head stopped her voice in mid-sentence. Not daring to turn her head, Sara moved her eyes to the left and viewed the female deputy at the other end of the gun.
“Drop that weapon or I will blow your head off.”
Sara released her gun and it clattered to the ground. She followed it a second later, as Deputy Lydia Bradshire knocked her legs out from under her and cuffed her, as she lay atop the wet street.
“No! Wait, you don’t understand, that man is—”
This time the gun was pressed into her ear.
“You shut the hell up or I will remove my baton and shut you up. We know who you are, know that you robbed that bank in Ciderville and you will pay for killing the man you murdered.”
Sara began to protest and Lydia lifted her to her feet by the cuffs shackled behind her back. The pain caused by that action stilled Sara’s voice, while Lydia’s whispered words replaced the gun in Sara’s ear.
“Keep talking bitch and I’ll cripple you.”
Sara looked into Lydia’s eyes and saw that she was serious. Sara blinked against the rain, and when she looked over at Tanner, she saw him smile.
He shrugged.
“They got us, partner.”



CHAPTER 11 - Nosy, Nosy
Dean and Amy moved about Ridge Creek on a spending spree, as they enjoyed their new wealth.
Amy bought clothes and perfume, while Dean went wild in the comic shop and bought an expensive game system.
Dean’s purchases would be kept at Amy’s house, because his foster parents would become suspicious. They would also likely confiscate anything of value and sell it at the church flea market.
The people who had taken him in after his only parent, his father, died, were good people overall. However, Dean was certain that they looked after him and the other three foster kids they had, more for the money the state paid them, rather than out of the goodness of their hearts.
Still, they kept him fed and treated him with respect, but Dean felt more like a pet than a member of a family, and when he turned eighteen, a date that was just weeks away, he was going to move out.
Where he was going to move to and how he was going to pay for it were questions he hadn’t yet answered, but with the money they’d taken from the bank robbers, his and Amy’s future was secure.
Amy had turned eighteen a month earlier. So they would soon both be adults and able to do and go where they pleased.
Their spending spree did not go unnoticed.
Mrs. Doris James, a lifelong resident of Ridge Creek, and the town’s main gossip, happened to be in line behind the kids at the local Mega drugstore. When Dean bought the costly game system, she wondered where a boy like Dean had acquired the funds.
When the young couple left the store, Mrs. James followed them, and her eyebrows went up when the kids entered the jewelry store.
Mrs. James went inside the coffee shop across the way and settled in at a table by the window. She had braved the rainstorm because her husband had a bad case of diarrhea and she went out to the drugstore to get something for him.
But Mr. James would just have to stay perched atop the toilet for a while longer, because Mrs. James knew mischief when she saw it, and Amy and Dean were up to something, she just knew it.
She sipped her coffee, took a bite of her glazed donut, and waited to see where Dean and Amy went to next. 
***
Cameron Ryder was only a few miles from Ridge Creek, when she got the call from Bobby telling her that the chief there was holding two suspects in the bank robbery, a man and a woman.
She pointed her pickup truck in that direction and wondered if she would soon see the face of the woman who had murdered her brother.
As she drove along, she thought about her younger brother and realized that she was now all alone.
Her mother had passed away when Michael was only six. While her father spent long hours trying to keep the family hardware store afloat, fourteen-year-old Cameron had practically raised Michael.
Six years later, when her father died in a hit and run accident, Cameron became more of a parent than a sister to the boy.
Luckily for her, Michael had been a good kid, and Cameron had felt pride as she watched him excel academically, and later go on to have success as a financial advisor.
It seemed inconceivable to her that he was gone, just wiped off the planet by the whim of a madwoman.
When the first tremor came, Cameron barely noticed it, as she was lost amid grief, but then came the second jolt, followed by a lurching sensation, and she realized that the front end of her truck was sitting higher, as if she were climbing a hill.
“What the...?”
She had been driving over the flat surface of a one-lane bridge, the North Street Bridge, whose other side was the border of Ridge Creek. Cameron looked in her rear view mirror and saw that the car behind her was slamming on its brakes. The hard stop made the vehicle go sideways and it slammed into the metal guardrail.
Cameron looked away from the mirror, saw the jagged edge of crumbling roadway rising up in front of her and realized that the bridge was coming apart.
She instinctively touched the brake pedal, and yet, in the second it took to perform that action, she realized that she’d never stop in time to keep from driving off the edge.
She moved her foot onto the gas and pressed down hard. There was a gap in the road ahead; the broken roadway in front of her proclaimed that, but what she didn’t know was how wide the gap was.
In any event, the more speed the better, and when the truck’s front wheels left the roadway and spun in empty space, Cameron screamed.



CHAPTER 12 - Caged
Chief McCoy placed Sara and Tanner in side-by-side cells that were only separated by shared metal bars.
The cells sat twenty feet away from the chief’s scarred wooden desk, and their back wall was the rear brick wall of the small building. The chief was near the front door and Lydia’s desk was over on the right, by a rack of shelves that held forms, along with several miscellaneous items.
There were only three cells, each with a sink and a toilet, and Sara had been placed in the center one, while Tanner was on the right.
Tanner lay back atop the cell’s thin mattress and rested, gathering his strength, while Sara spent her time trying to convince the chief and his deputy of her innocence.
“I’m no damn bank robber. I’m a former FBI agent.”
McCoy leaned back in his chair.
“If that’s true, you’ll soon have a reunion with your fellow agents. They’re on their way here to talk to you.”
“This man, his name is Tanner and he’s a paid killer, but earlier, the two of us were being chased by a man and woman, and I believe that they’re the people you’re searching for.”
Lydia laughed.
“Let me get this straight. You say you’re an FBI agent, he’s a hit man, and you just happened to of been chased by two bank robbers? And here I thought this was a quiet little town.”
“Check the farm, the one over at the other end of the road you found us on. That’s where you’ll find the people you want... along with a dead body.”
McCoy sat up straight behind his desk.
“You killed someone else?”
“No... well... you’ll find one of my rounds in him, but he was already dead. Tanner killed him.”
Chief McCoy looked over at Lydia, while not really knowing what to make of Sara’s tale.
In truth, McCoy didn’t care much about what she was saying.
His mind was preoccupied by thoughts of the empty flask he carried. He needed more whiskey, and as soon as the FBI took this mess off his hands, he was going to go out and get some.
Lydia spoke to Tanner.
“What’s your story, handsome?”
Tanner sat up.
“How about something to eat?”
Lydia chuckled.
“You’re only worried about your stomach, are you?”
“For now,”
McCoy picked up the landline.
“The man might be a murdering thief, but food sounds like a good idea. God only knows how long it will be before the Feds get here. I’ll call Bonnie over at Grover’s and have her bring us some lunch.”
“I’ll take the usual,” Lydia said. “But first I’m gonna go check out that farm.”
Sara sighed with relief.
“Thank you, but please be careful, Deputy, those people might still be there.”
“Um-hmm,” Lydia said. “But don’t go thinking I believe you. That farm you’re talking about, we call that place Forgotten Farm, because it just sits there year after year rotting away. Checking out the farm, that’s just me humoring you, and later, when the Feds come, it’ll save them doing the same.”
Lydia left, and after ordering food, the chief began reading a book. That left Sara to stare across her cell at Tanner, who was studying her.
“What the hell are you looking at?”
“You, I was wondering what drives you.”
“You know what drives me. It’s revenge, and when the FBI agents come and drag you out of here in shackles, I’ll at least have some small measure of satisfaction.”
“But it won’t be the same, will it? You won’t be able to get that thrill, the high, which torturing me would have given you.”
“I don’t enjoy hurting people; you would be an exception.”
Tanner gave a little laugh.
“What do you find so funny?”
“I wouldn’t be an exception, Blake, I’d be an excuse, a way for you to let that thing that lives inside you come out and play.”
“I’m not sadistic like you, Tanner. I don’t get off on killing people.”
“Then why do you spend every waking hour planning my murder?”
“Because you killed the man I loved, or is love an emotion you can’t fathom?”
“You forget, I watched you and Ames together while I was closing in to kill him, and yes, you were in love, but you seemed no different to me than any other couple. Any woman in your position might want me dead, but the desire to torture, the obsessive pursuit, those come from a different place. If you ever did kill me, that hunger you feel wouldn’t die with me.”
“Psychobabble bullshit from a man who makes his living killing people,”
“I am a killer. I’m also a man who knows himself, and I see some of me in you.”
Sara frowned.
“I’m not like you, Tanner. I’m... I’m a good person.”
Tanner lay back atop the bed.
“There’s no good or bad, Blake, only people.”
“Bullshit,” Sara said, but the word had no conviction in it, and a part of her feared that what he was saying was true.



CHAPTER 13 - Lucky 
Cameron’s truck returned to earth after having plunged four feet, but the impact felt to her as if she had been dropped off the Empire State Building.
No airbag deployed, because the old blue truck didn’t have one, but the seatbelt had dug into her with such force that she thought the strap had dislocated her shoulder, while the duffle bag which she normally kept on the seat in the rear, was now perched upside down atop the dashboard.
After she recovered from the impact, Cameron hit the brakes. The truck shuddered, the belts squeaked and the engine cut off on its own.
Cameron emerged from the truck while massaging her left shoulder and expected to find that the front tires had blown out.
The tires were fine, as was the rest of the truck, and after several attempts, the motor started again.
Cameron patted the steering wheel.
“You’re a tough old girl, aren’t you?”
The truck answered by continuing to purr its engine sounds. Cameron left it and walked back to look over the edge of the bridge.
There was a nine-foot gap, and across the way, she could see that the other end of the short bridge had crumpled at its base, which caused the middle to rise up and break apart.
Cameron was looking forward to reuniting with her brother in the afterlife someday, and had she been going any slower than she had, that reunion could have already occurred.
Fortunately, no cars had fallen in, and Cameron had no doubt that had she plunged into the water that she would have been swept downstream by the powerful flow of the river below her.
A car approached from the other way and Cameron was about to wave in warning, but saw the man slow well before nearing the edge.
He was a young guy in a suit, maybe a sales rep of some kind. After leaving his car, he looked over the edge with wide eyes.
“Whoa, the damn thing just fell apart.”
He glanced over at Cameron, then at her truck, and then back at her, before pointing at the other side.
“You drove off of that, didn’t you?”
Cameron smiled.
“I didn’t have much choice.”
“Damn, and you made it in one piece too. Hey, buy a lottery ticket; this is obviously your lucky day.”
The smile left Cameron’s face.
“It’s not my lucky day, but I do plan to collect a prize.”
She returned to her truck and drove into Ridge Creek. Although she had no idea how she would do it, she vowed to see her brother’s killer dead.
***
Lydia left her cruiser blocking the entrance to the farm, and cupped her hands over the side window to check out the silver Toyota minivan that belonged to Tyler and Sherry.
She did the same thing with Sara’s car and then moved on towards the house, where she looked inside Tanner’s pickup truck.
When she reached the front porch, she saw the human shape wrapped up in sheets and placed her hand upon her weapon, what she failed to see, was Tyler, who was coming up behind her with his gun pointed her way.
The front door flew open and Sherry stood there with her gun ready, but when she spotted Lydia, she dropped her hand to her side.
“Oh, hi,”
“Where’s Tyler?”
“Right here,”
Lydia spun around and smiled at him.
“Aren’t you the sneaky one?”
Tyler nodded and Lydia saw that his eyes were red from crying.
“I’m sorry about Randall, Tyler.”
“Yeah, but let’s get inside, we got a lot to talk about.”
***
They had moved into the kitchen, where Tyler described Dean and Amy to Lydia.
“You say the girl had real dark hair and was dressed all in black, while the boy was a redhead?”
“Yeah, but not bright red, darker than that,”
“Um-hmm, I think I know those kids, especially the girl, I mean, who the hell still dresses like a goth?”
“Can you find them, Lydia?” Tyler asked.
“Yeah, the girl lives over on 10th Street with her mom who only has one foot and a jacked-up eye. It’s the newest house on the block, because the woman won some kind of settlement or something years ago, but here’s the thing, we can’t just let those kids give back the money and walk away, because they’ll talk.”
“Kill them,” Sherry said.
“I will, but I’ll want half of Randall’s share for doing it.”
Sherry leapt up from her seat.
“You greedy bitch! You weren’t even at the robbery.”
“No, I wasn’t, but I also wasn’t the one who left the money alone in the house. Any idiot would have hidden it before chasing after that woman.”
Sherry’s eyes narrowed in anger.
“Are you calling me stupid?”
Tyler raised up his hands.
“Enough! Lydia, go take care of them damn kids and get the money back.”
Lydia smiled at Tyler.
“I will. I’m someone you can count on.”
They walked Lydia out to the front door and watched her splash her way back to her cruiser.
Sherry’s scowl deepened as she thought about what Lydia had said.
“Bitch, like I had time to hide the damn money. She was the one who told us this place was safe to stay at, now look at things, Randall is dead and the money is missing. It’s all her fault, all of it.”
Tyler put an arm around Sherry’s shoulders to calm her down.
“Things will work out, and while Lydia is busy looking for those kids, I’ll be busy too.”
“Doing what?”
“Those two that killed Randall are sitting right in that jail and I’m going down there and kill them.”
“You can’t. The chief is there.”
“I’ll take care of him too if I have to, but there ain’t no damn way they’re getting away with killing my brother.”
“Don’t go, and we’ll get them another time.”
Tyler shrugged on his jacket.
“You stay here and wait for Lydia and I’ll be back soon.”
“Tyler, no,”
“I have to, Sherry, I have to.”
Tyler left the farmhouse with murder on his mind, and Sherry wondered if she’d ever see him again.



CHAPTER 14 - Like looking in a mirror
The food arrived in the company of a middle-aged woman with wide hips and a ready smile. Her name was Bonnie and she recognized Tanner.
“Where do you know him from, Bonnie?”
“He was at Grover’s about a week ago, Chief. Had a hell of a fight too, Richie Clark and his friends ganged up on him, but he kicked all five of their asses and left with Joyce Rollins’ girl on his arm. You know, her youngest, Amber, and her friend too, the one with all the blond hair.”
The chief stared through the bars at Tanner.
“I heard about that fight, so this was the guy, hmm?”
“That’s him.”
The room grew dark as the power went off, but after only a few seconds, it came back on.
“This storm is causing a lot of havoc,” Bonnie said. “On the way over here, I heard on the radio that the North Street Bridge collapsed.”
The chief nodded.
“Yeah, the state cops are handling it and those FBI guys say it’ll delay them some, they have to circle around through Bainville now, and half the roads there are flooded.”
“Well, enjoy your food.”
Bonnie took one last look at Tanner, smiled, and then left.
The chief passed Tanner and Sara each a foam container that held a cheeseburger and fries, then returned with cans of soda, before settling at his desk to eat his own meal.
Sara stared across at Tanner, who was making fast work of his cheeseburger.
“You’ve been in this town for a week? What were you doing here?”
Tanner ignored her and kept eating.
“A man named Al Trent was here last week as well, what do you know about him?”
More chewing, as Tanner’s eyes gazed about the room, as if looking for a way to escape.
“That was Trent’s phone you were holding when I found you, so I know he’s been at that farm, what I don’t know is why.”
Tanner remained silent, as he tried the French fries. By talking, Sara had answered a question for him, and he now knew the reason why she was at the house.
She had been looking for Al Trent’s phone, not for him, and she had no idea that he was at the farm. That was good; it meant that when he killed her, his secret would stay safe. That is, if he also managed to escape from his cell.
Sara huffed in exasperation at his silence and took a bite of her food.
The door opened and Cameron Ryder strolled in. After sending the chief a nod, Cameron marched over to the cells to stare in at Sara and Tanner, but after giving Tanner only a few seconds of inspection, her eyes locked on Sara.
“Chief, my name is Cameron Ryder. I’m a bounty hunter and a former cop, and this woman here killed my brother, Michael Ryder.”
The chief walked over.
Cameron had on a jacket and McCoy could make out the outline of the holster on Cameron’s hip.
“Don’t do anything stupid, ma’am.”
“I won’t, sir, that is, unless you’d be willing to step out and let me?”
The chief released a long sigh.
“I can’t do that, I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
“I understand,” Cameron said and then she leaned her face against the bars and locked eyes with Sara. “You had better pray that you never see the light of day again, bitch, because if I get my hands on you, you will suffer, oh yes you will.”
Sara stood and opened her mouth to assert her innocence, but Cameron had already turned and headed for the door.
Sara sat back on her cot, and when she felt Tanner’s gaze on her, she looked his way.
“How’s it feel to be on the receiving end?”
“Shut up, Tanner.” 
Sara pushed the remainder of her food aside, as her appetite had disappeared.



CHAPTER 15 - Run!
Tyler parked across the street from the police station and checked his gun for the third time.
Despite what he said to Sherry, he did not want to kill a cop if he didn’t have to, because he knew what kind of holy hell that would bring upon them.
It was bad enough that Sherry killed Michael Ryder as they were leaving the bank, but once he killed a cop, even a small-time chief like McCoy, he knew that the man’s fellow officers wouldn’t rest until he was either locked up, or more likely, dead.
The police station sat on the edge of town and was situated between two hills, each of which had a ten-foot bridge spanning a small stream. The streams would normally be well below the surface of their respective bridges, but today, the water was only inches from street level and showed white caps within the currents.
The only building other than the police station was an old firehouse, which had been retired years ago. It was used only once a week, when it housed a flea market on Sundays.
Few people had a reason to visit the area on a good day, and with the rain, the street was deserted.
Tyler sat and listened to the drum of rain upon the minivan’s roof, and readied himself to cross the line.
***
The chief was pacing inside the station.
Lydia had called and said that there was nothing going on at the farm, and he thought she would be right back, but then that busybody Mrs. James called with a story about some kids “spending like drunken sailors” and Lydia went to see what that was all about.
McCoy had tried to get in touch with Lydia again when he felt the urge for a drink overwhelm him, but she wasn’t answering her phone or radio, possibly because their communications were down.
Sara spoke and McCoy stopped his pacing.
“I don’t understand how your deputy didn’t see anything? Did she go inside the house?”
“Of course not, there was no need to; she said that everything was locked up tight.”
“But my car is in the driveway and there was also a pickup truck, even if the bank robbers left, those should still be there, as well as the man Tanner shot.”
“Be quiet.”
McCoy needed a drink and knew that he’d never make it through the next few hours without one. The liquor store was three blocks away, just the other side of the hill, and he could be there and back in no time, but there were the prisoners to think of.
Aw hell, where are they going to go?
“I’ll be back in a minute. There’s no way to escape those cells so don’t even try.”
Sara gave McCoy an incredulous look.
“What do you mean you’re leaving? I thought the FBI was on their way here?”
“I’ll be right back!”
McCoy left, and they could hear the sound of the door locking behind him.
***
Tyler smiled wide as he watched McCoy U-turn and drive up the hill.
He had just decided to kill the lawman along with his prisoners, consequences be damned, when the chief left the building and hopped into his cruiser.
“Yes!”
After looking around and seeing no one on the street, Tyler checked his gun for the final time and left the minivan, determined to place a bullet in Tanner’s head.
***
Farther down the road, Cameron Ryder watched Tyler exit his vehicle and walk across the street.
She could tell by his manner that he was up to no good, and she wondered if he was the person suspected of being the getaway driver. If so, he might be attempting a breakout.
Tyler raised a foot and kicked at the front door of the police station. It took three kicks, but the door swung open.
As Tyler entered the station, Cameron got out of her truck and walked around to the rear, to get her shotgun out of the toolbox in the bed of the truck.
She had just unlocked the toolbox when Lydia came flying down the hill and skidded to a stop in front of the police station.
Cameron cursed, thinking that Lydia would keep her from getting revenge, but then realized that there was no guarantee that the deputy would win the firefight.
Cameron removed the shotgun and just stood there for a moment. She was torn between wanting to back up the deputy or waiting to see which way things went. If she waited and the deputy lost, she would get her chance to avenge her brother’s death and cut down the bank robbers as they fled the jail, but waiting meant that the deputy might die.
Not much of a choice, Cameron thought, as she chambered a round in the shotgun and headed towards the jail to help the deputy.
That’s when movement up in the hills above the town caught her eye. Cameron stopped walking and stared up at it, squinting, trying to comprehend what she was seeing, and when she did, she knew that her shotgun would be useless against it.
The hill she was gazing up at was too steep to build on, yet there had been small summer cottages perched atop its narrow crest. Beyond those sat a wide lake, Evansville Lake, in the neighboring town of Evansville.
As Cameron looked on with widening eyes, she watched several of the small white structures, which were more cabanas than cabins, become knocked off their foundations and tumble down the hill.
The force that propelled them was water. The lake had overflowed its banks after being fed by the constant runoff from the numerous streams, which weaved through the hills above it.
Millions of gallons of water were racing towards the low-lying land where the jail sat, and it was traveling with enough force to not only dislodge the cabanas from their perches, but was also uprooting small trees and carrying them along like matchsticks. 
Cameron was about to run towards the jail to warn the deputy when she saw the chief’s SUV come rocketing back down the hill. The man was driving so fast that after he hit a dip in the road, all four tires left the ground, and Cameron knew that the chief must have seen it too.
Again, Cameron froze in hesitation, knowing that only seconds of safety remained, but another look up the hill decided things for her and she rushed back to her truck, started the engine, and raced towards higher ground.
Liquid death was coming and anyone caught in its path would drown.
*** 
Lydia stood between Tyler and the jail cells, as Tanner and Sara watched the drama play out in front of them, both wondering if they were about to be murdered.
“You can’t kill them, not here. Goddamnit, don’t you have enough heat on you?”
“That son of a bitch killed my brother.”
Lydia placed a hand on Tyler’s chest.
“I know, Tyler. I know how you feel, but you have to get out of here before the chief comes back. His cruiser is right up the road there at the liquor store and he’ll be back any second.”
“It don’t matter, they know too much, just like those kids. And what happened there, did you kill them and get the money back?”
“No, I was watching the girl’s house on 10th Street when Sherry called and told me what you were doing. But let me handle this, I’ll shoot them and tell the chief that they were trying to escape, but you can’t be here.”
“That won’t work now, not with the door all busted in.”
Lydia hadn’t considered that, but her nimble mind came up with a new plan.
“I hate to do it, but McCoy has to die.”
She walked over to the shelf, removed a lockbox from it and took out Sara’s gun.
“I’ll use this, that way, it’ll look like she shot him.”
“In the meantime...” Tyler said and pointed his gun at Tanner.
With absolutely nowhere to run or hide, Tanner stood staring back at Tyler and wondered if he was about to die.
Outside, the chief’s vehicle came to a screeching halt in front of Lydia’s vehicle and Lydia placed a hand on Tyler’s arm.
“Don’t shoot him yet, it’ll alert the chief and take away the element of surprise. Let him walk in first.”
But McCoy didn’t walk in; he sprinted in, oblivious of the broken door, the man holding the gun, Sara’s warning shout, and even the fact that his own deputy was pointing a weapon at him.
“The lake in Evansville crested; we have to get the prisoners out of—”
Lydia fired twice.
The bullets struck McCoy in the chest and his momentum carried him towards the cells, where he collapsed before Sara and rolled over onto his back.
He gazed up at Lydia, giving her the most puzzled expression she’d ever seen, and after exhaling loudly, he died.
“Oh my God,” Sara said, shaken by the ruthlessness of the violence, and it was not lost on her that, motives aside, Lydia’s shooting of McCoy was an echo of her own shooting of Jake Garner, her former partner. And after witnessing the act of betrayal being played out so starkly, she had to fight the urge to vomit.
However, Tanner was more interested in McCoy’s final words than the manner of his death, and unlike Sara, he didn’t see people as either “good” or “evil.”
People were people to Tanner, and any person anywhere was capable of all manner of things, be they benign or malignant. Lydia’s involvement with the robbers and her betrayal of her boss were just actions, choices she made for her own reasons.
What mattered now were McCoy’s actions. Why was the lawman in such an agitated state?
“The chief said the lake in Evansville crested. Why did that have him in such a panic?”
Lydia tore her eyes away from McCoy’s body to look at Tanner.
“Evansville? It’s a town just north of here, at the summit of the hills—oh shit.”
She grabbed Tyler by the arm and began pulling him towards the door.
“We have to go now! This whole area is about to flood.”
“What about them?”
“Leave them, they’ll drown.”
From their cells, Tanner and Sara saw Lydia and Tyler exit. After looking to her left, Lydia made a sound like a strangled scream while Tyler let out a loud curse, and then the two of them scrambled into the chief’s SUV, which he had left running at the curb.
Tanner heard it first; the rush of water, the sound of millions of gallons headed towards them. It was so loud that it even eclipsed the thunder that rumbled overhead.
Tanner looked down at McCoy’s body and dropped to his knees, to stretch his arm out in an attempt to grab the key ring dangling off the chief’s belt.
Sara realized what he was doing and she reached out and snagged the keys, which were closer to her than they were to Tanner, as McCoy’s corpse laid only a foot in front of her cell.
She laughed in triumph, but then realized that Tanner was also going for McCoy’s gun, and the two of them were struggling over it when a tree trunk exploded into the building.
It came in with such force and velocity that the old brick building shuddered from the impact and the front corner of the structure collapsed around it, letting in more water.
Tanner and Sara found themselves slammed against the back wall, as the force of the flow struck them and the shock of the cold water made them both convulse and breathe faster.
Tanner had won the battle for the chief’s gun, and stood to find the floodwaters past his waist and rising fast. When Sara straightened up holding the key, Tanner pointed the gun at her.
“Give me the key or die.”
Sara stared at him defiantly, as she worked the key into the lock on her cell door.
“You’re the one who’s going to die, Tanner, drowning in a jail cell like a trapped rat.”
“Let me out, Blake. If you don’t, you’ll never get the chance to torture me.”
Sara was shivering from the cold water, but she stilled her chattering teeth long enough to say five words.
“I can live with that.”
The power went out in the building and the sudden gloom temporarily blinded them, however, they could hear, and the sound of Sara’s cell door creaking open reached Tanner’s ears.
He aimed at the sound and fired three times, and then mentally chastised himself for not closing his eyes, to avoid the gun’s flash.
Still, his eyes readjusted rapidly to the diminished light, and he saw the dark shape of Sara’s form swimming away beneath the murky water.
Tanner fired several more times, then, he lost sight of her movements and wondered if any of his shots had hit home.
He studied the water while looking for tendrils of blood, but found none, save for the ones flowing from the chief’s fresh corpse, which floated face down upon the water’s surface.
Tanner waited, hoping that Sara’s bullet-riddled body would rise as well.
When Sara finally broke above the surface near the doorway, Tanner glimpsed only her right hand and saw that its middle finger was extended, telling him to go fuck himself.
His shots had missed her completely.
When Sara did come up for air outside the jail, Tanner glimpsed her through a window that had been smashed open by the flood, and he saw the smile lighting her face, before she swam off towards higher ground.
The gun had one round left and Tanner held it beneath the water and fired at the lock on the cell, risking a ricochet and gaining nothing, as the tough steel of the cell lock held fast.
With the water rising past his chest, Tanner looked about for a way to get free and saw only his future tomb.



CHAPTER 16 - New beginnings
Amy stood in the center of her living room, staring at her mother, who appeared not to have moved at all since she and Dean left for their shopping spree.
Dean had carried their bags upstairs to Amy’s bedroom and returned to find out why she hadn’t followed him.
“Why are you crying?”
Amy sniffled and pointed at her mother.
“That’s not my mom. She used to be, before the accident, but she didn’t just lose a foot and sight in her eye, she lost her soul too.”
“Maybe you can talk her into going back to rehab again.”
“She wouldn’t go, and nothing I say or do matters to her anyway.”
Dean took Amy by the hand and led her up to her bedroom. Once there, he pushed aside the bags and lay beside her on the bed, his head propped up on one elbow and staring down into her face.
“I love you, Amy, and I hate to see you so sad.”
Amy kissed him and then stood and went through the bags until she found what she was looking for. It was a dress, nothing fancy, just a dress, but unlike everything else she owned, it wasn’t black, but a vibrant red.
“Do you like it? I thought I’d change my look.”
“No more black?”
“No, not even my hair, I plan on letting it go back to its mousy brown.”
“Why?”
Amy shrugged.
“I want to be me again.”
She draped the dress over a chair and lay back beside Dean.
“I want us to leave town and never come back... will you do it?”
“When, after my birthday?”
“No, today, I’ll pack up some things and we’ll hop on a bus with that money and never look back.”
“What about your mom?”
“She’s not my mom. I don’t know who she is, but she’s not the woman who used to tuck me in and read to me, not since her accident. It’ll probably be weeks before she even notices I’m gone.”
“There’s still school, our friends, Matt, Lila, what do we tell them?”
“We’ll call them someday, but I want a new life. That money can buy us a whole new life, don’t you see that?”
Dean gazed into Amy’s eyes.
“We’ll do it, and I don’t care where we go as long as we go together.”
Amy smiled brighter than Dean could ever recall, and the two of them kissed, still unaware that they were the known targets of a gang of killers.
***
A hundred yards from the police station, Sara staggered out of the water, as she had gone high enough up the hill to escape the flood.
She turned and stared back at the building that housed the jail and saw that the water had risen within a foot of covering the roof. Fresh water was lapping at her feet, so she knew that the level was still rising.
“Goodbye Tanner.”
Footsteps splashed towards her, and Sara had just enough time to turn her head before the butt of a shotgun hit her just above the right ear, rendering her all but senseless.
***
Cameron Ryder glared down at Sara’s dazed form and believed that she was looking at the woman who killed her brother.
After cuffing Sara’s hands behind her back, Cameron left her lying in the street, while she retrieved her pickup.
She backed the vehicle beside Sara and then hoisted her into the rear seat, where she placed duct tape over her mouth and around her ankles. Sara didn’t resist, as she was still groggy.
Before driving away, Cameron looked back at the jail and saw that the water had nearly covered it completely.
That the woman had left her partner to drown didn’t surprise Cameron in the least, because she was a firm believer that all criminals were scum who were only out for themselves.
She hoped the man drowned and prayed that it be both painful and terrifying, but she knew that it would not equal a tenth of the agony she planned to put the woman through.
Cameron placed her truck in gear, eased off the clutch and rolled away, to find a nice secluded spot in which to find some justice.
The law be damned.



CHAPTER 17 - Sour puss
Tanner had been using the end of a spring taken from his cell’s cot to work on the door lock, when Chief McCoy’s wooden desk floated over and nearly crushed his hand.
The impact with the bars sent the desk drifting off in a different direction, but Tanner was quick enough to reach out and grab the underside of the center drawer.
The drawer opened, broke free of the sliding track it rode upon, and spilled its contents, which drifted down into the water to fall to the floor outside his cell.
Before he could grope at them and discover what treasures there might be, he had to rise up once more and refill his lungs.
When he reached the ceiling, he was disheartened to discover that only inches of space were left that contained air, which meant the building would soon be filled with water, eliminating his air supply.
Tanner floated on his back while sucking in the last of the air and then dived down to search the floor in front of the cell.
Visibility was almost nil, but the moment he passed his hands through the bars, they came upon the contents of the drawer.
A wet box of paper clips
A stapler
Something that felt like a ball of rubber bands
A fresh magazine for the gun
Tanner paused in his search after finding the full magazine, but realized that his odds of shooting the metal lock open weren’t good, even with multiple rounds, particularly underwater, still, he could try it as a last ditch effort.
With his hands groping again in the murky water, he came upon something round, thin, and made of metal. When he lifted it and felt the slight weight dangling from it, he knew it was a key ring.
It held four keys and only one of them was big enough to be a match for the lock on his cell door.
Tanner found the hole on the lock with the fingers of one hand and placed the key inside it with the other.
The key refused to turn at first, but Tanner gave it a twist in the opposite direction and felt the lock unlatch.
He swam from the cell, pushed his way out through the front door and surfaced, to gulp air into his lungs.
Up on the hill, groups of people appeared and were pointing down at the new lake in their town. Wanting to avoid them, Tanner swam to the side of the building, which was now a foot below the surface, and although it took longer to reach a higher elevation in that direction, when his feet touched upon muddy ground, he was alone in a wooded area.
He convulsed from the cold and was sick to death of being wet, but even if he had somehow miraculously emerged from the water dry, he would still have been soaked within seconds from the rain.
Through the trees, Tanner spotted the rear of several homes in the distance. He headed their way, hoping to find one where the owner was at work.
He needed to get dry, he needed warmth, and he needed to find Sara Blake and put her out of his misery.
But he also needed a car and he needed it soon, because there was a debt he had to repay. Despite his fatigue and discomfort, Tanner headed towards the homes at a jog and hoped that he wouldn’t be too late.
***
After narrowly escaping the flood at the station, Lydia drove the chief’s cruiser back to the farm, where she pulled up behind Sara’s vehicle.
“I guess the minivan is toast,” Tyler said.
“It’s underwater, just like the jail.”
Tyler pointed at Sara’s car.
“I’ll use that, it belonged to the woman.”
“That should be safe, but can you start it without the key, and what about the alarm?”
“Not a problem, Sherry found the woman’s purse where she dropped it in the living room... it was beneath Randall’s body.”
Lydia leaned over and kissed Tyler.
When it ended, he smiled at her.
“You’ve been wanting to do that for a while, haven’t you?”
“Yes, it’s why I began sleeping with Randall, because it gave me an excuse to be around you.”
“Sherry knew. She’s been saying that since the day you and Randall hooked up.”
“I liked Randall well enough, I’ll even miss him, but now that he’s gone, I wanted you to know how I feel.”
“I’m with Sherry, Lydia.”
“Why? Habit? The woman is a downer and a psycho. It’s because of her that the Feds are hot to catch you. If she hadn’t murdered that man, there wouldn’t be half the heat there is.”
“Still, she and I have been together a long time.”
Lydia left her seat and straddled Tyler’s lap; after a deep kiss, she gazed into his eyes.
“Does Sherry kiss you like that?”
“Speak your mind.”
Lydia reached up and loosened her blond hair, which fell about her face and softened it.
“I’ll just say it. Let’s kill the bitch and keep the money. Or do you want to spend the rest of your life looking at her sour puss?”
Tyler shook his head.
“That’s a big step. Sherry and I, it’s all I’ve known for years.”
Lydia’s hands went to Tyler’s belt.
“It’s time for a change.”
Tyler reached beneath Lydia’s uniform blouse and undid her bra.
“You might be right at that.”
They went at each other inside the car as the rain drummed out a beat that drove their rhythm, and by the time they were done, the windows of the SUV were steamed solid, blocking out the world.
Lydia remained astride Tyler and nuzzled his neck.
“I’ll handle those kids, take back the money, and when I return you take care of Sherry.”
“Alright, but I want to make it painless. I don’t want her to suffer.”
“Neither do I. I don’t hate her; I just want her gone.”
Tyler got out of the cruiser. After throwing him a kiss, Lydia went off to find Dean and Amy, with the intent to end their young lives.



CHAPTER 18 - Won’t somebody please think of the children!
Sara regained her senses slowly and moaned in response to the pain that the blow from the shotgun had inflicted upon her.
Following that, she felt the ache in her shoulders and realized that her arms were cuffed together at the wrists, and were being raised above her head.
She was still wet from her escape, but the small structure she was in was dry and looked to be an old wooden building of some kind, possibly a large shed.
The building no longer had a door, and through the opening, Sara could see trees and the ever-present rain amid a dull light that resembled dusk, although night was hours away.
“Why did you kill him?”
The question was asked by Cameron, who had been standing behind the wooden post that Sara was lashed to.
Sara turned her head to look up at her and the movement increased her pain, so she simply lowered her chin and answered.
“I didn’t hurt your brother and I’m not the woman you want. My name is Sara Blake, I’m an ex-federal agent and the man who I left to drown in the jail was a hired killer named Tanner.”
Cameron stepped in front of her and got down on one knee, so that she was eye level with Sara. In her right hand was something that looked like a long yellow bar, and when Sara realized what it was, the pain in her head became a secondary consideration.
It was a cattle prod.
“That’s some story, but I saw your other partner break in the jail to try to free you before the flood happened.”
“If you were watching, then you know that the deputy and that man fled together and left me to drown, and that’s because she’s one of them.”
Cameron thought that over, and yes, the deputy’s behavior was odd. She had thought that at the time, as she watched Lydia and Tyler run from the station, from her vantage point on higher ground, but the thought was pushed aside when she saw Sara swim from the building.
“What happened to the chief?”
“She killed him, his own deputy shot him and the bitch used my gun to do it.”
A thought came to Sara then and she remembered what Lydia had said about watching the girl’s house.
Was it the girl she had seen earlier, the one who had been heading towards the farmhouse with the boy? It must be, and those kids must have taken the stolen money.
“Listen to me. There’s something you need to do. That deputy, her name is Lydia and I think she’s going after two kids that took the money from the bank robbers. Leave me tied up here if you have to, but go to.... oh God, what street did she say? 10th Street? Yes, she’ll be somewhere on 10th Street, look for the chief’s vehicle. I think she’s going to kill those kids.”
Cameron stood and stared down at her, not knowing what to make of everything Sara was saying, but there was an urgency to her words, a look of truthfulness in her eyes that made Cameron begin to doubt that she had the right woman.
She took out her phone to call her friend, Bobby, but found that she had no signal.
“If you were thinking of calling the police, don’t,” Sara said. “The ones in this town are either dead or crooked, and it would take too long to convince anyone else.”
Cameron looked around, as if the answer whether to believe Sara was to be found laying somewhere on the floor.
“10th Street?”
“Yes, and we have to hurry, oh God, how long was I out of it?”
“It wasn’t very long; I spotted this place right after leaving the jail.”
“Please, untie me or leave me, but you have to save those kids. The girl was all in black and the boy had red hair. Find them before she does, and if you do find her, you’ll find the woman you’re after, or the deputy can lead you to her.”
Cameron laid the cattle prod aside and took out a knife to cut Sara’s arms free, as well as the duct tape that bound her ankles.
“I’m leaving your wrists cuffed, but you’re coming with me, and lady, if this is all bullshit, you’re gonna die twice as hard.”
“I’m not lying and we need to go.”
Cameron helped Sara to stand and they were on their way in less than a minute, unfortunately, they would arrive too late to save anyone.



CHAPTER 19 - Career change
Lydia was still smiling from her tryst with Tyler when she parked the police cruiser in front of Amy’s house.
Once she handled Amy and Dean, she would have the money back, and then she could deal with the mess at the station.
She would have to come up with quite a story to explain the three dead bodies at the jail, but the fact remained that Chief McCoy was shot with Sara Blake’s gun, and with her and the man she called Tanner both dead, there would be no one around to contradict her.
But first...,
Lydia touched the pocket of her uniform blouse and felt the packet of cocaine. She had stopped at her apartment and grabbed the drug from her private stash.
Nosy old Mrs. James had spotted Amy and Dean spending money that they shouldn’t have and the cocaine would make for a ready answer as to where they got it.
Along with the cocaine, Lydia had also grabbed a second gun, a cheap thing that couldn’t be traced. She would kill the teens, plant the drugs, drop the gun near their bodies, and claim it was self-defense.
Thanks to Mrs. James, she even had a legitimate reason for being there, and with the kids dead and labeled drug dealers, no one would look twice at the case.
Certainly not Chief McCoy, who Lydia actually felt bad about killing, since the man had always treated her well, but in this world, you did what you had to do and then you moved on to the next day, and the one after that.
Lydia rang the doorbell and then eased her gun from its holster, to hold it in front of her, if a neighbor were watching her, they wouldn’t see anything thanks to the wide black rain slicker she wore.
The girl, Amy, answered the door and the boy was standing beside her.
On the couch, her mother stirred and then blinked their way with one bleary eye.
“What’s going on, Amy?”
Amy opened her mouth to answer her mother, but then, she saw the gun and stepped back.
Lydia kicked the door shut behind her as she spoke.
“Go stand by your mother, you too, boy.”
Only Dean moved, and it was just a step, far enough to place himself between Amy and the gun,
“Don’t try to be a hero, kid, now both of you, go over to the couch and shut that damn TV off.”
This time, they followed instructions and when Amy silenced the television, it was the first time in years that it had been shut off during daylight hours.
“Why are you here?” Carol Patton asked, as even her drug-addled mind could tell that something was very wrong.
Lydia ignored her and spoke to the kids.
“Where’s the money?”
Amy took Dean’s hand, as her other hand pointed towards the stairs.
“It’s in my bedroom.”
“Go get it, and if you try anything, I’ll shoot your mother in the face.”
A sound came from down the hallway that led to the kitchen. It was the sound of a door opening and closing, although not the door itself, but rather the sound of the rain beyond, a rising and falling of its volume.
“Who else is here?”
Amy shook her head.
“No one, I swear.”
Lydia looked down the hall; saw first a shadow and then its source.
It was Tanner. He was holding the chief’s gun and firing at Lydia.
One bullet missed her face by just inches as another passed through the rain slicker and almost hit her ribs.
Lydia returned fire, which caused Tanner to retreat back down the hallway, and gave her time to flee the home.
She had the cruiser moving as a bullet shattered the rear side window, but it didn’t strike her, and she sped off, just as Tanner intended. He had been trying to drive Lydia away, not kill her. The last thing he wanted to do was kill a cop, even a dirty one.
***
With Lydia gone, Tanner closed the door and turned to Dean.
“If you hadn’t warned me this morning out at the farm, I’d be dead, so I guess this makes us even.”
Dean laughed as he wrapped an arm around Amy.
“Who are you?”
“It doesn’t matter, what does matter is that money you took.”
The smile left Dean’s face and he glanced over at the gun still dangling from Tanner’s hand.
“We’ll give it to you, just please, don’t hurt anybody.”
“I don’t want it and I don’t care if the bank ever sees it again either, but that money is trouble. If you’re smart, you’ll hide it and yourselves along with it, at least until the bank robbers and that dirty cop are rounded up, or dead.”
Amy stepped forward.
“You saved us. I think she would have killed us, thank you.”
“I was just returning a favor, now do like I said and find a place to hide.”
The TV came back on. When Amy looked at her, her mother was watching it as if nothing out of the ordinary had taken place. Her mother’s head was cocked sideways, so her good eye, the left one, faced the television head on.
Tanner sent Dean a nod and then walked out of the house.
He was wearing clothes he’d stolen from a home he’d broken into, a pair of blue cargo pants that fit well, along with a black T-shirt and hoodie that were both a size too large.
He had acquired the car he was driving at the same house, an old gray Buick. The car had been covered in dust, and took several attempts to start, but once Tanner got it moving, it ran well. The rain had removed the dust, while the trip over had fully recharged the car’s battery.
Tanner walked several houses down to where he had left the vehicle, and saw only one neighbor looking about for the source of the sound the shots had made.
It was an old lady in a pink robe and matching slippers, and Tanner figured that the shooting had already ended by the time she reached her front door.
The woman shrugged and went back inside, and she would likely chalk up the sounds as thunder.
As Tanner drove by Amy’s house, Dean came running out.
“Wait!”
Tanner stopped and rolled down the window.
“What’s up?”
Dean passed him a plastic bag that had the name of a supermarket printed on it. When Tanner looked into the bag, he saw that Dean had given him several stacks of bills. A quick count told him it was twenty-five thousand dollars.
“Amy wants you to have that.”
Tanner smiled.
Last week, Johnny Rossetti had paid him to guard Sophia Verona, and now he was being paid for saving the life of two teens. He normally made his living taking lives, but if this kept up, he might consider switching careers.
He told Dean to give Amy his thanks, rolled up the window, and drove away.



CHAPTER 20 - The eyes have it
After Cameron and Sara rode along the four blocks that comprised 10th Street without spotting the chief’s SUV, they called to a woman who was getting into her car and learned which home was Amy’s house.
Once there, Cameron had to ring the bell three times, before Carol Patton finally pulled herself away from the TV and answered the door.
Not really sure of how to bring up the subject of a rogue cop, whose intentions were to harm her daughter, Cameron simply asked Carol if the police had been by to see Amy.
In answer, Carol swung the door wide and showed Cameron the bullet holes caused by Tanner’s shots.
Cameron excused herself and returned to her truck. After freeing Sara’s wrists from the cuffs, the two of them entered the house to talk to Amy’s mother.
Carol Patton massaged her knee where the straps for her artificial leg crisscrossed, and as she talked, she turned her head towards the right, in order to see them better with her good eye, while the other one was covered by a dark lens in the glasses she wore.
“The man was quick. I don’t think that bitch knew what hit her, and she ran out of here like the devil was after her.”
Sara was glad that someone had saved the kids, but she couldn’t figure who it could be, and the throbbing pain in her head was distracting.
“What did the man look like? Was he tall and skinny?” Sara asked.
“No, he was a good looking guy, dark hair, built, but not muscular, you know, he just had that look, like he was in shape, oh yeah and his eyes, he had some serious eyes.”
Cameron looked at Sara.
“That sounds like the man I saw in the cell next to you, Tanner you said his name was?”
“Yes, that was Tanner, but Tanner must have drowned. You saw that building, I barely made it out before the water covered it, and I had a key.”
“Yeah, so maybe it’s another of the bank robbers, but if that were true, they wouldn’t have saved the kids, and if it was a lawman, he would have stuck around, or taken the kids into custody.”
Sara knew Cameron was right, but even if Tanner had survived, the man would never risk himself to save anyone else. He was a dirtbag that killed for money.
“Mrs. Patton, what did the man do after the deputy left? Did he threaten your daughter and her boyfriend?”
Carol shook her head.
“Threaten? No, he saved them from that woman with the gun and then after that, he left too.”
That news left Sara convinced that the man wasn’t Tanner. If he had saved the kids, he would have done so only to take the money for himself, and yet, the man’s description did fit Tanner well.
“Do you know where we can find your daughter?” Cameron asked.
Carol didn’t answer; she had become engrossed in her TV show again. Cameron waved a hand in front of her face to catch the attention of her good eye and spoke louder.
“Mrs. Patton, where can we find Amy?”
“She’s in and out, her and that boy.”
“Have you seen her with a large amount of money lately?”
“Hmm? Oh, no, but I think she has a job somewhere, you know, after school, she’s in the tenth grade, or, maybe she graduated by now, I’m not sure.”
The two women gave up on Carol Patton and went upstairs to look at Amy’s room. They found several bags that indicated recent purchases, but no clue as to where the kids might have gone.
Once they were back in the pickup truck, Cameron passed Sara a bottle of water, and Sara used it to swallow the pain reliever Cameron kept in the duffle bag. Sara downed four of the pills and drank half the water.
“I want to go back to the jail. As hard as it is for me to believe that he could be alive, I have to make certain that Tanner is dead.”
“I’ll drop you there, but then I’m going to that farm you told me about.”
“I’ll come with you, but first the jail.”
Cameron reached across the seat and offered her hand.
“I feel like shit for what I did to you. Can you forgive me?”
Sara shook her hand.
“You thought I killed your brother, I would have done the same to you if things were reversed.”
Cameron drove towards the jail, and when she stopped at a traffic light, she looked over at Sara.
“This Tanner, he did something to you personally, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he killed someone that I loved.”
“I figured, leaving him to drown was harsh, but it sounds like he deserved it.”
“I still don’t know why he was in this town in the first place. Before today, I thought he had died recently, I came here because I was tracking a phone, and the phone was in that farmhouse, along with Tanner.”
“These bastards that robbed the bank, they won’t stop until they get that money back, and thanks to the cop they’re working with they’ll know this town, know where to look, so we have to find those kids. Once we do, we’ll follow them and then the thieves will come to us.”
“Wouldn’t that be like using those kids as bait?”
“No,” Cameron said. “They made themselves bait when they took that money instead of turning it in or calling the cops.”
“Maybe, but if they had done that, the thieves would have gotten it back anyway because of the deputy.”
Cameron sighed.
“That’s true, what a shitty little town.”
“And this rain doesn’t help. I haven’t been dry since I came here.”
“Reach back in that duffle bag where I grabbed the water, there’s a black sweatshirt in there that will fit you.”
Sara did so, and as Cameron drove along, she changed into it, and delighted an old man who caught a view of her in her wet bra.
Cameron chuckled.
“Did you see the eyes bulge out of that old bastard’s head? I bet you gave him a boner.”
“It wasn’t intentional; and I would have waited if I had noticed him.”
“Don’t sweat it; he’s probably happier than he’s been in years.”
“You told the chief that you were a bounty hunter, was that true?”
“Hell yes. I track down people like these bank robbers and that Tanner for a living. We’ll find the scum that killed my brother, and if he’s still alive, we’ll find that Tanner too, count on it.”
Sara nodded, while telling herself that Tanner was dead, and his bloated body was locked in a jail cell. But, a part of her didn’t believe it, and she knew that if anyone could have escaped that cell, it would be Tanner.
“A good looking guy, dark hair, built, but not muscular, and his eyes, he had some serious eyes.”  
That was what Carol Patton had said the man who saved her daughter looked like, and even before she reached the jail, Sara knew, she knew.
The son of a bitch is still alive, and after today, he won’t rest until I’m dead.
She had Tanner at her mercy earlier and he escaped, then, she left him to drown and he somehow survived.
When they met again, she would have to kill him outright and forget her fantasies of vengeful torture. The man was too dangerous for such risk.
At their next meeting, the tricky bastard would do his best to kill her, but she would kill the killer, she had promised that on her lover’s grave and it was a promise she meant to keep.
One way or another, Tanner would die.



CHAPTER 21 - Bye bye, bitch
Lydia was tempted to shoot the smirk off Sherry’s face, but the pleasure of killing her had to go to Tyler and once he murdered her, Lydia could be certain that he was hers.
“It looks like the law lady can’t even handle a couple of teenagers,” Sherry said.
“I told you, it was that guy, Tanner. Somehow he got out of that cell.”
Tyler paced about the kitchen for a moment and then kicked in the cabinet door beneath the sink, revealing the drainpipe, and sending a can of sink cleanser bouncing off the back wall.
“I should have shot him when I had the chance, and we still don’t have the money.”
Lydia was leaning back against the refrigerator and staring at Tyler.
“I’ll find those kids. This is a small town and there are only so many places they can be.”
A look of disgust crossed Tyler’s face as he considered something.
“What if Tanner took the money from them?”
“He didn’t. I doubled back and watched him leave the house. His hands were empty.”
“If you were watching, why didn’t you follow the kids?”
“I couldn’t. There wasn’t any place to hide the chief’s vehicle and so I figured the kids had run off with the money. Once I saw Tanner walk down the stairs empty-handed, I knew the kids had escaped with the cash, and so I left before Tanner spotted me. I will find those kids, but in the meantime, we need to see to that other problem.”
After saying that last part, Lydia shifted her eyes towards Sherry.
Sherry was seated at the table, where she was drinking beer and smoking a cigarette.
Tyler sent Lydia a slight nod, telling her that he understood, and as he began talking, he eased his way around behind Sherry.
“You have to get back to that jail soon, don’t you?”
Lydia was watching him, waiting to see what he’d do, and it took her a second to realize that he’d asked her a question.
“Oh, yeah, by now the Feds are here and I have to get back there and bullshit them.”
Sherry shook her head.
“That won’t work. If Tanner got free, so did the woman, and maybe he won’t talk, but she will, and she knows that you’re working with us.”
“You didn’t see those two, there’s no love lost there, Tanner got out, yeah, but I bet he let Sara Blake drown.”
Sherry rolled her eyes.
“You thought Tanner drowned, you thought this place wasn’t being used, and you thought you could get back the money from those kids. Tell me something, Lydia, do you ever get tired of being wrong?”
“I’m not burned yet. If I was, the Feds would be here right now. That’s why I think Blake is dead. I’ll call around and see if anybody has spotted those kids. I’ll also put out an alert; the drug angle can still work.”
“It can,” Tyler agreed. “But only if we kill them and Tanner too.”
As he talked, Tyler had moved directly behind Sherry’s chair and gripped the gun in his waistband.
Lydia watched him with a smile forming on her lips.
“Everyone that needs killing will die,” Tyler said. “We’ll make sure of it, and then that money will be all ours.”
Tyler freed the gun and aimed it at the back of Sherry’s head.
Lydia couldn’t resist.
“Sherry.”
Sherry had been taking a drag off her cigarette; after letting out the smoke, she looked over at Lydia.
“What?”
“Bye bye, bitch.”
The shot was loud, Tyler’s aim true, and the bullet passed through Lydia’s head, entered the refrigerator and killed the motor.
Sherry nearly fell out of her seat as she stood up, and afterwards, she looked back and forth between Tyler and Lydia’s body.
“What the fuck?”
Tyler smiled.
“The bitch made plans with me earlier to kill you. She said that it was, ‘Time for a change.’”
“She really thought that you were gonna shoot me? That’s what all that ‘bye bye, bitch’ shit was about?”
Tyler laughed.
“Yeah,”
“But why kill her?”
“You were right; she’s burned and she knows too much about us.”
Sherry studied him.
“You fucked her too, didn’t you?”
Tyler nodded.
“I nailed her in the car.”
Sherry walked over and spat on Lydia’s corpse.
“Stupid bitch! How’s that for change?”



CHAPTER 22 - A fine day indeed 
Sara and Cameron found the area around the police station to be a hive of activity, as not only the FBI, but also the State Police had arrived on the scene.
The only body discovered inside the police station was that of the town’s Chief of Police, Matt McCoy, confirming that Tanner had somehow escaped.
Sara silently marveled at the assassin’s knack for survival, and it heightened her awareness of how difficult the task ahead of her was.
The man wanted her dead, and when Tanner wanted you dead, you died. Meanwhile, Tanner had lived through multiple encounters against superior odds and forces, and had already evaded her once that day.
Add to that the fact that the man was as tricky as they came, and Sara knew she could make no mistakes the next time she dealt with him, not if she wanted to live.
The SAC, or Special Agent-in-Charge, was a man named Cooper, while the Pennsylvania State Police Captain was named Doyle.
Cooper was a thin man in his forties with a fringe of brown hair, while Doyle was a very fit fifty, who had a blond crewcut and a muscular physique, which was pronounced, since his gray uniform shirt was wet and clung to his body.
Both men listened to Sara’s story with great interest, as well as Cameron’s account of what she had witnessed just prior to the area becoming flooded.
Once Cooper confirmed Sara’s status as a former agent, his demeanor towards her changed.
She was infamous inside the Bureau, and if Cooper had been ignorant of her past, she knew that he no longer was.
Yes, she had shot her partner, and it wouldn’t be lost on the man that the reason for the shooting was her obsessive pursuit of Tanner.
The fact that she was still tracking the man down after leaving the Bureau only made her appear more pathological.
Despite that, Cooper was wise enough not to dismiss her, especially when she recounted what had happened at the farm hours earlier.
“It sounds like we need to get to this farm,” Cooper said, and Doyle agreed.
***
“It’s clear!”
Those words were spoken by Captain Doyle, who insisted that his troopers enter the farmhouse first, while the FBI, Sara, and Cameron, stood by.
He had called out from the porch steps, but walked over to meet them as they exited their vehicles, which were parked behind Tanner’s pickup truck and the chief’s SUV with the shattered rear side window.
Sara had already remarked over the absence of her car, from where she had left it parked at the end of the driveway, and an alert had been put out to locate it.
Cooper spoke to Doyle.
“What have we got in there?”
“There’s a deceased Caucasian male wrapped in sheets on the porch there, and inside, on the kitchen floor, is our missing female deputy. It seems our happy foursome is now down to two.”
“Any idea of how long ago they left?”
“It wasn’t long; I’m no coroner, but I’d say that the deputy was killed less than an hour ago.”
“All right, I doubt we’ll get any usable prints off that minivan left at the jail, but we should get some here, and I’ve got a forensic unit in route, plus, we know from what Ms. Blake overheard that their first names are Tyler and Sherry.”
“Then there’s just one more thing to do,” Doyle said. “I’ll shut this town down tight, no one in or out unless they pass through a checkpoint. We not only have to find the bank robbers, but also those kids, and the sooner the better.”
***
Cooper moved his team into the barn and out of the rain, where a makeshift table was erected using sawhorses and a thick sheet of plywood.
“What about Tanner?” Sara asked.
“Your Tanner is half-myth, and the last word I remember hearing about him said that he was dead.”
“He was believed to be dead, yes, but he’s here and I’ve been after him all day.”
“If he’s still in the area, we’ll get him. You said you chased him into the woods earlier, that’s probably where he’s hiding right now. I’ll send people out to look for him.”
“I found him literally hiding in a hole in the ground, an abandoned root cellar; if you’d like, I’ll guide your people to its location, and remember, it appears as if he’s armed, likely with the chief’s gun.”
Cooper smiled.
“Your boogeyman Tanner may be armed and dangerous, but he’s still no match for my people, or Captain Doyle’s men. If Tanner is in the area, he’s likely hunkered down out there in those wet woods somewhere, all alone, tired, hungry, and cold.”
***
Tanner was actually none of those things, as four miles away, he was sandwiched between the lovely naked forms of Brittany and Amber, the two young ladies whose acquaintance he had made the last time he was in town.
They knew him as Romeo, and when he showed up on their doorstep, they welcomed him with not only open arms, but also kisses, a home-cooked meal, and the pleasures of their bed.
Brittany was a blonde. She was embraced in Tanner’s right arm, while his left held Amber, whose hair was dark.
Brittany walked her fingers across Tanner’s taut stomach and asked a question.
“Did you hear about the flood caused by the Evansville Lake overflowing?”
“I may have heard something about that.”
“Amber and I went and took a look and the police station is underwater, along with the old firehouse.”
“Were there any cops around?” Tanner asked, and Amber answered.
“We saw state troopers and a few guys in suits. I also heard that the people who robbed the bank in Ciderville may have passed through here on their way to Philly.”
“For a small town, a lot happens here,” Tanner said.
Brittany’s fingers took a walk south along Tanner’s body and her hand began massaging a sensitive area, when said area responded, Brittany’s head disappeared beneath the blanket.
Amber then stood and placed a foot on either side of Tanner’s chest. He looked up at her, enjoying the view, and she smiled down at him and asked a question.
“Hungry?”
“Starving,” Tanner said, and Amber bent her knees.
Despite the fact that he’d been hounded, imprisoned, shot at, threatened with castration and nearly drowned, Tanner thought the day to be a fine one. 



CHAPTER 23 - Nobody does it better
Sara escorted two of Cooper’s agents to the abandoned root cellar, while others searched the surrounding woods.
Her car had been found in the parking lot of a strip mall, but was being held as evidence, and so she teamed up with Cameron Ryder to search.
They were looking for the bank robbers, Tanner, and also Dean and Amy.
It seemed a possibility that the robbers had fled the area before the town was put on lockdown, because that would be the smart thing to do.
However, although ruthless and in some ways clever, Tyler and Sherry did not seem very smart, or else they wouldn’t have killed Lydia, because dirty or not, she was a cop, and that meant that police departments nationwide would hunt them down.
Cameron suggested searching inward from the borders of Ridge Creek and working their way towards the town’s center, where most of the shops were, and Sara agreed.
They covered the outskirts of the community in quick fashion, because they knew that the Feds and the state troopers would be performing a more thorough search, such as checking out barns, abandoned buildings, and even storage sheds, like the large one where Cameron had held Sara.
They did pause at the damaged bridge on North Street, where Cameron’s truck had nearly fallen into the river, and Sara marveled at the close call her new friend had survived.
And they were becoming friends, Sara realized, for she and Cameron were much alike in their independent nature. They also both knew what it was like to lose someone you loved, and to burn with a desire for vengeance.
“They’re still here somewhere,” Cameron said, as she cruised around town. “They won’t even think of leaving until they get that money back.”
Sara pointed up the street, where two of Cooper’s agents were talking to a store owner.
The shop sold stationery and greeting cards, along with stuffed animals and other knickknacks.
Cameron parked nearby, and she and Sara reached the store just as the agents finished their interview.
“Any leads?” Sara asked.
The agents were a man and a woman, both young and with serious demeanors. The man was white, while the woman was black.
The male agent presented Sara with a look of disgust before turning his back on her. His partner stared at Sara for a few moments, but then she spoke.
“The kids were here, maybe fifteen minutes ago. The shop owner says they bought out his supply of note pads, along with a stuffed bear, some Velcro, two candy bars, a greeting card, and a bag of chips, and oh yeah, the girl paid with her mother’s credit card.”
“That’s an odd assortment. Did he see which direction they went in?”
“No.”
“Thank you,” Sara said.
“Just keep an eye out for those kids and call it in if you see them.”
“We will.”
Once they were back in the pickup, Cameron pointed back at the agents.
“What was with the attitude?”
“I left the Bureau under less than ideal conditions.”
“What’s that mean? That male agent looked like he wanted to shoot you.”
“I... used extremely bad judgement.”
Cameron gazed at Sara, expecting her to say more. When Sara kept quiet, Cameron started the truck’s engine.
“I see, and I won’t pry.”
They got moving again, and the only sound in the truck was the furious beating of the windshield wipers.
After three minutes of silence, Sara began telling her story, starting with Tanner’s murder for hire of her lover, and ending with their first face-to-face confrontation in Las Vegas, where Sara shot her partner, Jake Garner, as Garner tried to keep her from killing Tanner.
“I can’t say that you did the right thing, but I can understand getting carried away.”
“Thank you.”
“What happened to your partner?”
“He’s... actually, he’s a friend.”
“Even after you shot him? Honey, that boy wants more than friendship, to forgive you that way.”
“He’s a good person overall, and better than I deserve, that’s for sure, but... nevermind.”
“Back there at the farm, what did Cooper mean when he said that Tanner was half-myth?”
“Oh, Tanner has no first name, at least none that anyone knows. It’s also a fact that a hired killer going by that name has been involved in scores of murders going back decades.”
“Maybe he started young, some do.”
“And Tanner is one of them. I found a cold case file from the late-nineties, where the perp fit his description in an incident that took place in Texas, and he was likely no more than twenty, maybe even younger.”
“He looked about thirty-five to me when I saw him sitting in that jail cell.”
“Yes, if I had to guess, I would say that Tanner is in his mid-thirties, possibly a little younger, but someone calling himself Tanner has been killing as far back as the 1920s.”
Cameron let out a boisterous laugh that surprised Sara.
“What’s funny?”
“You’re chasing a damn demon.”
“Sometimes it feels that way, but I think Tanner is just a name that’s been passed down. We—those in the Bureau, know of a case of grifters called The Sullivans, who had been conning people since the 1840s. When the current gang was caught ten years ago, they admitted that the name had been passed down to them.”
“They were descendants of the originals?”
“No, it’s more like an honor given to the best of the best, by the best of the best, and it looks like the name Tanner is handed down among assassins, at least, that’s the theory.”
“So, Tanner is not just another punk with a gun?”
Sara answered, but did so grudgingly, and through clenched teeth.
“He’s the best, hands down.”



CHAPTER 24 - Not just another pretty face
Tyler and Sherry were parked across the street from a deli that appeared to cater to the teenage crowd, as nearly a dozen of them were congregated inside, after having left school for the day.
Sherry pointed at a redheaded boy who had long hair tied in a ponytail.
“Is that him?”
“No, his hair wasn’t that bright or that long, and he was older, almost a man.”
They were sitting in a car they had stolen out of the parking lot of an office building. It was a brown 1995 Chevy Cavalier. The car blended in well and probably wouldn’t be missed for hours, Tyler had popped the ignition switch with a screwdriver while Sherry dumped Sara’s car.
“Once we find them, then what?” Sherry said.
“We follow them, and when the time looks right, we’ll take the money from them.”
“What if they left the money in one of their houses, or hid it somewhere?”
“Then we’ll have them take us to it.”
“Should we still kill them? I mean, there ain’t no way the cops haven’t figured out who we are by now.”
“I don’t care what happens to the girl, but I’m going to blast that boy for warning that guy, Tanner. If the kid had kept his damn mouth shut I would have killed Tanner and we’d be long gone.”
“Alright, but I’ll let the girl live, unless she screams.”
“She’ll scream.”
“Yeah,”
***
“A beauty salon?” Tanner said.
“Yep, and we have the location all picked out,” Brittany said, as she and Amber spoke excitedly about their dream of opening their own salon.
“Are you going into business here?” Tanner asked.
“No, in Philly,” Amber said. “The store we want used to be a hobby shop, but it’s in a perfect location and it even has an apartment above it that we could live in. Somebody else will rent it before we can though, since it will be over a year before we have enough money saved.”
Tanner nodded at them, impressed by the fact that they had goals and a plan to fulfill them. They were in the apartment’s tiny kitchen, having coffee.
“It’s good to have plans.”
“We’ve both been working in shops since we were kids. Amber is taking accounting courses, while I’m studying business administration, and I bet you thought we were just two dumb bunnies.”
“I actually haven’t given much thought to your minds,” Tanner admitted, and both girls laughed.
Afterwards, Brittany pushed back her long blond hair and studied Tanner.
“What about you, Romeo, any plans?”
“I did have some, but after running into an acquaintance this morning they’ve changed.”
“For better or worse?”
“That remains to be seen.”
The three of them left the apartment together, as the girls were going food shopping, while Romeo was saying goodbye again. He walked them to their car, where they both kissed him and wished him farewell.
“I wish you two luck with your shop, what are you going to name it?”
“We don’t know,” Brittany said. “We keep changing our minds.”
The women left him with a wave, and a refreshed Tanner went looking for Sara Blake.



CHAPTER 25 - Ask questions later
“That one!” Sherry said. “That’s got to be him, am I right?”
Tyler followed Sherry’s pointing finger and saw Dean walking towards the deli.
“That’s him, but I don’t see the girl.”
“Or the money,” Sherry said.
Dean entered the deli and waved to a group of kids sitting at a table. After placing his order at the counter, Dean took a seat with the other kids.
Sherry looked across at Tyler and saw that he was drumming his fingers on his knee; she knew that he only did that when he was unsure of his next move.
“Maybe we should grab him when he comes out,” she said.
“No, no we’ll follow him. I bet you he leads us back to the money and the girl.”
“He’s on foot and he knows this town, if he ducked into an alley or cut across a field to take a shortcut, we might lose him. Why don’t I follow him on foot while you follow me in the car?”
Tyler shook his head.
“If he runs, he’ll lose you, he won’t lose me.”
“He won’t run. He doesn’t know me, and besides, the cops will spot you quicker because of how tall you are, and we still need to lay low.”
The fingers drummed again, but stopped as Tyler came to a decision.
“Yeah, you follow him, and once we see where he’s gone, they’re ours.”
Dean’s order was ready. He paid for it and left the deli.
Tyler sneered.
“I bet he used our money to pay for that food.”
Sherry smiled, and even so, the corners of her mouth stayed in a downward position.
“If we have the time, that’s how we’ll kill him; we’ll shove that food down his throat and make him suffocate on it, bag and all.”
Tyler grinned back at her.
“You do have a mean streak.”
She pecked him on the lips and then opened her door.
“That’s why you love me, now let me go follow that punk before I lose him.”
Sherry stepped out into the rain and crossed the street, and on a day devoid of sunshine, Dean grew a shadow.
***
Several blocks away, Sara straightened in her seat suddenly, as an idea popped into her head.
Cameron watched her from the corner of her eye.
“What’s wrong?”
“I think I know how to find Tanner. When we were in jail the chief fed us, and the woman who brought the food recognized Tanner. She said that he had gotten in a bar fight and that he left with two girls.”
“Did she mention the girls’ names?”
“Yes, well, one of them... let me think, Joyce? No, Joyce was the name of the girl’s mother, the girl was named Amber, and she said she was Joyce Rowlands’ daughter, or was it Joyce Rollins? Anyway, I think we’re looking for an Amber Rowlands or Amber Rollins.”
Cameron pulled her pickup truck over to the curb. She then reached behind her, and took an iPad out of one of the side pockets on her duffle bag.
It took a few minutes, but she found Amber’s address.
“I have to make a U-turn; it’s back the other way, past the highway exit.”
Three minutes later, they pulled up across from the girls’ apartment house.
Amber and Brittany were outside, they had just returned from going food shopping.
“Tanner? No, who is he?”
Sara described him and the girls exchanged nervous glances.
“You know him, don’t you?”
Brittany spoke softly, as she asked Sara a question.
“Are you his wife?”
“No, thank God, but I need to find him. Is he going under a different name?”
Amber nodded.
“He said his name was Romeo.”
“Romeo?” Sara said, and recalled that Johnny Rossetti told her that Romeo was the name of the man who had killed Frank Richards.
“Is Romeo in trouble?” Brittany said.
Sara forced a smile.
“No, but his family is trying to get in touch. If you see him again, please contact me, I’ll give you my number.”
Sara was about to recite the number when she remembered that her phone had been lost at the jail.
They gave the girls Cameron’s number instead and asked if they had any idea where Tanner could have gone when he left them.
Amber smiled.
“He didn’t say, but he did ask us where he could find a sporting goods store.”
“He did, did he say why?”
“No, but there’s one over on Grant Street, there’s not much selection though, and they carry more fishing gear than anything else.”
Sara thanked the girls and then she and Cameron headed for Grant Street.
“Do you know why Tanner might want to go to a sporting goods store?” Cameron said.
“If they carry guns, yes,”
“He wouldn’t be able to get one today without stealing it, maybe we should call Cooper and let him know about this.”
“No. Cooper would arrest him, I want him dead, but speaking of guns, I’ll need one.”
“I keep an old Glock 17 there in the glove box, but, wait, here, use this.”
Cameron passed Sara her sidearm. It was .45, an old Colt M1911 pistol.
“Nice weapon, and it’s older than the two of us combined.”
“It’s in mint condition though. My great-grandfather carried that during World War II.”
“I’ll take good care of it, but what are you going to use?”
“I’ll use the shotgun, like you said, we want ‘em dead, not arrested.”
“If we run into Tanner, shoot first, you won’t get a second chance.”
Cameron laughed.
“What’s funny?”
“Sara, I always shoot first, it’s why I’m still alive.”
“Shoot first and ask questions later?”
“Uh-huh, of course, I don’t get many answers that way, seeing as how they’re usually dead.”
And now it was Sara’s turn to laugh.



CHAPTER 26 - A smile would have looked weird
At Al’s Sporting Goods in Ridge Creek, Tanner was loading his purchases into the trunk of his stolen car, with the help of the stock boy.
He had driven past the farm, saw the state police vehicles and unmarked sedans, and knew that the Feds had arrived.
With two bank robbers on the loose, that meant that the town was locked down, plus, his newest fake ID was burned and the Feds had his truck.
Unfortunately, it also meant that he would have to avoid Sara Blake and deal with her another time. His biggest concern was getting away before he was captured again.
He had paid cash for his purchases, because he knew that his cards would be flagged and lead the Feds right to him.
With everything loaded, he tipped the skinny kid helping him, and drove off to look for what he needed. Thanks to the sporting goods store, he had a way out, now he just needed to find the right place from which to leave.
He spotted a suitable location as he drove over the creek that gave the town its name and when he reached the other side of the narrow concrete bridge, he eased the car along a muddy graveled track and headed for the water.
***
When they were three blocks away from the sporting goods store, Sara jerked around in her seat, after Cameron completed making a right turn.
“That’s him!”
“Tanner?”
“No, Tyler, Cameron, that man back there getting out of the car was one of the people who shot your brother.”
Cameron checked her rear view mirror and then hung a sharp U-turn, which caused the man already in the lane to blow his horn at her sudden appearance in front of him.
Cameron ignored the man. She then sped back to the spot where Sara had seen Tyler, and parked her truck behind the stolen Chevy.
They were on a side street that faced a field. In front of the field was a produce stand and in front of that, a small parking lot that had a chain hanging across it, with a sign that told you the stand was closed.
Sara pointed at the green one-story building.
“I think he went in there.”
Cameron was already getting out of the truck with her shotgun when they heard Amy scream.
***
Sherry had followed Dean to the produce stand and verified that Amy was also inside.
The stand was a wooden structure with a concrete floor that was twenty by thirty feet. There was a counter along the back wall, and also shelves and tables where the baskets of produce could be placed.
Each side had a window, but the ones in the front had been shuttered. The outside of the building was painted a deep green, and bore a mural of corn, tomatoes, and peppers,
After watching Tyler park the car, Sherry waved him over and then entered the stand with her gun drawn.
When Dean and Amy jumped at the sight of her weapon, Sherry laughed at the looks on their faces, even as she removed her hat and shook off the rain.
“Why look so surprised? You really thought that you could just steal from us and walk away?”
“We’ll give you back the money. You don’t have to hurt us,” Dean said.
Sherry’s eyes brightened.
“Yeah boy, actually, we do.”
Tyler entered the stand, strode past Sherry, and rammed a fist into Dean’s stomach that drove the boy down to his knees.
Amy screamed, grabbed the backpack they had transferred the money into, and tossed it over to Sherry, where the pack landed at her feet.
“There’s your money, now please just leave us alone.”
Sherry zipped open the backpack and saw stacks of cash. After closing the pack up again, she nodded at Tyler.
“It’s here, let’s do it.”
She had just pointed her gun at Amy’s stomach when the window behind her blew apart and nine 00 buckshot pellets shredded her knees.
Sherry went down screaming as blood poured from her legs.
Tyler spun around, and Sara, who was behind him in the opposite window, had him in her sights and was ready to fire.
She took pressure off her trigger an instant later, when Dean leapt up and dived towards Amy, to push her to the floor and out of harm’s way behind the counter.
The delay gave Tyler time to fire a shot at Cameron, and she was hit in the left triceps and dropped to the ground outside the window.
Sara fired at Tyler as he was moving towards Sherry and the shot tore apart his left hand. The tall man howled in agony and sent three booming shots at the window, which blew the glass out with the force of a bomb.
Sara avoided being cut or shot by mere inches, because she was already circling around to see to Cameron.
Tyler looked down at Sherry, saw the pool of blood she was lying in, and knew that she would soon be dead.
Sherry stared up at him, and then her eyes shifted to the backpack lying beside her head.
“Go.”
Tyler reached down, grabbed a strap of the bag with the thumb of his good hand, and gazed back at Sherry with tears blinding his vision.
“I love you, baby.”
Sherry’s normally sour expression smoothed out into one of pure love.
“See you in heaven.”
Tyler nodded, as he wiped tears from his eyes. Then, with a running start, he leapt out the window and headed off across the soggy field.
***
When Sara rounded the building, she found the shotgun pointed towards her, but then Cameron let it rest in the crook of her right arm as she examined the damage done to her left. She was down on her knees, but there was mud all across the front of her from diving for cover.
“Check it out, he took a chunk right out of me, but with that cannon of his I’m lucky I still have an arm.”
“The woman is down and I only managed to wound the man.”
Cameron tossed her chin towards the field, where Tyler was sprinting away.
“Look at that bastard run like the coward he is.”
Sara helped her up.
“Let’s see to the kids.”
They entered and found Dean and Amy just rising up from behind the counter.
Cameron stared down at Sherry. Sherry was still alive, but going into shock, as her breathing was becoming rapid.
“Take those two outside,” Cameron said to Sara, while referring to Dean and Amy.
Sara herded the kids from the store and Cameron and Sherry were alone.
“Hey! You look at me.”
Sherry’s eyes blinked rapidly, but then they focused in on Cameron.
“That man you murdered at the bank, that was my brother.”
Sherry said nothing, but her left eye twitched and her gaze fell on the shotgun.
Cameron braced the shotgun against her shoulder and pointed it downward at Sherry’s face.
“Go to hell you cunt!”
The shot was loud in the small structure, and the only thing left of Sherry’s head was a mouth. And yes, it wore a bloody frown.



CHAPTER 27 - Former Agent Blake
To say that Agent Cooper was unhappy with the outcome of events at the roadside stand would be an understatement.
He was livid that Sara and Cameron had taken it upon themselves to confront Tyler and Sherry and chalked it up to pure luck that the two teens weren’t killed in the crossfire.
When Sara protested, saying that there had been no time to waste in confronting the pair of bank robbers, Cooper smirked at her.
“Any excuse to shoot at someone, hmm? And it doesn’t matter a damn who or why, but there’s just something inside you that wants to kill. I know about your time with the Bureau, Blake, and not just how it ended with the shooting of your partner. I also know about the four separate shooting incidents you were involved in and that you killed during three of those occasions.”
Sara grew silent then. She was taken aback by Cooper’s words, and was hearing in them an echo of something Tanner had said earlier, that there was a part of her, a violent and sadistic aspect, which wanted to be given free reign.
“Yes, I killed while with the Bureau, and it was always in self-defense, also, I regret shooting my partner more than you’ll ever know, but Agent Cooper, there really was no time to do anything but act here today. Had we sat back and called you, those kids would be dead.”
“So you say, but all I see is a clusterfuck. Tyler Gray escaped with the bank money, Sherry Weston is dead, and Cameron Ryder was wounded and taken to the hospital.”
“The woman being dead is a good thing, no?”
“No, it is not, former Agent Blake, because once we capture Tyler Gray we’ll have no one to testify against him in the murder of Deputy Lydia Bradshire, or any way to tie him definitively to the bank robbery.”
“That’s ridiculous! When you capture him, he’ll have the money on him.”
Cooper pointed at two state police vehicles, where Dean and Amy were being held separately until they could be questioned.
“Those two had the money, should I arrest them for the robbery as well? I’m talking chain of custody here, we have none; Tyler Gray can claim that he saw the money and attempted to take it, or better yet, a clever lawyer could assert that Gray was rescuing it, in order to turn it in.”
“That won’t happen; there will be forensic evidence to tie him to the robbery.”
“I certainly hope so, because everyone who could testify against him is dead.”
“I could testify against him. I could repeat the statement I gave you, the conversation that he and the deputy had at the jail.”
Cooper looked down his nose at her.
“You want to testify? Any half-decent defense attorney would rip you apart, a woman who shot her own partner. Hell Blake, the judge’s biggest concern might be why you weren’t charged with attempted murder yourself, and if the Bureau hadn’t been so busy covering its ass, you would have been.”
Sara glared at Cooper as anger welled up inside her, but it faded away, because she knew that his words weren’t far off the mark.
“May I leave the scene?”
“Yes, but come by that farm later and give a full statement. We’ve been using that farmhouse as a base, since the town’s only police station is underwater and half the damn force is dead.”
Sara was walking away when Cooper called to her.
“You’re going to go look for Tanner, aren’t you?”
“Yes, although by now I’m sure he’s left town.”
“Not yet he hasn’t, but I’ll be pulling the men off the checkpoints to aid in the manhunt for Tyler Gray.”
“Then maybe there’s still a chance.”
“That old Colt I took off of you, where did you get it?”
“It belongs to Cameron; please see that it’s returned to her.”
“She’ll get it back, and Blake?”
“Yes?”
Cooper’s expression softened.
“If you locate Tanner, call it in, you don’t have to face him alone.”
Sara sent Cooper a noncommittal nod and walked back to Cameron’s pickup.
The keys were with Cameron, but the truck was unlocked and after a search of Cameron’s duffle bag, Sara found what she hoped to find, a spare set of keys.
After starting the truck, Sara reached into the glove box and removed a Glock 17, which Cameron had mentioned earlier. Then, she put the truck in gear and headed for the sporting goods store.



CHAPTER 28 - Hard to swallow
When he was certain that no one had followed him into the trees, Tyler used his one good hand to struggle into the backpack, so that he could wear it and not have to lug it around.
After doing that, he reloaded his gun and tore off a section of his shirt to wrap his hand in.
The hand was bad. Sara’s shot had taken off two fingers and left the middle one dangling. The damaged finger had been pure agony as he ran, and he imagined that it might just fly off his body, but no, it was still attached by bone, while his surviving thumb and index finger had swelled to twice their normal size.
Sherry was dead. Tyler found that truth more agonizing than even the loss of Randall had been.
He was alone, and he hadn’t been alone since meeting Sherry when she was only sixteen.
Tyler thought of Lydia. Having sex with her in the car had meant nothing to him, and even less to Sherry. Sherry had known that Tyler’s heart belonged to her, and if he had the occasional physical encounter with another woman, she knew it was just that, purely physical.
Yet, Lydia had actually believed that he would not only leave Sherry for her, but also murder her. The thought was insane, and if the woman had been paying attention, she would have seen that Sherry and he were forever.
Tyler moaned, as the thought came to him that forever had ended back at that roadside stand. He made a vow to himself that one day he would return and kill anyone who had anything to do with Sherry’s death.
Tyler tightened the straps on the backpack and the weight of the money gave him comfort. All he had to do was slip past those who would be looking for him and he’d be home free.
A mile later, he reached a ridge and saw a wide stream below. Tyler followed along its edge, as the ceaseless rain fell in a steady torrent.
***
The man who owned the sporting goods store, a short man named Bobby, refused to speak to Sara about his customers, but as she was headed back to the truck, the kid who had been stocking shelves waved to her from the rear of the building.
She got in the truck and drove it along the side parking lot, then stepped out to talk.
The skinny boy looked like a heavy metal wannabe with his long hair and tattoos, and when Sara drew closer, she saw that he was checking her out. She couldn’t imagine why, she was wearing a baggy sweatshirt, her hair was frizzy from the rain, and her makeup had been washed away long ago.
“Do you have information about the man I was asking about?”
The kid got a cigarette going, took a puff and nodded.
“I helped him load the crap into his car trunk.”
“What did he buy, some sort of weapon?”
“Nah, nothing like that, but uh, how bad do you want to know?”
Sara huffed and took money from her wallet. She had reclaimed her purse when she went back to the farm.
The boy looked at the money, but then his hand went downward and he cupped his crotch.
“I was actually thinking of a more... personal form of payment, you know?”
Sara blinked in surprise. The kid couldn’t be more than sixteen.
“You can’t be serious?”
“Why not? I’m just talking about a blow job; you won’t even have to drop your drawers.”
Sara was considering whether to beat him with the gun or knee him in the groin, when she reminded herself that he was just a kid.
“You little pervert, it’s money or nothing.”
The kid shrugged.
“It was worth a try. The dude bought a raft, the type that self-inflates. He bought that and some other shit.”
“A raft?”
“Yeah, the thing looks like a barrel and it was dusty as hell, I bet Bobby, the owner, I bet he thought he’d never sell that thing.”
Sara understood, if Tanner couldn’t drive out, he’d raft out.
“That sneaky son of a bitch, how long ago was this?”
“About twenty or thirty minutes ago.”
Sara got back in the truck and put it in gear.
“Hey, what about the money?”
“I’m not giving it to you.”
The boy spread his arms wide.
“Why not? I told you what you wanted to know.”
Sara sent the kid a wink.
“I won’t blow you, but I’ll fuck you over, bye bye,”
She left the parking lot in search of Tanner, as behind her, the kid swore a blue streak.



CHAPTER 29 - Treed
Other than the odd broken branch or mangled umbrella, Tanner found the trip downstream to be easy and the way clear of debris.
At one point, he had come to a fork, chosen wrong and wasted time traveling along an adjacent stream. The stream shrank down to a shallow waterway that was barely deep enough for the raft.
Fortunately, for Tanner, the narrow stream later expanded and doubled back to a point near the spot where he entered it, and he continued without a problem.
The raft was bigger than he would have liked, but since they were usually deployed for rescues and emergencies at sea, it would be unlikely to find a small one.
He passed beneath a pair of state troopers manning a small bridge as a checkpoint. The two men stared down at him but issued no warnings or commands, and yet, when Tanner turned his head to see if his passing by had spurred them to action, he did see one man speaking into a two-way radio.
He was certain that Sara had informed the FBI that he was in the area, but also figured that he was a lower priority target than Tyler and Sherry, and hoped that the authorities’ focus would stay on them.
He had yet to learn that the deputy had been killed, but assumed that Lydia’s part in things had been revealed by Sara.
Tanner looked down at his booted feet and saw that they were sitting in two inches of water. The raft had a self-bailing system that allowed the excess water to flow out, but the damn rain was falling so hard that it was putting it to the test; still, the swollen stream would carry him far from the town and away from the Feds.
Sara Blake would still have to be dealt with, but he could pick the time and place, and she would never see it coming.
***
Sara tried as best she could to keep an eye on the stream while driving fast down Waterway Lane, but there were long sections of the winding road where she just didn’t have a clear view of the stream.
Railroad tracks ran parallel to the road on her left, while here and there, the road surface was covered by water. The height of the pickup truck helped her get through, and she was certain that she had traveled far enough to intercept Tanner. 
When she was two towns away from Ridge Creek, she rounded a curve and found the road blocked by a large tree that had fallen across it. Apparently, the ground holding the tree’s roots had softened too much to support them.
The root ball was immense, the tree trunk thick, and to Sara’s delight, the tree’s many branches filled the stream, making it impassable. Given the tangle of branches, Tanner would likely come ashore on her side, where the going was easier.
If Tanner hadn’t reached the spot yet, he would, and then he would have to go ashore. When he did, Sara would be waiting for him.
***
Not far away, in the hills on the other side of the stream, Tyler saw two state troopers and ducked behind a tree to hide.
After catching the tangy scent of wood smoke and deducing that there was a house with a fireplace nearby, Tyler had left the banks of the stream in hopes of finding the place. He had planned to coerce the homeowner into bandaging his hand and driving him somewhere safe.
However, his pursuers were searching the very area he needed to travel through.
The troopers passed him. Both men were clad in black commando sweaters and gray campaign-style hats.
Tyler waited several minutes before moving on, just in case, with plans to head back towards the stream.
When he was certain enough time had elapsed, he stepped from behind the tree and collided into one of a pair of off-duty cops who had volunteered to search for him.
The one Tyler knocked down was male and an 22-year veteran of his police force, while the other was a female and a rookie cop with two weeks experience.
The veteran cop cried out in surprise, and while sitting on the ground, he went for his gun, but would be too late.
Fortunately, for him, his young partner reacted well and fired three shots at Tyler. Two of the shots missed, while the third skimmed across one of the backpack’s straps before exiting out the top of the bag to send money flying into the air.
Tyler sent a wild shot in her direction and then ran away, while leaving a trail of bills in his wake. The rookie was about to give pursuit, when her partner told her to stop.
“We’ll call it in and then everyone will converge on him together, and Kelly?”
The rookie raised an eyebrow in query.
“Yes sir?”
“Call me Bob from now on. You just saved my life, young lady.”
The rookie smiled, then, she took out her radio to call base and give them Tyler’s location.



CHAPTER 30 - Jingle all the way
Dean and Amy had given their statements separately, and were being watched over by a state trooper inside the barn at the farmhouse,
Amy’s mother had been called, but never showed, while Dean’s foster parents let it be known that they had no money to spend on his legal defense, and that he was just weeks away from leaving their care.
They were on their own, especially Amy, who at eighteen was an adult.
An FBI agent had been dispatched to Amy’s house to retrieve the items they had bought with the stolen money, along with the coin bags used in the heist. They would also bring back Randall’s shotgun, which Dean had unloaded and hidden beneath the bed, along with Al Trent’s phone.
Now their fate had to be decided.
The state police captain, Doyle, ended a meeting that had taken place at the opposite end of the barn, and then he walked over to stare at Dean and Amy with a gaze that made them both squirm.
Doyle was handling the mess in Ridge Creek, while Cooper ran the manhunt for Tyler Gray.
Before leaving, Cooper had told Doyle that he wasn’t seeking federal charges against the kids. He thought nearly being murdered was punishment enough for their greed and stupidity.
However, Doyle had been on the fence about letting them go, and as he stared at them, seeing their hands clasped together, he came to a decision and spoke to the young trooper who had been watching them.
“Trooper Aaronson,”
“Yes sir?”
Doyle nodded towards Dean and Amy.
“Drop these two where they want to go and then get back here.”
“Yes sir.”
Amy mouthed the words, “Thank you,” to Doyle, who grunted in reply and went to the farmhouse to supervise the work being performed inside the home, which was now a crime scene and the site of two homicides.
***
When Tyler crested a hill, he saw a pickup truck facing a massive fallen tree, which had blocked the road on the other side of the stream, but knew he’d never reach it before the driver turned the vehicle around and went back the way they came.
That was all right, because he could scramble down the hill in time to ambush the next person that happened along, and once he had a car, he’d be home free.
Then, he realized that the driver had left the vehicle. She was turned sideways and staring upstream, as if she were looking for something.
When she turned her head his way for a moment, Tyler saw that it was Sara, and he wondered if she were looking for him.
Whatever her reason, she was just what the doctor ordered. He would not only gain a chance to get away, but also have an opportunity for revenge.
He just had to figure out how to get across the stream, and as the tree seemed to be his only option, he would clamber across its branches, while being careful not to let her see him.
He reached the tree and began making his way across the tangle of limbs, even as the sound of several voices carried to him. It was the police, or maybe the FBI, and they were closing in behind him.
Tyler was halfway across when he saw Sara dart for cover behind a tree. He wondered what she was doing, but then he saw the bright orange raft come around a bend in the stream, with Tanner riding in front.
Tyler smiled.
Christmas was coming early this year.



CHAPTER 31 - “Yeah, like I’m gonna fall for that,”
Tanner saw the massive tree looming ahead and steered the raft towards the shore, where an old tree stump was sticking out of the water, with its bottom half and roots submerged.
The impact was rougher than he expected, but he kept his balance and lashed the raft to the stump, by using rope he’d bought at the sporting goods store.
He was still carrying Chief McCoy’s gun, which was tucked in his belt. He had attired himself in better rainwear, along with water resistant boots.
He tested the boots’ ability to keep his feet dry as he made his way ashore, with plans to walk along the road until he reached a town.
He planned to move fast, as what little light there was during the gray day began to dim, as night approached, and the temperature was dropping.
Once he was out of the water, Tanner spotted the blue pickup truck parked in front of the fallen tree and wondered where its driver had gone to, and as he looked about, his hand slipped beneath the jacket to grip the gun.
*** 
Tanner had come ashore farther downstream than Sara had expected and so she had to scramble through the trees to get closer.
When she got a good look at him, his condition annoyed her, because he looked as if the day hadn’t been trying at all, but then she remembered that he had taken shelter at Amber and Brittany’s apartment.
When she was speaking with the girls, she caught the impression that the two young ladies genuinely liked Tanner, who they knew as Romeo. The idea of someone liking Tanner, much less, sleeping with him, was an alien concept to her.
Then again, when she divorced herself from her personal history with the man, she had to admit, grudgingly, that he was more or less handsome, and as Carol Patton, Amy’s mother phrased it, “He just has that look, like he was in shape.”
Sara smiled.
Tanner would leave behind a good looking corpse.
***
When Tyler saw Sara move farther away, he knew that his luck had changed for sure.
He had been moving along the fallen tree at a slow pace, partly due to his damaged left hand, but mostly so as not to alert Sara to his presence, but once she rushed towards the spot where Tanner was docking, he could make better time and have little fear of being noticed.
The woman’s focus was on Tanner and Tyler briefly wondered why she hated the man enough to kill him, but then pushed the thought from his mind.
Most people didn’t need a reason to kill, they just wanted an excuse, and whatever hers was, he would let it play out. He’d let Sara ambush and kill Tanner, and then he would kill her and drive off in the truck.
He reached the midpoint of the tree and watched the water rush along beneath him, he was still several feet from where the branches ended and after that he would have to climb up onto the tree and walk along its wide trunk, making himself visible.
He looked over at Sara and Tanner. Sara was facing away from the tree, but Tanner would see him for sure if he advanced any farther along its trunk.
Tyler steadied himself atop a thick branch, extended his arms across the trunk, and took aim at Sara, in an attempt to gauge the distance between them.
He guessed she was about fifty yards away. His gun was a weapon he had used for years and knew well, a Colt Anaconda with an 8-inch barrel.
He was accurate with the weapon to about seventy yards and so he was confident that he could hit Sara where she was, even with the trees obscuring part of his view, but he would wait until she came out in the open again, just to be sure.
***
Tanner didn’t like seeing the pickup truck just sitting there like that, with no one near it.
He scanned the area carefully with his eyes, but saw nothing, that is, until he glimpsed steel where none should be, found the hand that gripped it, and followed along its accompanying arm, until he viewed Tyler in profile.
He nearly pulled out his own gun, until he realized that the man wasn’t pointing the weapon in his direction, but rather towards the trees.
He followed Tyler’s line of sight, and when he turned back to look at the trees again, he saw Sara approaching him with her gun up and ready to shoot.
***
Tyler kept his gun trained on Sara, as he watched her approach Tanner with her gun arm extended.
“Shoot him woman,” Tyler mumbled, then watched as Sara began talking to Tanner instead.
He let out a long sigh.
Stupid bitch, she could have killed him by now, but no, she wants to talk instead. The hell with it, I’ll kill her and then take him out too. He’ll never make it to those trees before I blast him, and I’d rather kill him myself anyway.
Tyler lined up the gun’s sights on the center of Sara’s back and prepared to fire.
***
“There’s a gun pointed at your back, Blake. It’s that bank robber, Tyler.”
Sara had been all set to shoot Tanner, but she couldn’t resist answering him.
“That’s pathetic, truly pathetic, especially coming from a man known for his deviousness. That’s the best you can come up with? ‘Look behind you.’”
Tanner smiled.
He had been hoping to get her to turn so that he could shoot her, but Tyler killing her would work too.
“Goodbye, Blake.”
Sara took a step closer.
“No, it’s me saying goodbye to you.”
The blast that followed was loud and echoed off the surrounding hills, but it undoubtedly came from behind Sara, and she jerked her head around while crouching down.
She saw nothing at first glance, but did hear something splash into the water from beyond the fallen tree, and as the swift current carried that something away, she saw that it was the body of a man.
She turned back to look at Tanner and saw him taking aim at her, only to hear another loud blast, followed by the sight of the ground at Tanner’s feet exploding upward, as a hurried shot went low.
Tanner sprinted for the trees, and when Sara tried to shoot him, he fired an underhanded shot at her, even while running, and by either skill or luck, the shot came close to hitting her, as it passed within inches of her face.
Two more booming shots missed Tanner as he zigzagged towards the trees, and before another attempt could be made, he ran past the roots of the fallen tree, across the railroad tracks, and began running deep into the pines.
Sara squinted as she covered her eyes with her hand to keep out the rain. Across the stream and up atop the crest of the hill, she saw her benefactor.
It was Agent Cooper, sporting a rifle with a scope, and Sara knew if he hadn’t been there, she would have been killed, by either Tanner, or the man who had been at her back, and who she knew must have been Tyler Gray.
Sara raised her hand in thanks and then rushed off in pursuit of Tanner.



CHAPTER 32 - The evening commute
Tyler had been set to pull the trigger on Sara when he felt an agonizing jolt course through his body and realized that he was falling into the rushing current.
He swallowed some of the water, and the sudden coldness of it sent his teeth to chattering, as he rushed downstream and around the bend, only to come to a jarring stop, as the backpack snagged on something.
Tyler just hung there, twenty feet from shore, and realized that he was at the top of a small tree, which the rising water had swallowed.
That’s when the shock wore off and the pain became localized on his left side. When he placed his good hand there, he felt tattered flesh and the sharp edge of a broken rib.
The backpack, which had been speared by a branch, ripped open, and Tyler could feel it grow lighter as its contents spilled out and the bundles of cash bobbed to the surface and drifted away in the powerful flow.
“All for nothing,” Tyler whispered between spasms of agony, and knew that he was dying.
Before another minute passed, he was dead.
The current continued to batter him, and his limp form slipped free of the branch. The rushing water carried his body away downstream, leaving behind no marker of where most of the pack’s contents had settled. 
***
Tanner assumed that he had been fired upon by the Feds, after they had taken out Tyler.
He could hear Sara coming through the woods behind him and had to admire her tenacity, but then he heard a more troubling sound, and she was pushed into the back of his mind.
It was the sound of several voices, faint, but audible and growing closer, from higher up in the hills. He then heard yet another sound, a train whistle.
There was a train approaching and if he could reach the tracks and make it across before his pursuers did, perhaps the train would delay them long enough for him to gain some distance.
Tanner changed direction and headed back towards the water, beyond where the tree had fallen, to cross the tracks that ran alongside the road.
***
Sara saw Tanner turn right and head back down towards the road and so she ran diagonally in an effort to catch up to him.
She knew from her earlier pursuit that he was much faster than she was, and when she heard the train approaching, she realized what he hoped to do.
One train had passed her earlier, as she began her journey along the road, and was stopped for a red light.
The train pulled a long line of freight cars behind it, and after the light turned green, she had passed the train easily, as it lumbered along.
If this was that same long train and Tanner made it across the tracks, she would have to wait a while for it to pass. That meant that Tanner could make it to the next town, or find a trail through the woods on the other side, and be out of sight before she could follow.
Cooper and his men would be on the other side as well, but they would have to come down the hill to intercept Tanner, and from what she’d seen of it, Sara knew it was a steeper and more dangerous journey than the hills on her side.
Sara ran harder, despite her fatigue, despite the slick and muddy ground, but it was clear that luck was with Tanner, and judging by the sound of the train, he would make it across the tracks in time; the question was, would she?
Sara stopped running, dropped into a shooter’s stance, and let loose with the Glock.
***
The bullet felt like the sting of a bee, as it whipped across the outer thigh of Tanner’s right leg and he heard several more rounds impact with the trees around him.
Not seeing anything wide enough to hide behind, Tanner dived to the ground, then slid along its wet surface for several more feet.
After crawling behind the base of a tree, he checked the wound and saw that the slug had barely broken through the skin. When he looked back through the trees, he saw Sara moving towards him, but she also hit the ground just as he returned fire.
Seeing his chance, he got to his feet and headed for the tracks, but then cursed as he saw how narrow his chances of crossing in time had become.
He ran as fast as he was capable and made it to the tracks an instant too late, as the lumbering train appeared in front of him.
He ran alongside it, hoping to hop aboard, but the freight train was towing fifty or sixty cars behind it. All of the cars were of the type called a hopper, which mostly held gravel or coal that had been poured into their open tops for transport.
There were no doors or handles to grab onto and pull oneself onboard, just walls of steel. Tanner considered the ladders attached to their rears, but although slow for a vehicle, the train was still going faster than he could run. He’d never be able grab the rungs without dislocating a shoulder or losing his balance, and risk being crushed beneath the wheels.
Still, he kept running, despite the train, he still needed to get distance between himself and his pursuers, and as the road curved once again, he saw another way to cross the tracks.
There was a pedestrian bridge up ahead, with steps on both sides and a covered walkway that sat above the tracks, the road, and the water.
Tanner glanced back and saw that he had left Sara behind. He climbed the stairs and was three quarters across the walkway when he saw Cooper and his men headed his way.
A quick mental calculation told him that he’d never make it past them, and so he headed back the way he came, determined to kill Sara Blake and escape.
*** 
Just as she thought she had lost him for good, Sara watched Tanner turn and run back across the bridge.
She was near the foot of the steps and, after readying her gun, she took position behind a tree and waited for Tanner to take the first shot.
***
Tanner had only two rounds left in the chief’s gun he carried and he fired the first round as he came off the stairs.
The shot took a chunk out of the tree Sara was hiding behind and she stepped out to return fire.
An instant before Tanner let loose his last shot, which he had centered on her chest, Sara dropped flat, fired, and rolled away. Both of their hurried shots missed their targets, and when Tanner saw that the slide on Sara’s gun was locked open, he realized that he wasn’t the only one whose gun was empty.
He turned his head and saw that Cooper’s men had just reached the bottom of the hill on the other side, while the men he heard earlier could be seen in the woods above him.
There was time, not much, but enough to inflict a fatal twist of the neck.
Tanner approached Sara, where she still lay atop the ground, with the intention of breaking her neck.
When he was ten feet away, he stopped.
She was smiling.
Smiling and reaching into her jacket pocket.
“You’re not the only one who’s tricky, Tanner.”
He saw it then, saw what she had done. She had chambered a round before removing the clip from the gun, so that when she fired, it would appear as if she were empty.
Tanner attempted to twist out of the way of her shot.
He was unsuccessful.
The bullet struck him in the chest, just beneath the left collarbone.
There was no exit wound, and as he fell to one knee from the shock of impact, Tanner wondered if the bullet had pierced a lung.
Precious seconds ticked by as Tanner fought to ignore the pain and get moving, but the wound was agonizing, and he had to gather himself together before moving on.
When he raised his head, he saw that Sara was standing and gazing down at him.
“Nicely played, Blake,” he said, and his pain-filled voice was nearly drowned out by the train thundering along behind him.
Tanner thought that Sara would shoot again, in an attempt to finish him off, but the expected second shot didn’t come. When he looked at Sara’s gun, the slide was locked open once more, and this time it was truly empty.
***
Sara had a look on her face that was a mixture of triumph and disappointment.
She was pleased to have outsmarted Tanner, but sad that her shot hadn’t killed him.
Tanner regained his wits, and as he looked about, Sara glimpsed the animal cunning in his eyes as he weighed his options.
Sara could see only one option, and in his wounded state, it would do nothing more than delay his capture by a few minutes at the most.
He could run off towards the woods again and hope by some miracle that he slipped through, which he wouldn’t, because there was no time left. The men and women of the search teams were already descending the hill and closing in.
And yet, Tanner did run, but the direction he chose baffled Sara.
Tanner sprang to his feet, moaned from the pain of his wound, and ran back towards the stairs of the pedestrian bridge, shedding the thick jacket as he did so.
Sara cocked her head, as a confused look came upon her.
He can’t possibly escape that way; Cooper and his agents are already climbing up the opposite side.
And it was true, while one agent, a young man in a blue rain slicker, had already reached the covered walkway and was running towards Tanner with his gun gripped in his hand.
That’s when Sara saw the method behind Tanner’s seeming madness, as she watched him climb atop the metal railing of the stairway.
Tanner balanced precariously upon the slick surface, as his eyes scanned the train passing below. The young agent was almost close enough to grab Tanner, when the hit man bent his knees, leapt sideways into the air, while twisting in such a way as to fall backwards, and fell inside one of the open train cars, which was a hopper filled with sand.
Sara stood wide-eyed and with her mouth agape as she stared at the departing train, and despite her hatred for the man, his desperate move had impressed her. Had his jump been off in any aspect, he could have easily been killed or mangled.
On the bridge, Cooper and his men also stared in amazement, but seconds later, Cooper was on his two-way radio and giving instructions for the train to be intercepted.
Sara watched the train until the last car disappeared from sight, and her hope dispersed along with it.
***
Tanner lay on his back atop tons of sand and felt the movement of the train beneath him.
His chest burned where the bullet had entered, and he knew he needed medical care soon, or else risk infection and death.
The wound was his greatest ache, but not the sole one, as the impact of landing atop the sand rattled him to his bones and he suspected that a rib on his left side was either cracked or broken.
In the meantime, his pursuers would keep coming, and so he would keep moving and do whatever it took to stay alive and free.
He lay there atop the sand, watching the sky grow dark as night approached, and he let out a great laugh, which only made his wounds hurt more.
Yet, still he laughed, as he realized that the rain had finally ceased.
As he continued to stare at the sky, a star appeared, like a beacon of hope, and Tanner decided to take it as an omen of better things to come.



CHAPTER 33 - There’s got to be a morning after
The next day, in a morning bright with sunshine, Sara met with Cameron for breakfast at the Ridge Creek Diner.
Cameron’s left arm was bandaged and in a sling, and she had gone against doctor’s orders and not stayed in the hospital overnight.
Tanner was still free. When the train car he had fallen into was checked, the only trace of the man was a small quantity of blood, which had mixed with the sand.
Sara knew it was useless to search for him anymore and was heading back to New York City.
“You really think he’ll come after you?” Cameron said.
“I know he will, and I might never see him coming.”
“He may not even be alive. It sounds like you gave him a serious wound.”
“Not serious enough, I had been aiming for his heart, but the shot hit him high.”
“If he surfaces again, you’ll get him.”
“Or he’ll get me.”
“Don’t underestimate yourself, Sara; it sounds like you nearly bagged that asshole.”
“I came close, but close just means I lost.”
“You’ll get him, mark my words.”
Sara smiled wistfully, and when she looked around the diner, she saw several people gazing their way.
“We seem to be of interest to the townspeople.”
Cameron nodded.
“Yeah, more went on in this town yesterday than in the last ten years before it. We were a big part of that, and you want to know something else, I’ve been offered the job of Chief of Police.”
“Are you serious?”
“I am. Three town council members appeared at my motel last night and congratulated me on saving those kids and killing one of the bank robbers. I told them that I didn’t do it alone, but when they heard that I was a bounty hunter and used to be a cop, they made the offer.”
“Are you going to take it?”
“I told them that I’d think it over. I also told them to move the damn jail out of a flood zone, although to be fair, that lake hadn’t overflowed its banks in nearly a hundred years.”
“I think you’d be a good chief, and it’s actually not such a bad town.”
They finished their meals and talked more while enjoying a second cup of coffee.
“So the money was just washed away?” Cameron asked.
“Most of it, yes, but Cooper and his people did recover nearly three-hundred thousand dollars, and they’re still looking, but that stream flows into the Delaware River, so the money may be lost forever.”
Cameron smiled.
“I was thinking about those kids, Amy and Dean. What if they had taken the money without anybody seeing them? If they were smart, they might have kept it with no one being the wiser.”
“Instead, they nearly got killed.” Sara said. “And I hoped they learned their lesson.”
***
At that moment, across town, Amy was placing an envelope on the coffee table before her mother, who had fallen asleep on the sofa the night before, while watching TV.
The envelope held a card. The card expressed Amy’s handwritten wish that her mother get the help she needed, and also said goodbye.
Amy left her home for the last time and found Dean waiting for her. Along with her purse, she carried a brown teddy bear and a suitcase.
Dean smiled at her and thought she looked beautiful in her new red dress; it was the one item from their spending spree that the cops had failed to reclaim.
When Amy reached him, Dean showed her the morning paper. She read the part about most of the money being lost to the river, and was relieved to know that both robbers were dead.
Dean had borrowed a friend’s car and told him that he could pick it up later at the Amtrak station, which was located in a neighboring town.
Amy and Dean had decided to go to Florida to live, and although he still had two weeks to go until he was considered an adult, Dean doubted that anyone would come looking for them over that infraction of the law, and they planned to take courses and finish high school online.
After arriving at the station, Amy settled on a scarred wooden bench while Dean went off to buy the train tickets, but he returned to her only moments later.
“I need another two-hundred dollars.”
“Why so much?” Amy asked.
Dean grinned.
“We’re going first class.”
Amy grinned back at him, and after looking around to see if anyone was watching, she undid the Velcro seal and stuck her hand inside the bear. When her hand emerged, it held five, hundred-dollar bills.
“There’s extra, for other things later.”
Dean kissed her.
“Thank God, you’re smart.”
The bear had been Amy’s idea. They had come so close to losing the money when Lydia came to her home that Amy decided it didn’t make sense to keep all the money in one place.
The backpack that Tyler wore when he went into the water had several hundred thousand in cash, yes, but only on top, beneath that, Amy and Dean had filled the pack with dozens of note pads, which were similar in size and thickness to the bundles of cash.
When Sherry grabbed the backpack and confirmed that it held the money, she only checked one layer, and had been deceived by the pack’s weight. Had she dug deeper, she would have discovered the truth.
When it was time to board, Amy and Dean climbed on the train and headed towards a new life in Florida.
Minus the twenty-five grand they gave Tanner, and the three-hundred thousand taken by Tyler, Dean and Amy still had well over half a million dollars, all of it unmarked and untraceable.
They were out of the rain and headed for The Sunshine State.
***
Back in Ridge Creek, Amber and Brittany were reading the morning news with great interest as they sipped their coffee.
The stories about the bank robbery were fascinating, as well as the search for a man named Tanner, who the girls were fairly certain was the same man they knew by the name of Romeo.
They both agreed that what was written about their friend couldn’t be true, and they wondered if they would ever see him again.
Amber made a face of displeasure as she took a sip of her coffee and found it to be cold. She had been so engrossed in reading about the bank robbery and the goings on at the jail, that she had forgotten it.
She rose from her chair and walked to the microwave to heat it, and that’s when she found the twenty grand Tanner had left them inside the machine.
There was also a note.
Don’t wait. Open your shop now — Romeo.
The girls did as the note said and, weeks later, a new salon opened in Philadelphia.
It was named, ROMEO’S.
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CHAPTER 1 - King of the road
Forty hours after he leapt off a pedestrian walkway and onto a train, Tanner awoke to find himself still riding the rails. He was also fighting for his life, as a large man lifted him from the floor and slammed him against a wall of the train car.
Tanner, still weak from his wounds, slid to the floor and let out a moan. The moan was real, as was the pain that gave it birth, but he exaggerated his reaction and let his hands drop onto his lap.
The behemoth who had assaulted Tanner glared down at him in disgust and then started in on an old man who was cowering in a corner.
“I want everything you two got; otherwise, I’ll toss you off the train.”
The man had a long black beard that nearly covered his entire face, leaving just a potato-sized nose and two dark eyes showing.
Tanner made his move as the brute reached for the old man and sent an uppercut between the big man’s legs to smash his testicles.
The brute bent over so fast that he slammed the crown of his head against the wall beside the old man and suffered a cut from the impact.
Tanner had given the punch everything he had, but because he was weakened from the gunshot wound he’d recently suffered, it was a question of who would recover first, him, or the big man.
It was Tanner who recovered first, and he jabbed stiff fingers at the man’s throat, but the blow was cushioned by the woolly beard and had little effect.
Then, Tanner watched with surprise as the old man kicked the big man in the gut and sent him tumbling backwards.
Tanner grabbed the man by his beard and dragged him towards the open door of the moving train car, with the intention of pushing him off. The man realized what he planned to do, and, in a panic, he made it to his feet.
Tanner let go of the beard, tried to hit him in the throat again and managed only to jab the man on the ear.
The bearded man growled and reached out a hand to grab Tanner’s throat, but Tanner ducked beneath the man’s outstretched arm and rammed his clenched fists into the brute’s gut.
The big man bellowed in fear as he nearly fell from the moving car, but he managed to snag the edge of the door with his right hand.
Unfortunately, for him, his weight was causing the door to slide shut, while most of his body was still leaning outside the train.
Once the door slammed into his left foot, which was supporting his weight, his fate was decided, and he tumbled out of the train car with a scream on his lips, as the door slammed shut behind him.
The old man came over and slid open the door, to peer back down the tracks.
“Ouch! That tumble will have him spending time in a hospital for sure.”
When the old man looked back at Tanner, he saw that he was down on one knee.
“You’re dizzy, aren’t you? Well, that’s no surprise after the fever you had.”
Tanner stood on weak legs, walked over to the back wall and slid down to a sitting position with his legs straight out in front of him.
The old man brought him a bottle of water that was half-filled, and Tanner drained it.
Tanner stared at the old man and found that he had vague memories concerning him.
“You helped me, didn’t you?”
“I got that bullet out of you.”
Tanner nodded, as the events of the last two days came back to him.
***
After leaving Ridge Creek, he had evaded being captured by leaping into a coal car, which passed within feet of the train car full of sand he’d first leapt into. By the time that second train finally came to a stop, he found himself in Bowling Green, Kentucky, with a throat as dry as the sand he once laid upon.
Judging by the position of the sun, it was mid-morning, and Tanner realized that he must have slept for hours. He had a fever to go with the dry throat and after checking the wound in his chest, he knew it needed tending to or it would become infected, if it hadn’t already done so. 
There was construction going on at the train depot in Kentucky, and inside the job trailer of a plumbing contractor Tanner found bottled water and a first aid kit, along with a bag of potato chips.
After gobbling down the chips, he went through the two desks in the office and found a pint of whiskey, along with a prescription bottle with eight pills remaining inside.
The pills were white, oval-shaped and labeled as Cephalexin, an antibiotic usually prescribed for upper respiratory infections. According to the date on the pharmacy label, the pills had likely expired, but thieves, like beggars, can’t be choosers.
After cleaning his wound with the whiskey, Tanner downed two of the pills and pocketed the bottle, then, he considered finding somewhere on the property to rest up.
It was not to be. The office had a window in the wall, and through it, Tanner had seen a man wearing sunglasses talking to two cops who were inside a patrol car, and the man with the sunglasses was pointing towards the trailer he was in.
The man must have seen him enter the trailer, which had been locked and pried open by Tanner using a claw hammer he’d found nearby.
Tanner stuffed the bandages and painkiller from the first aid kit into a pocket of his cargo pants, and as he was doing that, he realized he no longer had the gun he had used in Ridge Creek, and which had been the Chief of Police’s duty weapon.
The empty gun had been tucked in his waistband, but must have fallen out along the way; Tanner’s best guess is that it was still in the train car that carried the coal.
However, acquiring a new weapon would have to wait, and Tanner left the trailer before the cops could trap him inside.
He made it clear of the trailer, but when more cops joined the hunt, Tanner again climbed aboard a train car, riding inside for once, and traveled towards who knew where.
The train just kept rolling, and as it did, Tanner felt himself become more feverish. He swallowed more of the antibiotics, but doubted they would work any better than the first dose had.
In time, he slept, but awoke to see an old man peering down at him with a concerned expression. He knew the man was old because he glimpsed the deep wrinkles around the man’s eyes, but could see little detail in the gloom of the darkened train car.
“That bullet has to come out,” the old man said, and Tanner had nodded in agreement.
“Where are we?”
“Just outside, Dallas,”
“Texas?”
“Yeah,”
The old man had held a bottle of water to his lips and Tanner drank it greedily, while realizing how weak he had grown. He knew he was hot with fever. He also realized that it was night again and had a vague memory of stumbling out of one train car and climbing into another.
“Doctor,” he said.
The old man smiled.
“Just call me, Doc.”
And then, Tanner was out again.
The next time he opened his eyes, was when he was rudely awakened by the bearded man he had shoved off the train.
***
Tanner stood, felt the pain in his wound, and when he looked at it, saw that it had been bandaged. He lifted the bloodstained gauze that had been taped in place and found a neat row of blue stitches that appeared to be made of simple sewing thread.
He looked down at the old man, who was seated on the floor.
“You do decent work.”
“Thank you and you’re not the first man I’ve had to stitch up on the fly.”
Tanner’s clothes were damp with sweat and he smelled sour, but when he laid a hand on his forehead, he could tell that the fever had broken. He looked out through the open door and saw desert, but could also make out a highway in the distance.
When his bladder reminded him that there were more urgent matters than sightseeing, Tanner stood at the edge of the open door, whipped it out, and watched his stream wet the weeds that grew between his train and the tracks on the opposite side.
“Where are we?”
The old man pointed towards the south.
“We should be pulling into the train yard at Culver, Texas in about twenty minutes.”
Tanner turned his head and blinked at the old man, as surprise animated his usually stoic features.
“Culver?”
“Yeah, there’s not much there but the train yard, but to the east is the town of—”
“Stark,” Tanner said. “To the east is Stark, Texas.”
“I guess you’ve been there before, because Stark is barely a dot on the map.”
Tanner nodded.
“Yeah, I’ve been there before,” he said and his mind drifted off into memory.



CHAPTER 2 - Cody Parker
Stark, Texas, September 1997
The young man with the trim beard calling himself Tanner, had stopped on the side of the road to consult a map, when he saw the dog being chased across a field by three coyotes.
The dog was a beagle; his short legs were no match for the predators who pursued him, and Tanner guessed that the coyotes would run the dog down within seconds.
When something on the dog’s neck twinkled, Tanner assumed that it was a license or nametag attached to a collar, and knew it meant that the hound was someone’s pet. He thought about trying to shoot the beasts pursuing it, but his gun lacked the range and would be useless.
Four seconds later, the fastest of the coyotes moved within inches of the dog. That was when Tanner saw the creature’s head explode, heard the sound of the first rifle shot, and then watched the other two coyotes be torn apart by gunfire, followed by the echo of two more blasts.
Tanner looked over towards the right where a man held a rifle steady. It was perched on the top horizontal slat of a white fence and at least a hundred yards away.
The man had hit three running targets with consecutive shots from that distance, a feat that Tanner would find difficult to duplicate.
When the man sprang over the fence and began walking towards the quivering hound he had saved, Tanner tossed the map back in his car and went out to meet him.
Tanner was closer to the dog, and so he was closer to the dead coyotes as well. When he checked the bodies, he saw that all three had been put down by head wounds.
“Damn impressive,” Tanner muttered, and then he became further impressed as the man drew closer, and he saw that the marksman was even younger than he was, and probably no more than sixteen or seventeen, with dark hair peeking out from beneath the cowboy hat he wore.
At least, he looked young if you didn’t take into account the boy’s eyes, which broadcast more experience than they should have.
“That was some damn fine shooting, kid.”
The boy glanced at him and Tanner could tell that the kid had spotted the bulge of the gun on his hip, beneath his untucked shirt.
After giving a loud whistle for the dog, the animal came over to the boy and rubbed against his legs, while still shaking from fright.
When the boy slung the rifle onto his back by its strap, Tanner could see that it was a Remington 760 with a scope. The pump-action rifle was older than the kid, since they stopped making them some time ago, although the one across the kid’s back looked to be in good shape.
After squatting down to pet the dog, the boy looked up at Tanner.
“Are you passing through, mister?”
“More or less, but maybe you can help me, I’m looking for the McKay Ranch.”
The boy stood again, and Tanner realized that they were about the same height, six feet tall, give or take an inch.
After looking Tanner over again, the boy asked a question.
“What kind of work is McKay paying you to do?”
“Well, that would be between him and me, wouldn’t it?”
The boy just stared at him, and so intense was his gaze that Tanner felt the weight of it as he stared back.
The boy broke eye contact and pointed down the road in the direction that Tanner’s car was facing.
“Go another three miles and you’ll be on McKay’s land.”
Tanner nodded his thanks and then turned to walk back to his car, as he did so, he spoke over his shoulder.
“What’s your name, kid?”
“I’m Cody Parker, what’s yours?”
“Call me Tanner.”
“Hey, Tanner?”
Tanner stopped walking and turned back to look at the boy.
“Yeah?”
“I’m not a kid.”
Tanner smiled. It was only a few years earlier that he was the boy’s age and he remembered that he hated being called kid too and it was the main reason he grew the beard.
“I’ll remember that, Cody, and maybe I’ll see you around.”
Cody Parker tipped his hat and walked off with the dog at his side.
Tanner took one more look at the bodies of the three coyotes and nodded his head slightly.
“Damn fine shooting,” he muttered and headed for his meeting with Andy McKay.  



CHAPTER 3 - The old and the new
While seated, Tanner checked the pockets of the cargo pants he was wearing and felt the money he had placed inside one of them.
It was a little less than five thousand dollars.
He looked over at the old man and saw him smile.
“That’s quite a bundle of cash you’ve got there.”
“You went through my pockets?”
“Yeah, and if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have found those antibiotics you had on you. Those pills saved your life you know, I think it was just enough to fight off the fever and infection you had.”
Tanner touched his wound.
“You took the bullet out and stitched me up inside a moving train car?”
“I sure did. I keep a needle and thread in my pack, and lucky for you the bullet wasn’t too deep and hit nothing vital.”
Tanner counted out two thousand dollars and passed it to the old man, whose eyes bulged at the sight of so much cash headed his way.
“That’s payment for helping me.”
“Damn, son, I’m haven’t seen this much cash at one time in years.”
“What’s your name?”
“You can call me Doc.”
“Are you a doctor?”
“I was, but that was many years ago. Now I’m just an old man making it day by day.”
“Why didn’t you call the police when you realized I’d been shot? That way, you could have also taken my money.”
The old man chuckled.
“I hate the damn cops, all they ever do is hassle you, and you look like a man who would hold a grudge and come looking for me someday.”
Tanner thought about pointing out that, given how sick he had been with the fever, the old man could have easily murdered him and taken the money.
The fact that some people never considered killing someone, no matter how expedient it would be, always puzzled Tanner. He had never had a problem with killing anyone if he thought it the best course of action, but then, his conscience, his sense of right and wrong, had always differed from that of others.
“What’s this depot like? Will there be heavy security there?”
“Maybe, but I doubt it. A train yard is like everywhere else these days, fewer people doing more work. Most of the time, the guards stay in their shack and keep out of the sun, and I know how to avoid the cameras.”
“I need a place to wash up.”
“There’s a truck stop a mile from the depot, you can even shower there.”
Tanner studied the old man.
“Why were you headed to Stark, Texas?”
“I heard there was work. I can’t do much at my age, but I can still muck out a stall, of course, thanks to you, I no longer need the money.”
“One of the ranches is hiring?”
“Yeah, the Reyes Ranch, a Mexican family owns it.”
Tanner looked out at the passing scenery and spotted the highway in the distance.
“That’s Highway 16, isn’t it?”
“Yeah and the ranch is not far from it.”
“Are you from this area?”
Doc nodded.
“Originally, yeah,”
“The Reyes Ranch, what did it used to be called?”
The old man’s back straightened.
“Oh, so you know about that, huh? Yeah, it’s the same ranch, the Reyes Ranch used to be called the Parker Ranch and after the... tragedy? The place just sat there for years.”
Tanner stared at the old man.
“Tragedy? That’s one way of putting it.”
The old man, Doc, squinted at Tanner.
“Were you around here back then?”
Tanner ignored the question and stood, as the train began to slow.
“Show me where this truck stop is, and after that... I guess I’ll go to the ranch with you.”
Doc smiled.
“Fine, I could use the company.”
They left the train yard without being harassed and walked across the wide sandy field that separated them from the highway.
The old man wrinkled his nose as the breeze carried Tanner’s scent.
“You’re a bit ripe, son, fever will do that. They sell a little clothing at the truck stop too, nothing fancy, but you might consider getting new clothes before you shower.”
Tanner looked down at the black shirt he was wearing. It was ripped and bloody, and he could smell the stink coming off it as well.
“New clothes sound like a good idea.”
“I’ll also change that bandage for you, but say, how did you get shot?”
Tanner smirked.
“I underestimated a very devious woman.”
“Your wife?”
“No, and tell me something, this store inside the truck stop, do they sell phones?”
“I don’t know, but the last time I was here, they still had a payphone.”
“Good, I need to make a call.”
“Say son, what’s your name?”
Tanner thought for a moment, as he tried to recall one of the fake names he’d chosen, but he had burned through so many of them recently that he decided to just use the one that had been handed down to him by his mentor.
“I’m Tanner.”
“Well Tanner, I hear the ranch is hiring security, and judging by the way you handled that dude on the train, I’d say they’ll hire you on.”
“Why would they need security?”
“The story I heard is that some local big shot is hassling them.”
“That sounds familiar.”
Doc stopped walking.
“You’re thinking about what happened back when it was the Parker Ranch, but don’t worry, the way I hear it, this thing isn’t that serious.”
“Has the law gotten involved?”
“Maybe, but I don’t know much about it.”
***
The Highway 16 Truck Stop turned out to be a massive complex that housed a restaurant, offered truck repair, and had a shop where Tanner outfitted himself in a new pair of jeans and a black T-shirt. 
The store also sold cheap cell phones, and after showering and getting his bandage changed by Doc, Tanner stepped outside and made a call.
After eight rings, a cautious voice answered.
“Hello?”
“Tim, it’s me, Tanner.”
“Oh thank God, Madison and I were worried about you. The newspaper in Ridge Creek wrote a story that said you’d been shot. What happened?”
Tanner gave Tim Jackson a quick explanation of what had occurred over the last few days, including the events in Ridge Creek.
“I guess the farm is burned now that the FBI is looking at it?” Tim said.
“No, I have an idea about that, but I’ll need you to find someone.”
Tanner told Tim what he wanted to do and Tim said he would handle it.
“I’ll find him, but are you certain he’ll do it?”
“No, I’m not sure, but once you find him, get a number where I can call him.”
“I will, and I’ll send out those materials you want too.”
“The sooner the better,” Tanner said, as the “materials” Tim mentioned, were Tanner’s newest fake ID.
After talking to Tim, Tanner joined Doc at a booth inside the restaurant.
As he ate, Tanner felt his strength returning. He downed three glasses of orange juice with his meal as well, as the fever had left him dehydrated.
Along with the bandaged gunshot wound, Tanner also wore a wrapping of gauze around his midsection, as his leap into the train had injured the ribs on his left side. He had also been wounded on his right leg, but the bullet that caused it had barely touched him, and left behind only a purple bruise.
Once he finished eating, Tanner leaned back and asked Doc what he knew about the town of Stark, Texas.
Doc stifled a burp and began talking.
“After the... thing, out at the Parker Ranch, the town started to die. The Parkers were gone, but so was McKay, and between the two of them, they employed a lot of men. Without that revenue, the town shriveled up.”
Tanner pointed out the window beside their booth.
“That’s Stark over there in the distance, and I see three tall buildings that weren’t there years ago, so I guess the town made a comeback.”
“It sure did, and you can thank a dude named Chuck Willis for that. He came here from San Antonio, bought up the McKay land and started building an office complex, huge place, like a college campus, and along with it, he built the housing so that his employees would have someplace to live.”
“Why didn’t Willis buy the Parker Ranch too?”
“He was too late. Reyes had already bought it cheap and started breeding horses.”
“Horses? No cattle?”
“The cattle business dried up around here. Reyes, whoever he is, must be doing well breeding horses, because he’s refused to sell his land to Willis.”
“But Willis doesn’t take no for an answer, is that why Reyes is hiring security?”
“What I heard is that a horse was poisoned and nearly died. They raise quarter horses, racehorses, and those animals can be worth a pretty penny, plus, some of the ranch hands got hurt in accidents. The thing is though, the accidents weren’t accidents, the story I heard is that one guy fell from a ladder that had a top rung sawn through. He broke his arm in the fall.”
They left the truck stop and walked across more desert scrubland, as they headed towards the town of Stark, Texas, and as they drew closer, Tanner’s mind again filled with memories.



CHAPTER 4 - Indecent proposal
Stark, Texas, September 1997
Tanner was escorted into Andy McKay’s office.
The large room was masculine in every aspect, from its wood paneling to the real bearskin rug that covered the floor in the center of the room.
A large wooden desk sat before a wide window that looked out on a green pasture, upon which, a score of cattle could be seen grazing in the distance. A console TV sat in one corner of the room, by the door, while a smaller desk was in the opposite corner and had a computer sitting atop it.
The computer was one of many that Tanner had seen inside a home recently, and he thought that the machines were rapidly gaining in popularity, although he himself had never used one.
The man who escorted Tanner into the office was tall, but had a gut that made him look fat. Tanner could tell that the man believed his girth and height made him intimidating, he was also aware that the man didn’t like him, and believed he knew why.
McKay was bringing Tanner in to handle a problem that the fat man thought he could do himself and the man felt resentful.
The man had told Tanner that his name was Jack Sheer, right before asking Tanner how old he was.
Sheer was in his forties and no doubt thought that anyone under thirty wasn’t worth a damn. Tanner didn’t care what Sheer thought, he just wanted to know who McKay wanted dead, so he could do the job and head back to Dallas.
Despite having grown up in a succession of rural environments, Tanner liked cities, and he wanted to leave Stark as soon as possible.
From behind his massive wooden desk, McKay studied Tanner, as the hit man walked in and took a seat.
Tanner guessed that McKay was in his early-fifties, but could tell that the lean man was in good condition, and judging by the stern expression on his face, McKay was a man who took things seriously.
McKay was graying at the temples, and his lined and sun-browned skin told Tanner that McKay spent more time outdoors than inside the office.
After reaching across the desk to shake hands, McKay told Jack Sheer to close the door on his way out.
Sheer hesitated to leave.
“Don’t you want me to sit in, Andy?”
“No, but go see to that other matter we talked about.”
“I got Dave and his brother handling that.”
“I want you to handle it; it has to be done right.”
“Alright, I’ll go see to that,” Sheer said, and then Tanner was alone with Andy McKay.
McKay looked Tanner over.
“You’re younger than I’d thought you’d be.”
“Why is that?”
“I heard about you from two men, one was Robertson, the man that sent you here, but another fella I know real well said he hired you once, only that couldn’t be you, because the man named Tanner that he hired was older, and that was ten years ago.”
“That man your friend hired was my mentor; when he died, I took the name Tanner, just like he did when his mentor died.”
“What’s your real name?”
“Does it matter?”
“I guess not, but I hope you’re the man I need, because what I want done will take guts and it’s... complicated.”
“You want someone dead or I wouldn’t be here. Tell me who it is and I’ll kill them. It’s just that simple.”
“What if I want you to kill more than one?”
“I’m sure that Robertson told you my price, just multiply that and you have my fee.”
McKay took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and leaned across the desk.
“Here’s the thing...”
***
Less than a minute later, Tanner was leaving the office with McKay trailing behind him.
“I thought you were a professional, Tanner. Why won’t you take the job?”
“I gave you my answer, McKay. Go find somebody else, it shouldn’t be hard to do, the world is full of maniacs.”
Tanner stopped to open the door and McKay spun him around.
“I thought you were supposed to be a stone-cold killer, but you’re just a boy still, aren’t you?”
“My age has nothing to do with it. I’m a killer, yes, but not a butcher or a madman. Listen to me, if you go through with what you want, the law will pin it on you. Hiring outside help won’t stop them from tracing it back to you.”
McKay looked him up and down, as disgust covered his face.
“You’re just a gutless punk.”
Tanner opened the door.
“Goodbye, McKay. Forget that we met.”
Tanner went down the steps and into the wide driveway, while looking for signs of trouble. Then, he was in his car and driving towards the graveled path that would take him back to the county road.
***
Inside the ranch house, McKay grabbed a walkie-talkie from atop a table.
“Jack, come in.”
There was the sound of static, followed by Jack Sheer’s voice.
“What’s up, Andy?”
“Tanner is headed your way. You boys kill that son of a bitch and I’ll give you two grand each.”
“You got it.”
***
After rounding a curve on the graveled drive that connected McKay’s ranch to the road, Tanner stopped the car and stepped out into the hot afternoon sun.
He had refused to kill for McKay because what the man wanted done was madness, but mad or not, McKay wasn’t stupid, and Tanner knew that he would not be allowed to just ride away once he knew McKay’s plans.
That “other matter” of which McKay had spoken about to Jack Sheer was no doubt an ambush.
The driveway was lined on both sides by jacaranda trees that were still in bloom with their purple flowers, and beyond them was white fencing, followed by flat arid land. However, the road leading out of the ranch curved in both directions from where Tanner stopped the car and it placed him out of the line of sight.
If he attempted to drive off, he’d be shot to death inside the car, and if he tried to run away, there would be no way to avoid being spotted on the flat terrain.
The car itself was of no concern, because he had stolen it just for the meeting, knowing that negotiations sometimes went awry with a new client, and that his transportation might need to be abandoned. 
Tanner got into position and waited for McKay’s men to grow impatient and come to him.
***
Jack Sheer came around the bend first, with two men following behind, and all three men were armed.
Sheer had a sawed-off shotgun in one hand and a walkie-talkie in the other. Tanner could hear McKay’s voice, sounding tinny and weak, as it came from the speaker of the walkie-talkie.
“He must be inside the car, blast it.”
A second passed, and then the quiet day erupted into the thunderous sound of multiple weapons firing, as Sheer and the men with him blasted Tanner’s car, shredding the seats, destroying the dash, and shattering all the windows.
The barrage was brutal, but short-lived, as first Sheer and then the two men with him fell atop the gravel with wounds to their feet.
When all three men were down and moaning in agony, Tanner slid out from beneath the car and went for their weapons.
The two men with Sheer were too concerned with their wounds to think about the revolvers they dropped, but Jack Sheer reached out to grab his shotgun, and Tanner shot him in the foot again.
That finished Sheer, who rolled over onto his back and began crying from the pain, as blood formed in a puddle around his foot.
Tanner tossed the two revolvers away, but kept the shotgun, and then picked up the walkie-talkie.
“McKay.”
There was a pause, but then McKay spoke.
“Tanner?”
“Forget your plans, and if you come after me again, I’ll kill you.”
There was no answer, and so Tanner dropped the unit and stomped it with the heel of his boot.
After rounding the curve, he came across the pickup truck that Sheer and his men had used to block the driveway. Tanner got in it and drove off to see Frank Parker.



CHAPTER 5 - Entrance exam
Tanner and Doc walked along a county road that was wider than Tanner remembered it being.
It had been a two-lane road mostly used by ranchers, but was now a four-lane thoroughfare, which Doc told Tanner had been extended, and ended at a ramp that would place you on Highway 16.
“That sounds much quicker than taking Derby Street to Culver Avenue,” Tanner said, and Doc gave him a strange look.
“You said you hadn’t been here for years, but you remember the street names. Either you’ve got a great memory or you’ve spent a good deal of time here.”
Tanner looked over at Doc but didn’t comment, and a moment later, something ahead caught their attention.
There was a pickup truck blocking the entrance to the Reyes Ranch and two toughs were getting out of it and looking their way.
Doc gestured at them.
“What do you think? Are they trouble, or maybe Reyes already hired security.”
“We’ll soon find out,” Tanner said.
As they drew closer, Tanner could tell that the two men were related, likely brothers, and both were watching them with interest.
It was a hot day, and yet, the men wore unbuttoned denim shirts over their white tees. The shirts were there to cover their guns, which, judging by the outlines Tanner could discern, told him that their weapons were just jammed in their waistbands and not sheathed in holsters.
The men were both about forty and had dull eyes set in slack faces. The one on the right had hair two shades darker than the man on the left, but other than that, they looked like twins, and reminded Tanner of Earl and Merle Carter, except these boys were meaner looking and twice the size of Merle and Earl.
Doc smiled at the men.
“Howdy boys, how’s it going?”
The one with the darker hair walked over and stared at them, and Tanner guessed that he was at least six-foot-five.
“If you two are headed to the Reyes Ranch you can just turn around.”
“Why is that?” Tanner said.
The big man smirked.
“It’s because I said so.”
Tanner pointed over at the entrance to the Reyes Ranch.
“Is that girl with you?”
When the man turned his head to look, Tanner reached over and yanked the gun from beneath the man’s shirt.
The man cried out, “Hey, don’t!”
Tanner pressed the gun against the man’s stomach, as his brother came walking over.
“Tell your brother to toss away his gun, or I’ll blow a hole in you and use you for a shield.”
“What’s going on, Ernie?” the man’s brother asked. He couldn’t see what was happening, but he could tell that something was wrong by the way his brother’s posture had stiffened.
“He’s got my gun, Rich, and he wants you to toss yours away.”
“Shit! How did he get your gun?”
“He tricked me, but nevermind that, just toss away your gun.”
Rich took his gun out but didn’t drop it.
“It’s a bluff. He won’t shoot you.”
Ernie looked into Tanner’s eyes.
“It’s no bluff, this dude will shoot, now goddamnit, toss the gun away.”
Rich hesitated for a moment, but then threw his gun into the sand on the side of the road.
Tanner spoke to Doc, who had been watching the scene with his mouth hanging open.
“Go get the gun and grab that shotgun from its rack in the truck.”
“What?”
“The gun, Doc, go get it, and the shotgun in the truck too.”
Doc shook himself, as if he were trying to wake up, but he followed Tanner’s instructions, as Tanner told Ernie to join his brother. He then had both men lean back against the truck bed.
A car drove past as the drama unfolded, but the driver was alone and seemed absorbed by a conversation he was having on his cell phone. The man never turned his head to look at them, or to glance into his rear view mirror.
“Who do you two work for, Chuck Willis?”
The brothers kept quiet and only glared at Tanner.
Doc recovered the gun and removed the shotgun from inside the pickup.
The guns, both .44 Magnum revolvers, had their serial numbers filed off, and the shotgun was loaded with 12-gauge buckshot.
“On your way,” Tanner said, and the two bruisers climbed into their truck, but before driving away, Ernie stuck his head out the window.
“We’ll remember you,” he told Tanner, and then he drove off.
As the truck became a dot in the distance, Doc let out a long sigh.
“I about peed my pants when you grabbed that gun from his waistband. I thought for sure the other one would start shooting.”
“I guess now we know why Reyes is hiring security guards.”
Tanner gave Doc the handguns and the old man put them in his pack, while Tanner carried the shotgun pointed downward.
They walked down a paved driveway that Tanner remembered being gravel the last time he was there, and when they came upon the house, its size surprised him.
The place was new, no more than ten years old. It was a ranch-style house that was still bigger than the two-story house the Parker home had been, and it sat in the same place as the old structure.
There was also a new barn and a massive stable, and although everything looked different, being back on the ranch still stirred something in Tanner.
His reverie was broken as a rider approached from the left, and the woman riding the black horse stopped the beast abruptly, as she spotted the shotgun in Tanner’s hand.
Tanner sat the gun atop a nearby tree stump and then walked over to speak to the woman.
“Mrs. Reyes?”
Maria Reyes nodded to Tanner while taking him in, and after looking at Doc, she asked a question.
“Are you with those men parked outside?”
“No, I took their guns and sent them away.”
Maria cocked her head as she studied him. She was a beautiful Mexican-American woman in her mid-forties with flawless light-brown skin. She sat atop the huge stallion as if it were an extension of her.
“You took guns away from the Harvey brothers?”
“I didn’t catch their last names, but they called each other Ernie and Rich.”
“That’s them, and what’s your name?”
“I’m Tanner and that’s Doc.”
Maria’s eyes flowed over Tanner once more.
“Are you looking for work, Mr. Tanner?”
“Yes.”
Maria smiled.
“Consider yourself hired.”



CHAPTER 6 - Fair warning
The Parker Ranch, September 1997
Cody Parker walked into the kitchen holding the dog under one arm, just as his twin sisters were headed out the back door with their friend, an auburn-haired girl named Tonya.
All three girls were eleven-years-old and classmates. Tonya had been headed out the door first, but she stopped suddenly and grinned back at Cody.
“You found my dog!”
“I told you I would, but now make sure you close the gate at your house from now on.”
“I will,” Tonya said, as she took her dog from him and smiled dreamily, her crush on Cody was evident to anyone with eyes.
The blond-haired identical twins were named Jill and Jessie, and Jessie, being the bossier of the two girls, grabbed Tonya’s sleeve and pulled her back towards the door with one hand, as she balanced a plate in the other. The twins were holding food and drink in the form of fried chicken, biscuits, and single-serve cartons of juice.
“Where are you going with all that food?” Cody asked, and his stepmother, Claire, who was seated at the kitchen table, answered him.
“They wanted to have a picnic.”
“That looks like a lot of food for three little girls.”
“We’ll eat it all,” Jill said, and then the girls were gone.
Claire gave Cody a sour look as she spotted the rifle slung across his back.
“Do you have to tote that thing with you everywhere you go?”
Cody stared at her. Claire Parker married his father, Frank Parker, less than a year earlier, after discovering she was pregnant with Frank’s child. At thirty, she was closer to Cody’s age than that of his father and the two of them seemed to rub each other the wrong way.
Claire was a blonde and had regained her shapely figure in a short time after giving birth to a son, James, who sat in his high chair beside her.
“I’m just placing the rifle on the porch so I can clean it later.”
“It’s not loaded, is it?”
“No.”
Claire sent Cody a small smile.
“I just worry about the girls getting hold of it, you know?”
“Jill and Jessie know better than to play with weapons, and they’ve got .22’s of their own.”
Claire had been feeding the baby, Cody’s stepbrother, James, but Cody’s words caused her to lower the hand holding the spoon atop the high chair.
“Those little girls own rifles?”
“They got them a year ago on Christmas, fired them a couple of times and then lost interest.”
Claire shook her head. She had grown up in the East and had never been around guns while growing up.
“The girls are only eleven.”
“I started shooting a lot younger than that. Is my father here?”
“Yes, he’s in the living room with a visitor, a man named Tanner.”
“I know Tanner, I met him earlier.”
Little James made a mewing sound and smiled up at Cody.
“Aren’t you going to say hello to your brother?” Claire asked.
Cody walked over and took James small hand in his own.
“He’s getting bigger.”
“Yes, and I think he looks like you and your father too.”
“People always said that I looked like my mother,” Cody said, and Claire tensed up at the mention of the first Mrs. Parker, who died when Cody was only eight.
“Um, dinner will be ready at six.”
“Alright, but this Tanner, do you know why he’s talking to my father?”
“No, but it seemed like something serious.”
*** 
Frank Parker paced back and forth across the living room of his home after hearing what Tanner had to say about his meeting with Andy McKay.  
Parker was an average looking man with dark hair and green eyes, and appeared younger than his forty-six years.
He stopped his pacing and looked at Tanner again, who was seated on a sofa.
“All of us, not just me?”
“Yes, all of you, and then he wanted this house burned to the ground.”
Frank Parker settled across from Tanner by sitting on the edge of a table that sat near the windows.
“My daughters are just kids, and my son, my youngest son... he’s just a baby.”
“Yeah, and he was willing to pay extra for him, but Mr. Parker, McKay wants every last one of you dead, what I’m wondering is, why?”
Parker paced again, but then walked back to the windows and gazed out, as he spoke to Tanner.
“My new wife, Claire, she and I had an affair while she was still married to McKay. We couldn’t help it, we fell in love.”
Tanner nodded.
“That explains it. I figured it had to be very personal for him to hate you so much.”
“We used to be friends, good friends... until I met Claire. Still, I can’t believe he would be so ruthless.”
“Love changes a man, but so does hate, and while love usually fades with time, hate deepens.”
Frank Parker gave a weary sigh.
“I don’t know what to do. The county sheriff is McKay’s brother.”
“That does complicate things, but there’s only one way to handle this, McKay has to die, otherwise, it’s just a matter of time before he finds someone who won’t turn him down.”
Parker spun around.
“Why did he try to hire you?”
“I was referred. I’ve done this sort of work before, not the craziness McKay has in mind, but I’ve killed for money.”
Parker blinked several times at that news and broke eye contact, before asking a question.
“Would you kill McKay for me?”
“No, at this point, I’d be a prime suspect, but Parker, McKay needs to die. The way I see it, it’s either you and your family or it’s him.”
Parker walked over and stood before Tanner.
“I appreciate you coming here to warn me, but I guess all I can do is hire bodyguards.”
“I’ll kill McKay,” said a voice from the doorway.
When Tanner turned around in his seat, he saw Cody Parker walking into the room.
“You were eavesdropping,” Cody’s father said.
“I was listening in, and Tanner is right. McKay needs to die.”
Tanner stood and walked over to stare into Cody’s eyes.
“You really think you could kill a man? It’s not like shooting a coyote, you know?”
Cody met Tanner’s gaze.
“Like you said, it’s him or us.”
Parker walked over with his hands held up.
“Whoa, nobody's killing anybody. I’ll hire some bodyguards and then go talk to the man. I can reason with Andy, like I said, we used to be friends.”
Cody pointed back towards the kitchen.
“McKay hates you because of that woman in there and I warned you that she was nothing but trouble.”
“That woman is your new mother, and like I’ve told you more than once, we didn’t plan to fall in love, it just happened.”
Cody shook his head at his father.
“She’s not my mother; she’s just your wife.”
Frank placed a hand on his son’s shoulder.
“I love her, boy.”
Cody’s expression softened.
“I know, Dad, but loving her has turned you into a fool.”
Tanner watched this exchange in fascination, the boy, Cody, seemed to be more of a man than his father was.
Parker offered Tanner his hand.
“I thank you for warning me about McKay’s intentions, and like I said, I’ll hire bodyguards. I’ll also let others know what he tried to do. That alone should stop him from going through with it. The man might want me dead, but he also doesn’t want to wind up on Death Row.”
“I wish you luck, then,” Tanner said.
“Why don’t we hire you to be a bodyguard?” Cody said to Tanner.
“I don’t do that sort of work, kid, sorry, I meant to say, Cody.”
Cody stared into Tanner’s eyes.
“I trust you. You could have taken the job, or you could have just left without saying anything, but instead, you came here to warn us. Why not see things to the end?”
Tanner smiled, he couldn’t help it; he liked the kid.
“I don’t come cheap.”
“Room and board and a thousand a month,” Cody said.
“Two thousand, and it won’t take a month.”
“Done,” Cody said.
Frank Parker was watching this exchange silently, but found his voice.
“Hey! Who does the hiring around here, boy?”
“We need him, Dad.”
“I should consult Claire.”
“I’ll pay him myself if I have to,” Cody said, “But Tanner is staying.”
Parker sighed and looked over at Tanner.
“Do you believe this kid? And let me tell you, he was always like this. You’d think he was my father and not the other way around.”
“He’s a man all right,” Tanner said, and he shook Cody’s hand.
“We have a deal?” Cody asked.
Tanner gripped Cody’s hand tighter.
“Yes sir, Mr. Parker, we have a deal.”



CHAPTER 7 - Regrets
The barn at the Reyes Ranch was used for storage, and so it didn’t smell as bad as Tanner thought it might.
Maria Reyes had shown Doc and Tanner the loft apartment at the top of the barn, and even though it had its own entrance on the side, it still smelled faintly like the hay that was stored beneath it.
The tiny apartment had a kitchenette, bathroom, and a washer/dryer combo. It had been the ranch foreman’s residence, but that man had recently married his pregnant girlfriend and bought a house.
The ranch foreman also had use of an old pickup truck until he bought a better vehicle in which to keep a car seat, and Tanner asked Maria if he could use it. She said yes, and had hired both he and Doc on as security.
“I’m not a security guard,” Doc had complained privately, but when Tanner pointed out that it paid better and was easier work than mucking out stalls, Doc agreed to take the job.
They would be off the books and paid in cash. Maria also told them that they would take it a day at a time, but that Tanner was off to a good start by ridding her of the Harvey brothers, who had been a nuisance for days.
There was no Mr. Reyes, other than Maria’s teenage son, Javier. Her husband, Diego Reyes, had died a year earlier from a heart attack. However, Maria did have her children, and along with nineteen-year-old Javier, there was a sixteen-year-old daughter named Romina.
As far as Tanner could tell, he and Doc were the only employees who would be living on site, other than a housekeeper and cook named Mrs. Salgado, who had her own room inside the home.
Mrs. Salgado was an energetic woman with long white hair. She had been with the family even before they moved to the United States from Mexico, the same year Maria gave birth to Romina.
Tanner met Mrs. Salgado as he and Doc entered the home for dinner at Maria’s request, and the two of them were escorted to the living room, where they were to wait until they were called to eat.
Doc settled in a recliner and turned on the flat screen TV that hung on the opposite wall.
“This is a real nice place, and even bigger than the old Parker house.”
“You knew Frank Parker?”
“I used to play poker with him, and McKay too, but that was a long time ago. I even delivered Parker’s kids right in this house, well, I mean the old house.”
Tanner walked over and stared down at Doc.
“You’re Dr. Richards, Graham Richards?”
“Yeah, but how do you know that?”
“I heard the name mentioned years ago.”
Doc stared up at him.
“Do I know you? I mean back in the old days, but no, you’d be too young, and I crawled into a bottle when you were just a kid.”
“Do you still drink?”
Doc reached into his pocket and pulled out a bronze medallion, which Tanner recognized as being a sobriety chip.
“I haven’t taken a drink in over five and a half years, and I’ll tell you something, I hope this job works out. I need to settle down somewhere. I’m too old to keep living hand-to-mouth.”
Footsteps came from the hall. When Tanner looked that way, he saw a girl standing in the doorway. It was Maria’s daughter, Romina, and when the beautiful sixteen-year-old spotted Tanner, her eyes widened and she smiled.
“Hi.”
“Hello, are you Romina?”
She nodded, and Tanner thought that she looked like a younger version of her mother, with the same long lustrous hair, large eyes, and smooth light-brown skin.
“Are you two the guards Mom hired?”
“Yes.”
Romina looked at Doc and made a face.
“He looks too old to guard someone.”
“Right now he’s guarding the TV remote.”
Romina laughed and pointed down the hallway.
“I have to go help Mrs. Salgado.”
“We’ll see you later,” Tanner said, and Romina sent him a wave and walked towards the kitchen.
Doc smiled.
“She thinks I’m an old geezer, but she sure took a shine to you.”
“You are an old geezer, and she’s just a kid,” Tanner said.
***
Romina seemed well behaved to Tanner, but her brother impressed him as being a punk, as he sat across from Javier at the dinner table inside the Reyes’ home.
The tattooed, muscular, and smug-looking Javier said very little, but he eyed Tanner as if he were an intruder, rather than a guard. And from what Tanner gathered, Maria’s son neither worked on the ranch nor went to school, meaning that the boy had no sense of responsibility.
And although he didn’t say much, Javier did have questions for Tanner.
“What’s your experience?”
“I recently disarmed and ran off the two men blocking your driveway, if that’s any help.”
“How do we know you’re not really working for Chuck Willis?”
“I guess you don’t and I’ll have to prove myself.”
“Yeah, you will,” Javier said, and then he stayed silent and sulky during the rest of the meal.
Although, Tanner did notice that Javier bristled whenever Romina spoke to him, and he wondered if the boy thought he had eyes for his sister. If he did, the kid could relax. Romina was a beauty, but too young, and Tanner spent more time admiring her mother, Maria, even if the woman was ten years his senior.
However, Doc was right about Romina taking a liking to Tanner, as the teenager sat beside him and hung on every word he said.
But, Maria did most of the talking, as she explained that Chuck Willis, a land developer and businessman, had made several offers for a section of her property. After she turned him down repeatedly, the ranch and its workers began to suffer “accidents.”
Willis denied his involvement, but Maria didn’t believe the man.
“It also doesn’t help that people think the land is cursed,” Romina said.
When Tanner asked her what she meant by that, her eyes lit up.
“Some people in town say that there are ghosts here, but we’ve never seen any.”
“Whose ghosts would they be?” Tanner asked, and Maria sat her wine glass down and cleared her throat.
“This land has a sad history; it’s the main reason that my husband and I got such a good deal when we bought it years ago.”
Doc spoke up.
“We both know that this used to be the Parker Ranch.”
Maria looked relieved that she wouldn’t have to explain.
“Oh, good, and no one has ever claimed to see a ghost here... only at the cemetery.”
Romina turned in her seat to face Tanner.
“Why don’t we go for a walk after dinner and I’ll show you the graves.”
Doc looked perplexed.
“A walk? The town cemetery is a long ways off.”
“They’re not buried there,” Romina said. “They were buried on this land.”
“All of them?” Doc said.
Romina nodded.
“Mm-hmm, the entire Parker family, and they were all killed on the same night, even the poor baby.”
Tanner pushed his plate aside, as his appetite had gone away.
***
The first thing Tanner noticed about the graves was that they had been cared for.
The grass around them was trimmed and the picket fence surrounding the small graveyard had been recently whitewashed.
One of the graves was older than the others were, and contained the body of Frank Parker’s first wife. He had been laid to rest beside her, while his second wife, Claire, was buried on his opposite side.
Maria and Doc had come along with Tanner and Romina, but stood outside the fence, as Romina walked near the graves with Tanner.
“Who’s been keeping things so neat?”
Romina smiled.
“I do. Ever since I wrote a report about the Parkers last year for history class, I don’t know, it just felt right to take care of them.”
“You wrote about what happened here?”
“Yeah, and I got an A too.”
“Thank you for caring for the graves.”
“Why are you thanking me?”
“Someone should.”
They moved down the line of headstones until they reached the last one, which had the name Cody Parker engraved on it.
Tanner took several deep breaths and then sniffled, and when Romina looked at him, she saw that his eyes had grown moist.
“Are you all right?”
Tanner nodded and gestured at the graves.
“It’s sad, that’s all.”
Romina touched him on the arm.
“You’re very sensitive, aren’t you?”
“Not usually, no.”
Maria called her daughter’s name and Romina walked off to join her mother beyond the fence.
Tanner sat back on his haunches and looked down the line of graves.
“I failed you all and I’m so sorry.”
One last look at Cody Parker’s grave and Tanner left the cemetery with a new resolve.
Whatever was going on at the Reyes Ranch, he would not let history repeat itself, and even if it cost him his life, he would protect this family.
No, he would not fail again.



CHAPTER 8 - Hell hath no fury
The Parker Ranch, September 1997
Tanner smiled in admiration of Cody Parker’s skill with a rifle.
The two of them were in a pasture and firing at a line of soda cans that were hanging from a tree limb.
They had started the shooting contest at fifty yards, with the intention that the first one to miss had to pay to replace the soda, but after blowing apart nearly two dozen cans, it didn’t appear that either of them would miss.
They had an audience, as Cody’s twin sisters and their friend, Tonya, watched the match, and all three girls cheered Cody on.
The girls had been to school earlier, while Cody worked. Although only sixteen, he was already a high school graduate after having skipped two years, and worked full time on the ranch.
His father paid him a salary like any other hand, and Cody was banking it all with plans to someday travel and see the world.
Tanner backed up as far as he could and stood before a white wooden fence. There were four cans of soda left and they had moved hundreds of yards away and slightly downhill.
Tanner sighted on the next can in line, adjusted by feel for the wind and height, and then squeezed the trigger.
Nearly a quarter of a mile away, the soda can jerked on its string as its contents fizzed and splattered the grass below it.
Cody took the rifle from Tanner, looked through the scope, and blasted the last three remaining cans one after the other.
“Damn, Cody, if you’re not a natural marksman then I don’t know who is,” Tanner said.
Tonya smiled and clapped for Cody.
“He’s the best!”
Cody smiled back at her and the little girl practically melted.
“Say now,” Cody said to his sisters. “Don’t you girls have chores to do?”
They answered him in stereo. “Yes.”
“Then go on now, and don’t make Tonya work, she’s a guest here.”
“I don’t mind helping,” Tonya said, and she sent Cody a little wave, as she followed his sisters, who were walking off towards the barn.
“All three of those girls are gonna break hearts someday,” Tanner said. “And that Tonya already has her eye on you.”
“She’s just a baby.”
“Yeah, now she is, but I bet you’ll be eyeing her back in ten years.”
“I won’t be here in ten years. I want to travel a bit before I come back here to stay.”
“You could join the army or the navy for that.”
Cody shook his head.
“I wouldn’t last a day. I’m not big on taking orders from anyone.”
“I hear you, but if you did join, they’d place you in a sniper program, because I swear, Cody, I’ve never seen anyone shoot better.”
Cody grinned at Tanner.
“You’re damn good yourself; McKay’s men won’t stand a chance.”
Tanner looked at Cody with a serious expression.
“I meant what I said yesterday. Killing a man is not like killing an animal or hitting a target, and if you hesitate, you’re liable to wind up dead.”
“I hear what you’re saying. I guess I’ll find out what I’m made of when the time comes.”
“That time won’t come for you, not as long as I’m here. If McKay sends someone, I’ll kill them.”
Cody leaned back against the fence.
“Is that really how you make your living, by killing?”
“It is.”
“Were you ever a military sniper?”
“No, like you, I’m not big on following orders. It’s why I’m my own boss.”
“As a gun for hire?”
“More or less,”
“It sounds better than most work, but... if it was me, I wouldn’t kill just anybody, I’d want to know that they had it coming.”
“We all got it coming, Cody. God will see to that. No matter who you are or what you do, you’ll die. I figure that when I kill someone, I really haven’t changed anything, just sped things up.”
“I get that. It’s like when my mother died. I was sad and I missed her, I still miss her, but it made me understand that death was real and we don’t get second chances.”
Tanner fed fresh shells into the rifle as he spoke.
“I take it that you don’t believe in an afterlife then?”
Cody shrugged.
“I don’t know if life goes on or not, but I know this, it won’t be this life, and whatever happens after you die, it won’t be happening to me. If I died and woke up somewhere else, I’d be as different to the me I am now, as I am to the baby I once was, you know? And heaven? I mean, what the hell is that? Wouldn’t heaven have to be different for everyone, or else it wouldn’t be heaven, it would just be another place, only cleaner maybe.”
Tanner laughed.
“You’re a deep thinker, but I have to say, I see things pretty much the same way.”
A voice called out from behind them and they turned to see Claire waving them in, as she held the baby in her other arm.
“Looks like your stepmom wants you,”
Cody acknowledged Claire with a wave of his own.
“Maybe she wants to go to the market. She doesn’t drive, do you believe that?”
“She must be a city girl,” Tanner said.
“She is.”
“About that shopping,”
“Yeah?”
Tanner tossed a thumb back at the tree, where some of the cans were still dripping.
“Don’t forget to buy more soda.”
Cody laughed, and then he and Tanner hopped over the fence and headed back towards the house.
***
At the McKay Ranch, Jack Sheer hobbled into his boss’s office on a pair of crutches, while his left foot wore a cast.
McKay sent his foreman a look of disgust.
“Not only did Tanner almost kill you, but he stole your work truck too, by the way, would you like to know where it was found?”
“You found my truck, where is it?”
“It was left outside the Parker Ranch with the keys in it.”
Sheer looked down at his cast.
“I can’t even drive it, it’s got a clutch, and so I’ve been using my car to get around.”
“Did you hear what I said? It was at the Parker Ranch, which means that Tanner told Parker my plans.”
Sheer shrugged.
“Those plans are no big secret. You wanted to hire Tanner to kill Parker, am I right?”
Sheer had settled on a red leather sofa on the left side of the room. McKay walked over with a drink in his hand and stared down at him with feverish eyes.
“I want Frank Parker dead. Hell yes I do, and I could have paid you to do that, but I also want that whore Claire dead as well, and before either of them gets it, I want Parker to see his children die. That’s what I asked Tanner to do for me, and yeah, I’d like to keep it a secret.”
Sheer looked away from his boss, whose bloodshot eyes bordered on madness.
McKay stared down at him for several seconds, but then walked over and plopped into the chair behind his desk, which caused the ice cubes inside his glass to clink loudly. 
When Sheer spoke again, McKay almost didn’t hear it.
“What was that?”
“I said I’m not up to that, not killing kids, but I know a guy, not here, down in Mexico. He’s part of a drug gang and him and his people... they’ll do anything.”
McKay sat up straight in his chair, as his eyes brightened with interest.
“Can you get in contact with this guy?”
“I think so, but I’ll have to go to Mexico.”
“Then go, but how much do you think he’ll want?”
“His men will kill anybody he tells them to, even Claire’s baby, but it won’t be cheap.”
“What’s your guess?”
Sheer named a figure and McKay made a derisive sound.
“Hell, Tanner would have cost me a lot more than that, I’ll tell you what, Jack, I’ll give you the amount you named plus five grand more, and whatever is left, you can keep, sort of as a fee for setting things up.”
Sheer smiled wide.
“You got a deal, Andy. I’ll head to Mexico tomorrow.”
“This stays between you and me, and when this shit goes down, I’ll make sure that we both have an alibi.”
Sheer chuckled.
“What’s so funny?”
“I was thinking about that old expression, you know the one, about hell having no fury like a woman scorned.”
“Hell’s got nothing on me either. When Claire left me for Parker and was fucking him behind my back, I became a laughing stock, but I’ll get the last laugh and I’ll see that whore dead.”
Sheer grabbed his crutches and stood.
“I’ll leave for Mexico right after breakfast tomorrow.”
McKay poured himself another drink.
“You do that, Parker and that cunt can’t die soon enough.”
Sheer had reached the door when McKay called to him.
“Yeah, Andy?”
“This Mexican, tell him to take pictures and to make sure that Claire knows I’m the one who sent him to kill her.”
Sheer felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up; he answered his boss with a shaky smile.
“I’ll do that,” Sheer said, and then he hobbled on out of the office.  



CHAPTER 9 - Killing is so much easier
Romina turned out to be a runner and a member of the high school track team, and although there were no meets scheduled, Romina trained year-round.
Tanner ran with her, while a nervous Doc stayed back at the ranch with the shotgun. Tanner wasn’t crazy about leaving Doc to guard the place alone, but thought that it was less of a risk than leaving Romina unguarded, and unlike the old days, he could be reached by phone at any time.
They had jogged to the high school track together, and Tanner was happy to sit in the bleachers and watch the swift girl complete her training laps, among a few other early morning runners who were mostly kids. He was still weakened from the shooting, and his ribs hurt when he ran, so the rest felt good.
The new high school had been built three years earlier, as the town began expanding, and looked nothing like the old one, which had been a beige brick building that resembled a prison.
The whole town had changed drastically over the years, and as far as Tanner could see, the changes had all been for the better.
One of the other runners, a woman, was staring at him from where she stood and stretched, near the fence that circled the track.
As Romina ran by, the woman pointed at Tanner and said something to Romina, who nodded to the woman and kept running.
The auburn-haired woman headed towards Tanner. As she came up the steps, Tanner could see that she was in her late-twenties and very attractive, with large blue eyes that seemed to sparkle in the newly risen sun.
Tanner gestured at Romina.
“You asked her if she knew me, didn’t you?”
The woman smiled, and before answering, her eyes studied Tanner.
“I was just making sure you weren’t a pervert checking out the high school girls. It happens more often than you’d think, and by the way, my name is Tonya Jennings.”
Tonya extended her hand as she said her name, and she noticed that Tanner hesitated before shaking it. She then studied him closer, as something about him seemed familiar.
“Have we met before, Mr....?”
“Tanner, just call me Tanner, and yes, we may have met at some point, but I haven’t been in this area for nearly twenty years.”
“I was just a girl back then.”
“And what are you now?” Tanner said, while still holding her hand.
Tonya’s cheeks reddened slightly and she gave a little laugh.
“I’m all woman now, Tanner, and I think there might be a little pervert in you after all.”
“Guilty,” Tanner said, and then he asked Tonya a question as she sat beside him. She was wearing a jogging outfit, which consisted of a long-sleeved white T-shirt and a flattering pair of black Spandex pants.
“Are you a teacher too?”
“I am a teacher, but why did you ask it like that?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s just that, my mother is also a teacher, retired now, and usually people know about her when they ask if I’m a teacher too, like you did, instead of simply asking if I were a teacher.”
“Let me guess, you teach grammar?”
Tonya laughed.
“I actually teach math, now tell me something, how do you know Romina?”
Tanner explained that he had been hired on as security. When he gave the reason why, Tonya shook her head.
“I’m sorry, I know about the problems at the ranch, but I also know Chuck Willis and I find it hard to believe that he would be using such tactics. Mr. Willis is a good man who has done a lot for this town.”
“Do you know him well?”
“I do, actually, I’m dating his executive assistant, Trey Broderick.”
“Lucky Trey and as far as Willis goes, Maria Reyes is convinced that he wants her land.”
“I don’t know about the land, but Mr. Willis is not the ruthless type.”
Romina finished her training and bounded up the stairs, looking sweaty, but barely breathing hard after running five miles.
She kissed Tonya on the cheek and smiled at Tanner.
“Ms. Jennings is my favorite teacher; she also tutors me for free.”
“Not for free,” Tonya said, as she stood. “I do it so I can enjoy Mrs. Salgado’s cooking, and I’ll be by tonight to help you study for your test.”
Tanner stood.
“I guess I’ll see you later.”
Tonya nodded absently as she studied Tanner again.
“I’m sure we’ve met before, what’s your first name, Tanner?”
“It’s just Tanner.”
Tonya smiled.
“Just Tanner? No, I would have remembered a man with only one name. I guess you just remind me of someone, it’s something about your eyes.”
“Have a good day, Tonya.”
“You too, Tanner, and Romina, I’ll see you in class.”
Romina watched Tanner, as he watched Tonya Jennings walk down the bleacher steps and head towards the track.
“She’s got a boyfriend.”
“So she said.”
“You like her?”
“What’s not to like?”
“She’s a great teacher; she can even make math fun.”
Tanner took out his phone and checked the time.
“We should get back.”
They jogged towards the ranch along the shoulder of the road, but walked the second half so that Romina could cool down after her run.
“Would you date me if I was a little older, Tanner?”
“I might, but you’re not older.”
“I know, I just wondered if you liked me.”
“I like you fine, but you must have a boyfriend.”
“I do, but he’s changed and I think I’m going to break up with him today.”
“How has he changed?”
Romina gave a little shrug.
“I’ve smoked pot, you know, but Billy, that’s my boyfriend, he’s really gotten into drugs, like coke, and I think he’s even tried heroin. That’s not for me. I guess we’re just going in different directions.”
“Don’t worry; you’ll have no problem finding volunteers to replace him.”
She smiled shyly.
“I’ve already become friends with a boy at school and he’s told me that he likes me a lot.”
“Good.”
“Not good.”
“Why not?”
Romina stopped walking.
“His dad is Chuck Willis.”
Tanner looked at her.
“Just how much do you like this Willis boy?”
“A lot, but, I don’t know if I should date him, you know, with what’s going on with our parents and all.”
Tanner sighed. Guarding people was much more complicated than just killing them.
“I think I’ll go talk to Willis and find out what he wants.”
Romina kissed him on the cheek.
“Thank you, Tanner, and I’ll put in a good word for you with Ms. Jennings. I don’t like her boyfriend.”
“Why don’t you like him?”
“He’s too pretty, and he’s always working. She’d be much better off with you.”
“I won’t be here very long though, just long enough to find out what’s going on.”
“You don’t think that Mr. Willis is behind everything?”
“I don’t know; it’s why I want to meet him.”
They continued walking back towards the ranch, and as they stepped around the final curve in the road, Tanner saw that they had visitors.
The Harvey brothers were back.



CHAPTER 10 - Friends with benefits
The Parker Ranch, September 1997
Claire had waved Cody in, not to go shopping, but because he had a visitor, and Cody’s visitor was so beautiful that Tanner envied the boy.
The girl’s name was Raven and it fit the dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty well.
Cody introduced Raven to Tanner and then the two of them headed upstairs to his room, as Claire watched them with disapproval registering on her face.
“What’s the matter, Mrs. Parker, you don’t like Cody’s girlfriend?” Tanner asked.
Claire turned and stared at him.
“That’s not his girlfriend, she’s Jimmy Kyle’s girl, the kid that quarterbacks the football team.”
Tanner grinned.
“So, ah, she and Cody are just friends, is that it?”
“No, that is not it. She sneaks over here to see him just for sex. I also had to end a friendship with someone I caught coming out of his room when I arrived back home unexpectedly, a grown woman in her thirties.”
Tanner’s grin widened as he ran a hand over his beard.
“The kid’s got game.”
“You find Cody’s sexual escapades amusing, Mr. Tanner?”
“A little, but mostly I envy him. Raven is very beautiful.”
The look of disapproval was back in Claire’s eyes, but this time it was aimed at Tanner.
“Men, all you care about is sex.”
Tanner looked at the baby in Claire’s arms. Baby James, who was conceived while she was married to McKay and sleeping with Frank Parker behind McKay’s back.
“Well now, Mrs. Parker, we can’t all be as pure as you.”
Claire caught his meaning and her cheeks reddened.
“Shouldn’t you be doing something? Or is my husband paying you to stand around and talk?”
“Your husband is paying me to keep you safe, because your ex-husband has gone off the rails.”
Claire bit her lower lip and then tossed her head to the right.
“Follow me to the kitchen, Mr. Tanner. I want to hear about this meeting you had with Andy.”
“I could go for a cup of java, and the name is just Tanner.”
***
They had coffee at the kitchen table while the baby sat in his high chair and gummed animal crackers.
Tanner relayed to Claire the story he had told her husband, Frank Parker, only he left out the part about McKay wanting the children dead.
When he was done speaking, he saw Claire shudder, and her hand shook as she lowered her mug of coffee atop the kitchen table.
“He must be mad. I cheated on him, but I never rubbed it in. Once I realized that I had fallen in love with Frank I asked Andy for a divorce.”
“What was his reaction at the time?”
Claire pointed at her face.
“He hit me. It closed my left eye and rendered me unconscious. I woke up in the hospital, and when I was discharged, I came here to live.”
“Parker should have killed McKay right then and there for laying a hand on you.”
Claire cocked her head and stared at him.
“Cody said the very same words at the time. You and my stepson are much alike; you think that violence is a cure-all for every problem.”
“It does solve many problems, but not all, and you never know when you’ll need a gun.”
“That’s ridiculous. No one needs a gun. If you ask me, there are too many people carrying them in this state.”
“Where are you from, Claire?”
“New York City, but I left there years ago.”
“Maybe, but it hasn’t left you.”
That made Claire smile.
“Where are you from, Tanner?”
“Here and there, my old man was a farm equipment salesman who never stayed in the same town for more than a year. Luckily for me, I like to travel.”
“Have you been a bodyguard for long?”
“Bodyguard?”
“That’s what you do, isn’t it?”
Tanner knew the truth would frighten her and only complicate matters. He himself wasn’t sure why he was guarding this family, other than the affinity he felt with Cody Parker.
“Yeah,” Tanner said. “That’s what I do. I keep people safe.”
And as if it were a reaction to his blatant lie, baby James threw up.



CHAPTER 11 - Round two
The Harvey brothers, Ernie and Rich, stepped from their pickup truck as Tanner and Romina approached the entrance of the Reyes Ranch.
Both men were bigger than Tanner was and each one outweighed him by thirty pounds. As they walked towards him, they stood with straight backs and their arms held out slightly from their sides, in a subconscious effort to appear as huge as they could.
Tanner told Romina to head to the barn and find Doc, so that the older man could return with the shotgun, but curiosity overcame the girl, and after walking just a few steps down the driveway, she turned to see what would happen next.
If the brothers had acquired new weapons since Tanner took their guns away, they didn’t display them, and by the sneers lighting their faces, Tanner could tell that they just wanted to kick his ass.
His gun was secured against the small of his back, but he decided to leave it there unless needed.
Ernie, the one with darker hair, came at him from the left, while Rich approached from the front. Tanner raised his hands up to shoulder height and took a step backwards, as he feigned being intimidated.
It worked, and after sharing a smug knowing look with each other, the brothers relaxed and sauntered towards Tanner, who still stood with his hands up, as if to say that he didn’t want any trouble.
Had they been paying attention, the Harvey brothers might have noticed that the fingers of Tanner’s hands were straight and pressed together with the thumbs tucked in, and they might have had a chance to block his first blows.
As the men crowded in on him, and Ernie was about to take hold of his shirt, Tanner jabbed his stiff fingers into the men’s throats.
Ernie got the worst of it, as he was closer. He stumbled backwards while clutching his neck with both hands, as a raspy, guttural moan fell from his lips.
The blow hurt Rich, but after coughing once and moving away from Tanner, he was red-faced with fury and came charging in.
Tanner waited until he was almost upon him and then dropped flat to the ground. Unable to halt his forward momentum, Rich tripped over Tanner and came down hard on his right knee.
He then spent the next thirty seconds hissing through his teeth in pain, as he rocked on the ground clutching his leg, with his bare knee showing. The knee was scraped and bloody beneath the torn fabric of his twill pants.
Tanner walked over and looked down at Ernie, who was lying on his back atop the street and gasping for breath. His face was a bright pink and he gazed back at Tanner with frightened eyes.
“Can’t... breathe,”
Tanner called to Rich, who was just rising up from the ground.
“Your brother needs a doctor.”
Concern lit Rich’s face and he hobbled over with the bad knee to check out his brother.
“Oh shit, what did you do to him?”
“I taught him to never fuck with me again.”
Rich glared at Tanner, but then, his gaze grew less harsh.
“I need help, with this knee, I’ll never get him in the truck by myself.”
Tanner reached down and grabbed Ernie beneath the left arm, and after Rich took his right, they dragged the wheezing, red-faced thug to the truck and piled him atop the passenger seat.
As Rich started the engine, Tanner removed the gun from his back and pointed it at Rich’s face.
“Come at me again, or do anything to the Reyes family and I will kill both of you.”
Rich nodded as he stared at the gun, which Tanner had taken from him in their first encounter. After Tanner stepped back, Rich put the truck in gear, hung a U-turn, and sped off.
Romina ran to Tanner with a big grin showing and hugged him.
“That was awesome!”
“Thanks for getting Doc.”
“Oh, you didn’t need him, you kicked both their asses.”
“It would have been a different story if they knew what they were doing, but they’re used to everyone being intimidated by their size.”
“But you weren’t, right?”
“No, I was. They’re both bigger than I am. It’s why I asked you to get Doc.”
Romina looked abashed.
“I should have gotten him, and I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t not watch.”
Tanner pointed towards the driveway entrance.
“C’mon, you’ve got to get ready for school.”
***
Once at the house and inside the kitchen, Romina recounted Tanner’s fight with the Harvey brothers over breakfast, and did so in a very theatrical manner, which caused Maria and Doc to laugh, while Javier listened with an expression that said he found the tale to be a tall one.
“It sounds like you got lucky, Tanner,” Javier said. “If either one of them had landed a punch on you the fight would have been over.”
“That’s why I made sure that they didn’t,” Tanner said.
After grunting, Javier grabbed a motorcycle helmet from atop the counter and went off to ride his bike, a Harley.
As everyone else rose from the table, Maria walked over and kissed Tanner on the cheek.
“Thank you for protecting my daughter. I don’t know what they would have done if she were alone.”
“You’re welcome, but we’ve spent enough time being on the defensive.”
“What do you mean?”
“I want to talk to Chuck Willis, and I want you to come with me. Maybe we can keep things from escalating.”
Maria’s eyes grew fiery.
“That man just sent thugs to my home. I may not be able to control my temper.”
“I still think you should talk, also, I want to get a feel for him.”
Romina walked over and smiled up at Tanner.
“Are you going to kick his ass too?”
Tanner looked at her and then at Maria.
“I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe, count on it.”



CHAPTER 12 - Pablo
Stark, Texas, September 1997
At the McKay Ranch, three of the hands watched as Jack Sheer drove away, headed for Mexico.
The three men all went by nicknames, and they were Slim, who was slim, Pug, who had a wrinkled face like a pug, and Okie, who was from Oklahoma. Okie was the biggest of the three and the other two followed him around.
Okie pointed at Sheer’s departing truck.
“Jack’s going off to find someone who’ll fix McKay’s problem.”
“What problem?” Slim said. “Having too much money?”
“I’m talking about that slut ex-wife of his. Everybody knows the man wants her dead.”
Pug’s wrinkles relaxed as he smiled.
“I miss seeing that girl around here, she was fine as hell.”
Okie spit tobacco juice into the dirt before he spoke.
“She was a slut, sleeping around with Parker behind McKay’s back, and I’ll tell you boys, McKay will pay a pretty penny to see her dead.”
Slim narrowed his eyes.
“What are you saying, Okie, you want to kill her?”
“Think about it. Somebody is gonna whack her for McKay sooner or later, and if we did it, no one would suspect. When we bring McKay proof that she’s dead, he’ll pay us, and I bet he pays us good.”
Slim shook his head.
“I know we beat them two fags to death that time we was drunk in Dallas, but I never killed a woman.”
“Hell, I’ll kill her,” Pug said. “What we do is, we steal a van, wear masks, and grab her while she’s out somewhere.”
Okie smiled in agreement.
“Once we have her, we can take her out to that old well we found and dump her body in there.”
Okie looked at Slim.
“Are you in? Either we all do this, or none of us, because one man has to drive and run interference while the other two grab her.”
Slim nibbled at his lower lip, but then nodded.
“Yeah, I’m in, but listen, before we kill her... I say we fuck her.”
Both Okie and Pug looked at Slim as if he were stupid.
“Well, hell yes we’ll fuck her,” Pug said. “Anything else would be a goddamn shame.”
***
At the Parker Ranch, Cody watched with growing curiosity as his eleven-year-old twin sisters walked towards the barn carrying food and a quart of milk.
He had just entered the kitchen when he caught sight of them through the window, their braided blond ponytails bouncing along behind them as they rushed along, while still dressed in their pajamas, robes, and slippers.
Cody followed, but walked around to the side door, where he placed an ear to it, and heard the girls talking to someone. He entered the barn and realized that the girls were up in the loft.
Cody climbed the ladder as quietly as he could. When he raised his head up above floor level and then continued up, the girls spun around, with Jill dropping the milk bottle, which thankfully didn’t break after landing in straw.
There was a Mexican boy with them. He was a little older than Cody was and wearing clothes that weren’t much more than rags. He looked as if someone had recently given him a beating. Faded bruises covered his arms and face, while his left eye was puffy.
Cody saw the boy swallow hard, and he also saw the fear in his eyes.
“What’s going on here?”
Jill came over and took her brother’s hand.
“This is Pablo, Cody. We found him hiding in here a few days ago, and look, somebody beat him up.”
“Why didn’t you say something about him?”
“Tonya said we should, but we were afraid. We thought that Daddy or Claire might make him leave the ranch.”
Cody walked closer and saw Pablo cringe as he if were expecting violence.
“Hey, Pablo, my name is Cody and I won’t hurt you.”
“Neither will I,” said a voice from behind, and when Cody turned his head, he saw Tanner climbing up from the ladder.
Pablo said something in Spanish and Cody shook his head.
“I speak a little Spanish, Pablo, but I don’t know what you said.”
“He said that he didn’t mean any harm and he’ll leave,” Tanner said, and then he spoke to Pablo in Spanish, was answered, and after going back and forth several times, Tanner translated for Cody.
“He came across the border five days ago after both his parents drowned on their fishing boat, and from what he says, it sounds like some of McKay’s men gave him that beating after they caught him hiding in a tool shed.”
Cody looked Pablo over and winced.
“We better have a doctor look at him; he might have broken ribs and I don’t like the look of that eye.”
“One more thing,” Tanner said. “He’s scared, and said that all he wants to do is go and... he begged not to be hurt again.”
Little Jill wiped away a tear and took Pablo’s hand.
“Nobody will hurt you, right Cody?”
Cody smiled at Pablo, as he spoke to Tanner.
“Tell him everything’s cool and that he can stay.”
Tanner relayed the message and Cody watched, as Pablo visibly relaxed.
Jill and Jessie hugged their brother about the waist.
“He can really stay? What if Daddy wants him gone?” Jessie said.
“I’ll handle, Daddy, but once he’s well, Pablo goes to work; we can use another hand anyway.”
Cody sent the girls back to the house to get dressed, and then he and Tanner followed with Pablo, after the boy had eaten the food the girls had given him.
They were taking him to the house so that he could get clean and change into some of Cody’s clothes, as the boy was nearly his height.
Frank and Claire were entering the kitchen the same time that Tanner and Cody were bringing Pablo in through the back door, and they stopped in their tracks and stared at them.
“Who’s he?” Frank said, as he pointed at Pablo.
“His name is Pablo, Dad. He came across the border and had the bad luck of hiding out on McKay’s ranch, some of his men beat him up like this.”
Claire handed baby James to his father and went over to look at Pablo’s wounds.
When she spoke to him in Spanish and he answered, Cody raised an eyebrow in surprise.
“Where did you learn to speak Spanish?”
“In New York, my parents had a Spanish maid and I grew up with her daughters, they were Puerto Rican, not Mexican, but we can understand each other.”
She spoke to Pablo again and Cody saw Claire’s gaze darken with sorrow.
“He’s all alone, his parents are dead.”
“Yeah, he told Tanner that, he speaks Spanish too.”
Claire looked back at her husband.
“You must have something he can do on the ranch, no?”
Frank sighed.
“He’s a sorry looking thing, but yeah, we’ll keep him fed and he can sleep in the other guest room for now, but how bad off is he?”
Claire spoke to Pablo again.
“He says he’s sore, but that nothing was broken and he can see out of that swollen eye, he’s probably right about being okay, if he had internal injuries, he wouldn’t have an appetite.”
Frank looked at his son.
“He’s all yours, Cody. See that he gets straightened out. We’ll find a job for him around here after he heals up.”
Pablo still looked apprehensive, but when Claire translated, he bowed his head repeatedly towards Frank while saying, “Gracias.”
Frank smiled.
“De nada, boy.”
Cody led Pablo upstairs to get clean and Tanner settled at the table beside Frank, who was still holding the baby.
“It’s good of you to take care of that boy,” Tanner said.
Frank shrugged.
“I only pray that someone would return the favor if one of my children were left all alone in this world.”
“We’ll never have to worry about that,” Claire said, as she prepared the coffeemaker, and for some reason, her words sent a chill down Tanner’s spine.  



CHAPTER 13 - Guilty or innocent?
Willis Financial Services was located on the land that had once been the McKay Ranch, and so the trip there was a short one for Tanner and Maria.
He had gone shopping first and was wearing a new black suit without a tie, along with a pair of new boots. He also picked up the fake ID that Tim Jackson sent him, and confirmed that the farm back in Ridge Creek was being attended to by an acquaintance.
Tanner had to assume that Sara Blake had not only revealed that he was still alive, but also that he had been masquerading as Romeo all along.
Once he settled things in Texas, he would have to head back to New York City and deal with the fallout. On the bright side, it would give him a chance to see Sophia Verona again, a thought that pleased him.
However, the downside was that he would also be walking back into a city where he was a marked man, although, with the info he now had concerning The Conglomerate’s financial dealings, he should have no trouble forging a truce.
He and Maria had arrived at Willis Financial without an appointment and Tanner expected to be kept waiting, but was surprised when they were ushered up to Willis’s office almost right away.
The young security guard who escorted them was a large man in a spotless white shirt, black pants, and shoes that shined as if they were new.
The man was courteous and respectful towards them, and Tanner began to think that Chuck Willis was either innocent of the campaign of harassment being waged against the Reyes Ranch, or too devious to make his intentions obvious.
The guard escorted them to the top floor of the six-story building, where they were handed off to Trey Broderick, Willis’s executive assistant, and Tonya Jennings’ boyfriend.
Trey was in his thirties, with golden hair coiffed in that way that only Ivy League School graduates seem to have perfected.
He was about Tanner’s size, but there was a softness about him, and along with the pallor he wore, Tanner wondered if the man ever went outside during daylight hours.
Still, Trey Broderick was very handsome, and Tanner guessed that it was his looks that drew Tonya to him.
Chuck Willis was in his mid-forties, divorced, and turned out to be nearly as handsome as his assistant. Willis was tall and slim, and he greeted Maria with a smile that would have melted most female hearts, however, Maria answered it with a cold stare.
“Mrs. Reyes, it’s good to see you again.”
“Unfortunately, I cannot say the same, Mr. Willis, and as a matter of fact, I think you know why.”
“There’s been more trouble at your ranch?”
“Yes. Two of your employees have been parked outside the entrance to the ranch and intimidating anyone who attempted to seek employment with us, or I should say almost anyone, as Mr. Tanner here drove them off twice.”
“My employees? What are their names?”
“I’m speaking about the Harvey brothers. I was told by someone that they work on the loading dock here.”
Willis’s demeanor changed and he sighed with disgust.
“Those two men no longer work for me, not since one of my security personnel discovered that they were selling drugs on company property, marijuana. That was nearly a month ago, and I assure you, Mrs. Reyes, I wish you and your ranch no harm.”
Maria’s gaze softened under Willis’s seeming sincerity, but the next words out of Willis’s mouth made her raise her guard again.
“By the way, I have a new offer concerning your land; do you have time to discuss it?”
Maria turned to Tanner with a look that said, “See what a sneaky weasel this man is?”
She moved towards Willis until she was standing near enough to hug him, and then looked up into his eyes.
“Listen to me, you bastard. I will never sell you that land. Send the Harvey brothers to harass us, send a damn army, and my answer will be the same. No! You will never have my land.”
Willis appeared flustered, and as he opened his mouth to respond, Maria spun around and headed towards the door.
“We’re leaving, Tanner.”
“Please, wait,” Willis said, but Maria kept going, and her heels clacked loudly against the tile floor as she headed towards the elevators.
Tanner gave Willis one last look, and was puzzled by the appearance of what seemed to be sincere angst on the man’s face. It was as if Maria’s words not only wounded him, but that he dreaded her disapproval.
Trey Broderick’s face displayed nothing, and Tanner wondered what part he played, if any, in what was happening at the ranch.
Tanner joined Maria by the elevators just as one opened, and the last sight they saw before the doors closed, was that of Willis, who walked over and gazed at Maria while once more proclaiming his innocence, but his words were cut short by the closing of the doors.
“That man, did you see how devious he was? First, he says he’s as innocent as a lamb, but not two seconds passed before he was trying to get me to sell to him again. It makes me furious!”
They returned to the parking lot and climbed back in the truck. As Tanner signaled to turn right towards the ranch, Maria pointed left.
“Let’s go into town. It’s nearly lunch time and I need a drink.”
“You’re the boss,” Tanner said, and drove towards the center of town.



CHAPTER 14 - Centavo-wise and Peso-foolish
Matamoros, Mexico, September 1997
Jack Sheer hobbled along on his crutches into a bar on Avenida Marte R. Gómez and weaved his way towards the rear, where there were several young Mexican men wearing shoulder holsters. One of the men stopped him and asked him his business, while speaking English without an accent.
Sheer pointed to where four men sat in a booth with padded seats, which were covered in black and red leather squares.
Three of the men weren’t known to Sheer, but the fourth man, the man with his back to the wall and a clear view of the entrance, he was the man that Jack had come to see. The man greeted Sheer with a nod of recognition, and signaled to the young man that it was acceptable to let him pass.
The man’s name was Martillo, which was the Spanish word for hammer. It was a name he had carried since killing his first man with a claw hammer when he was only nine.
He was a thick-bodied man with huge hands, and his squat head sat atop his shoulders with no discernable neck visible above his collar. Martillo’s dark shiny hair was worn down to his shoulders, and his eyebrows were like twin mustaches that had been placed over his dead eyes.
Martillo was also an amateur chess player, and he liked to use the game’s terminology whenever he discussed business, on the off chance that he was being recorded or overheard. 
Martillo asked the other three men to leave the table and then gestured for Sheer to take a seat.
Sheer wedged his ample gut into the booth and smiled.
“Martillo, how are you?”
“I am good, Jack, and I’ve risen in stature since our last dealings.”
Martillo’s soft voice carried with it a strong accent, but he enunciated each English word carefully, and so was easily understood.
“I’m glad, Martillo, because I have need of your expertise.”
“I see, and how many pieces would you like to have removed from the board?”
“Six, and four of those are too young to play.”
Martillo raised a bushy eyebrow.
“That is unusual, and it will of course cost extra.”
“We’re prepared to pay.”
“We?”
“I’m here for my boss.”
“Ah, your king and does your king know the rules of the game?”
“Yes,” Sheer said.
The rules were that if any of Martillo’s men were killed or injured, it would be up to McKay to make things right with a payment. If any of the men were captured, McKay had to see that they were given bail so that they could flee back across the border. McKay and Sheer, would also need to establish alibis for the time Martillo’s men were performing their acts of slaughter.
“Are you certain, Jack? I will be sending four pawns to handle your problem, and I expect all four of them to return in good health, two of which will be my nephews. If anything unfortunate occurs, the penalty will be a harsh one.”
Sheer tired of speaking in code and leaned across the table to whisper.
“The man your men will be facing, he and his teenage son will be armed, but with nothing more than rifles, and those silent room brooms your men carry will clean his clock before he knows it.”
The “silent room brooms” that Sheer spoke of were Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine guns with sound suppressors attached.
Martillo whispered back, although his face displayed annoyance that Jack broke protocol.
“I do not know this phrase concerning the clean clock, but yes, the “brooms” you speak of are vastly superior to most other cleaning tools.”
The talk turned to details and money, which were written on a pad of paper and passed back and forth until the deal was set. Afterwards, Martillo once again issued a warning.
“Remember, my pawns remain in good health or your king and I will have a problem. Are you certain that all they’ll be facing is this other king and his young knight? If not, we must renegotiate and I’ll send more pawns.”
Sheer thought of Tanner and his warning to leave the Parker family in peace, but he was certain that the gun for hire had moved on and would not be a factor. And if Tanner was there, what could he do against four hardened killers with superior weapons.
Also, Martillo had charged more for his services than Sheer expected, and the more money Martillo was paid, the less there would be left as payment for setting things up.
Sheer smiled.
“There won’t be any problems.”
In the days ahead, he would have cause to regret uttering those words.



CHAPTER 15 - Risky business
Maria and Tanner had ordered lunch along with their drinks, inside a restaurant that Tanner remembered from the old days, although the decor and menu had improved over the years.
Maria took a sip of her second drink and then smiled at Tanner.
“My daughter has a crush on you.”
“She might, but she also has her eyes on someone else at her school.”
Maria sat her drink down.
“Please tell me that means she’s breaking up with that boyfriend of hers.”
“It does and I take it you don’t like him?”
“Billy was a good boy, but that’s changed, and I had to send him away last week when he came to the house to pick up Romina. I smelled liquor on his breath. He wasn’t drunk mind you, but he wasn’t driving my daughter anywhere intoxicated. Romina and I argued about it, but I guess she’s come to realize that she can do better.”
“The boy she’s interested in now is Willis’s son.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Damn.”
They finished their meal and Tanner leaned back and watched Maria.
“I have a theory about Willis,” he said.
“And what’s that?”
“I think the man wants you, not your land.”
Maria had been taking a sip of her drink as Tanner spoke, and nearly spit it out in surprise.
“You think Chuck Willis wants to be with me?”
“Yes, and I also believed him when he said he knew nothing about what the Harvey brothers were up to. If that’s true and he’s innocent, then there’s someone else pulling the strings. Who else besides Willis would want your land?”
“No one; or at least no one else has shown interest.”
“It’s just a theory, but I’m good at reading people and Willis doesn’t strike me as devious.”
Maria held up a finger.
“Or, he’s very good at fooling people, even you.”
“That’s a possibility,” Tanner admitted.
Maria finished her drink and refused a third, and soon they were back on the road.
“What about you Tanner, is there anyone in your life?”
“No, I guess you’d say I’m a loner.”
“Have you always been like that?”
“Yes.”
“You’re afraid of commitment?”
“I don’t trust the emotion of love, not romantic love.”
“Love doesn’t always end badly.”
“Maybe not, but why take the chance?”
Maria laughed.
“What else in life is worth the risk?”
Tanner thought about that and found that he didn’t have an answer.



CHAPTER 16 - Red sauce
Stark, Texas, September 1997
Okie, Pug, and Slim, made their move on Claire in the supermarket parking lot.
While Cody was securing the food into the bed of the pickup truck, Claire was fastening the baby into his car seat.
Cody had just enough time to see the masked figures of Pug and Slim grab Claire, before sensing Okie rushing up on him from the rear.
Okie had been aiming his blackjack at a spot behind Cody’s right ear, but the boy moved at the last second and the sap only caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder.
Okie raised the blackjack high in preparation to deliver another blow, and Cody smashed a large jar of spaghetti sauce against his forehead.
Okie cried out in agony, as shards of glass penetrated the stocking he wore over his head and a sliver entered his left eye, while Cody looked back to see Claire struggling to get free.
Pug kept one hand clamped over Claire’s mouth, as he lifted her and prepared to toss her into the back of the van they’d stolen. Slim followed along, as he tried to keep his hold on Claire’s kicking legs.
Cody fought the urge to run towards them and fight, and instead, he headed for the cab of the pickup, where his rifle was secured in its rack.
Pug noticed him first, as Cody sighted over the roof of the truck, and he cried out a warning to Slim.
“The boy’s got a rifle!”
Both men dropped Claire unceremoniously to the parking lot pavement as they reached for the guns stuck in their belts.
Pug kept his weapon secured behind his back. He barely managed to clear it before Cody’s first shot removed the top of his head and sent it landing inside the van.
Slim did a bit better and was an instant away from pulling the trigger, when Cody sent two into his chest and shredded his lungs and heart.
A shot pinged off the doorframe and ricocheted into the pickup’s windshield, shattering it.
It was Okie, with the stocking removed, and he was firing at Cody with his one good eye, which was set in a face covered with spaghetti sauce and blood, the two were distinguishable only by their texture, as the color of the fluids matched.
Cody swung the rifle around and fired a shot that entered Okie’s remaining eye. It sent the big man crumbling to the ground with the back of his head blown away.
“My baby!” Claire shouted, as she scrambled to her feet, while her shoes slipped amid the blood of her would-be captors.
Baby James was wailing in the aftermath of the chaos, but he had been uninjured by gunfire, or the shattered glass of the windshield.
Cody walked over and kicked the gun from Okie’s hand, despite knowing that his shot must have killed the man. Slim and Pug had dropped their weapons as they fell, and so Cody let them be, and walked back over to Claire, who was trying to calm the baby cradled in her arms.
Claire had scraped her left elbow after being dropped and the wound was bleeding, but she seemed not to notice, as she gazed about and took in the scenes of death surrounding her, while the other shoppers in the parking lot began converging to gawk.
“Are you all right, Claire?” Cody asked, as he laid the rifle atop the truck’s front seat.
“You... you killed them?”
“Yes.”
“Oh my God!”
“It was them or us. How is James doing?”
“He’ll be all right, but I want to go home.”
Cody pointed towards the street, where a police car was rushing towards the supermarket entrance.
“I think we have to deal with him first.”
Seconds later, the car skidded to a stop near the truck and County Sheriff Emory McKay stepped out with a gun in his hand.
He was Andy McKay’s older brother, and resembled him, but was shorter and had gray hair. He was also Claire’s former brother-in-law, and the first words out of his mouth were directed at her.
“What kind of shit have you caused now, Claire?”
Cody raised his empty hands in the air where everyone could see them.
“You people see that I’m unarmed, right?”
The sheriff walked over and got in Cody’s face.
“What are you trying to say, boy? You think that I would shoot you without cause?”
“If you’re anything like your brother you would.”
Three seconds later, Cody was slammed atop the hood of his truck and having his hands cuffed behind his back. 



CHAPTER 17 - Punk ass
Javier rushed towards the truck with Doc following behind him, as Maria and Tanner arrived back at the ranch house.
“I tried calling you, Mom, where were you for so long?”
Maria checked her phone and saw that she had forgotten to turn it on.
“Oh, sorry, I had it turned off, and Tanner and I stopped for lunch.”
“And drinks,” Javier said, and then he walked over to stand in front of Tanner. “What are you up to, Tanner, are you trying to get in my mother’s pants?”
“I’m not her type, but that would be up to her, wouldn’t it?”
Despite being still in his teens, Javier was taller than Tanner, and bigger, two facts that gave him courage, despite knowing that Tanner had recently defeated two men who were each even larger than he was.
“I want you to stay away from my sister too. She doesn’t need a babysitter when she runs.”
Maria clapped her hands together to grab Javier’s attention, but the young man just kept staring into Tanner’s eyes in an attempt to intimidate him.
“Javier, leave Mr. Tanner alone. You should be thanking him for guarding Romina this morning, if he hadn’t been there, who knows what the Harvey brothers might have done.”
Javier broke eye contact and shrugged.
“Maybe you’re right, Mom.”
Javier turned away from Tanner, but then spun back to deliver a punch to Tanner’s face.
Tanner had seen it coming, ducked the punch and backhanded Javier with a swat at his nose, which caused it to bleed.
Javier scurried backwards in shock, touched his face and stared in surprise at the blood on his fingers.
“You broke my fucking nose!”
Doc came over and told Javier to tilt his head back. When he touched Javier’s nose, the boy let out a cry of pain.
“It’s not broken, but it is likely to swell up. Maybe that will teach you not to throw a sucker punch; not everyone is a sucker.”
Javier pushed Doc away.
“Fuck you, old man.”
“Javier!” Maria cried, but the boy kept walking towards the house.
When she turned to look at Tanner, she sent him a sad smile.
“Thank you for not hurting him worse, and he needed to be taught a lesson. He’s been getting out of hand since his father passed away.”
“He’s still young,” Tanner said, and let it go at that. What point would there be in telling the woman that her only son was a punk?
***
Tanner picked up Romina from school without incident, and was pleased, when later that afternoon, Tonya Jennings showed up at the ranch to tutor Romina.
Tanner had been seated on the porch with Doc, while teaching the old man how to clean a gun, when Tonya arrived, and after Tanner introduced her to Doc, she joined them around the folding card table they were using.
“I haven’t been shooting in months,” Tonya said. “And I’m better with a rifle than a handgun.”
Doc pointed at the rifle leaning on the wall near Tanner. It was an old Winchester Model 70, which had belonged to Maria’s late husband. Tanner had cleaned it earlier, after buying fresh ammo for it.
“You should see this dude shoot. I lined up a bunch of tin cans on a fence post earlier and damn if he didn’t hit every one of them.”
Tonya smiled, but then grew pensive.
“I used to visit this ranch often when the Parkers owned it, and Cody Parker was the best with a rifle I ever saw, but then, there was that one time when the Parkers had a man staying here, and he tied Cody when they were shooting soda—”
Tonya stopped talking in mid-sentence and stared at Tanner.
“Have you ever been to the Reyes Ranch before, Tanner?”
“No, this is my first time.”
Tonya cocked her head slightly as she studied his face.
“Did you have a beard when you were younger?”
“No.”
“And did you ever meet Cody Parker?”
“No,” Tanner said. “I never met the boy.”
Romina appeared, walked over, and kissed Tonya on the cheek.
“Hi, Ms. Jennings, are you and Tanner getting to know each other better?”
Tonya nodded.
“Yes, I think I do know him better than I thought, and as for you, young lady, it’s time to study.”
“Can’t we talk with Tanner for a little while first?”
“Don’t procrastinate, and say goodbye to Doc and Tanner.”
Romina said goodbye reluctantly, and she and Tonya entered the house.
Doc turned in his seat and watched them go.
“My teachers sure weren’t that pretty, and I think she’s got her eye on you.”
“She already has a boyfriend.”
“Have you ever let that stop you?”
“No.”
Doc laughed.
“I like you, boy, and how’s that wound coming along?”
“It’s healing and my ribs barely hurt.”
Doc looked around and sighed.
“I like it here, and I asked Maria if there was a chance I could stay on after the trouble passed.”
“What did she say?”
“She said she’d think about it, but I wouldn’t blame her if she said no. She probably figures my old ass isn’t good for much and will hire a younger man.”
The screen door opened and slammed shut, and Javier stood staring at them.
Doc called to him in a friendly voice.
“How’s it going there, Javier?”
Javier gave him the finger and then sent a second one Tanner’s way, before heading down the steps and straddling his motorcycle, an old Harley Davidson Road King that had seen better days.
“Being young doesn’t give a man worth,” Tanner said, and Doc flipped Javier the bird back as the boy rode off.
***
Romina made certain that Tanner and Tonya were seated beside each other during dinner, and Tanner noticed the teacher giving him sideways glances throughout the meal.
Maria made a point of thanking Doc for fixing several things around the property, such as leaky faucets and a cracked windowpane. Tanner thought it bode well for the old man and his desire to stay on the ranch.
After dinner, Tanner walked Tonya out to her car, a ruby red, Ford Fusion, and the teacher asked him a question.
“Have you ever been married, Tanner?”
“There’s no Mrs. Tanner, no, and by the way, I met Trey Broderick.”
“You’ve met Trey? What did you think of him?”
“Not much.”
Tonya fought back a smile.
“Are you always so honest?”
“I find it keeps things simple.”
Tonya stared into his eyes.
“Oh, I think you are anything but simple. You’re more like a mystery or a puzzle.”
“Do you like puzzles?”
She moved closer.
“I adore them.”
“Why don’t we go have a drink somewhere?” Tanner said.
Tonya took a step back and shook her head.
“I can’t; Trey is coming by and I have to get home.”
“I see.”
She opened her car door, gave him a look as if she were going to ask a question, but smiled instead.
“You have a good evening, Tanner.”
“You too,” 
And as he watched Tonya drive away, Tanner wondered if she remembered him. 



CHAPTER 18 - Hero
The Parker Ranch, September 1997
Tanner was certain that if Sheriff Emory McKay wasn’t wearing a badge, Frank Parker would have kicked the man’s ass clear down to the Gulf of Mexico.
Three employees from the ranch owned by the sheriff’s brother attacked Parker’s wife and son, and McKay had the nerve to handcuff Cody for defending himself and keeping his stepmother safe, not to mention the baby, who also could have come to harm.
“My brother said that he knows nothing about this attack. He also said that he doesn’t hold a grudge against Claire, or you either, Frank.”
“Your brother is lying,” Tanner said.
The sheriff narrowed his eyes, as he looked Tanner’s way.
There was just the four of them in the living room, Frank Parker, Cody, the sheriff, and Tanner. Cody sat in a chair biting his lip, as his father had told him to remain quiet.
“Let me see some ID, Tanner.”
Tanner handed over his driver’s license and the sheriff made a face.
“This says your name is Tucker Coe, so why do you call yourself Tanner?”
“I don’t know. Your name is Emory McKay, so why do you call yourself sheriff?”
“Are you getting smart with me, boy?”
“No, but I can tell you for a fact that your brother wants Claire Parker dead, because he tried to hire me to kill her.”
The sheriff tossed the license back at Tanner.
“The hell you say!”
“It’s a fact, and since you’re his brother, I’m betting you already know what a sick bastard he is.”
The sheriff made a move towards Tanner, but stopped himself and took several deep breaths.
When he was under control again, the sheriff held up a finger.
“All right, my brother does harbor bad feelings towards Claire and who can blame him? But as near as I can tell, those three men acted alone. Now, I will go as far to say that they may have thought their actions would please my brother, but he did not order them to attack Claire.”
“Think what you want, Emory, but what about my son?” Frank said.
“The boy is in the clear. The evidence and several witnesses back up his story.”
Tanner smiled at Cody.
“The boy, excuse me, the man is a hero.”
The sheriff glared at Cody.
“The boy has a smart mouth.”
***
After the sheriff left, Frank headed upstairs to see to Claire and his other children. He stopped halfway up the stairs and looked back at Cody.
“Son?”
“Yeah, Dad?”
“Thank you, boy, I’d have died if anything happened to Claire.”
Cody smiled.
“She’s beginning to grow on me too.”
Frank laughed and then continued up.
Tanner walked over to Cody and shook his hand.
“You did what had to be done, but how do you feel about it?”
“Killing those three men didn’t bother me. They were trying to hurt Claire, and stepmother or not, she’s a Parker, and nobody messes with my family.”
Tanner tapped the gun he was wearing on his hip.
“I think I’ll keep this close, just in case.”
“You don’t think McKay is done, do you?”
“No.”
“I don’t know,” Cody said. “Maybe after what happened today, he’ll back off.”
And even to his young ears, the words sounded like false hope.
***
At the McKay Ranch, Jack Sheer was getting ready to tell McKay about his meeting with Martillo in Mexico, after having learned about Okie, Slim, and Pug’s misadventure.
“The boy?” Sheer asked.
“The boy,” McKay answered. “Cody, the kid killed all three of them and Emory says that the boy was as cool as ice about it.”
“I don’t know what Slim, Pug, and Okie, were thinking, but because of them, Parker will be on the alert, and you’re sure that Tanner is staying there too?”
“He is. These men you hired, are they going to be enough?”
Sheer smiled, as he tried to look more confident than he felt.
“Tanner might be a pro, but he’ll be going up against four men just like himself, and as far as the kid, Cody, he just got lucky today.”
“You best be right, and when it goes down you and I will be away from here, and we’ll make sure we have people who can verify that we weren’t anywhere near the trouble.”
“People will still suspect that you had it done.”
“Let them, my damn brother included, but I can’t go much longer without paying that bitch back.”
“People around here will be talking about what happens to the Parkers for years.”
McKay smiled.
“The Parkers should all thank me; I’m about to make them famous.”
The two men laughed, but if they knew how it all would end, they’d have cried.



CHAPTER 19 - Sorry hurts too much
Tanner walked out to the road to look around, but as he came back, he saw movement on the porch.
It was 1:13 a.m. and Maria and her brood should all be sound asleep.
He had taken to getting four hours of sleep after dinner and then keeping watch all night, in the belief that if anything happened, it would take place in the early hours before dawn.
That was usually when violent death came, and as he patrolled, he thought of the Parkers.
Tanner could almost hear the echoes of history as he trod across the land that once bore their name, and where generations of their family had lived and died.
After staying to the shadows cast by the nearby trees, Tanner crossed over to the porch and saw the figure seated in a wicker chair.
It was Romina and she was crying softly, the sound like a whisper, when contrasted with the sonorous echo coming from the stable, as one of the horses snored in his sleep.
Tanner made a point of stepping on a section of the steps that he knew creaked, and Romina looked over at him with a start, before wiping her eyes with a tissue she took from a pocket of her robe.
“Oh, Tanner, you scared me. What are you doing up?”
“Standing watch, just in case,”
“All night?”
“Yeah, now tell me, what’s got you crying?”
“My boyfriend, ex-boyfriend, Billy, I broke up with him today and he’s been leaving me some really mean text messages since midnight. Well, some are mean, and then in others he begs me to give him another chance.”
“And will you give him a second chance?”
“No, and Chaz Willis already asked me out. I said yes.”
“Chaz, so he’s named after his father?”
“Um-hmm, and he’s so cute.”
Tanner sat across from Romina.
“Would you like some advice?”
“Yeah?”
“Stop reading the messages this Billy sends you. You broke up with him and that’s that, besides, don’t you have to take a math test in a few hours?”
Romina yawned.
“I do, trigonometry, and I better get some sleep. I’ll also turn off my phone.”
She rose from her seat and kissed Tanner on the cheek.
“Goodnight, and you should get some sleep too.”
“I caught a few hours earlier.”
Romina looked out at the darkness.
“Do you really think someone might try to hurt us?”
“I don’t know, but if they come I’ll be ready for them.”
“Better safe than sorry, hmm?”
“Yes, better safe than sorry.”
And Tanner knew from personal experience, that sorry never went away.
He watched Romina return inside and then continued his night of vigilance.



CHAPTER 20 - Sometimes a rock is all you need
The Parker Ranch, September 1997
They came just after three a.m. on a Saturday night.
All four men carried silenced Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine guns and were dressed in black.
They had parked their stolen vehicle at the mouth of the Parker’s driveway, and then walked in.
The home was dark and everyone inside was asleep. There had been a time, in decades past, when men, ranch employees, would have been asleep in the old bunkhouse, but that dilapidated structure had sat vacant for many years, and the ranch hands all had homes of their own to go to when the day’s work was done.
However, the Parker’s did have at least one employee on site, and his name was Tanner.
Tanner, who had been awake, had heard the sound of the car doors opening and closing and had positioned himself behind a tree where the driveway began.
The four shapes gliding towards him looked like shadows, and whatever they wore on their feet made very little sound, as they moved across the gravel.
Tanner waited until they were ten yards away and opened fire with his .40 Smith & Wesson.
The two men on the left went down with head wounds, and then Tanner moved away just in time to avoid the barrage of bullets that the other two men fired.
The pff! pff! pff! pff! pff! of their sound suppressed shots was nearly as unnerving as the bullets themselves. Tanner knew that these weren’t cowboys from McKay’s ranch, but professional killers like himself.
The remaining two men emerged from the driveway with each of them spraying bullets in a wide arc, three of which struck very close to Tanner, where he hid from sight behind the rear tire of Frank Parker’s pickup truck.
Tanner fired again, and although it took several shots, he killed a third man. The remaining man closed in on his position, but Tanner had already sprinted for a new place to take cover, as the man’s gun went dry.
He had been headed for a wide tree near the fence and away from the house, but the last man changed magazines so quickly that Tanner found himself forced to dive for cover behind a large wheelbarrow, which he tipped on its side.
It was damn poor cover, but the 9mm bullets did ping off the thick steel, with a sound that reminded Tanner of a bell ringing.
He returned fire without hitting the man and then had to change the magazine in his own gun, as he did so, he heard the man sprinting his way while still firing.
One of the man’s shots ricocheted off the lip of the wheelbarrow and just grazed Tanner’s gun, causing him to fumble it, and Tanner expected that at any moment the man would fire over the top of the wheelbarrow, and blow him away.
A voice cried out from the barn and the man with the gun grunted, as a rock slammed into the side of his head, halting him for just a moment.
It was Pablo, who had awakened from the sound of Tanner’s gun, and gave aid with the only weapon he could find. Frank Parker had offered the boy his guest room, but Pablo refused and returned to the barn.
Tanner was happy he had done so, as his sudden appearance and audacious attack gave him the time he needed to reload.
Tanner slammed the new magazine home and was ready to fire, when a shot boomed from the bedroom window of Cody Parker, and hit the last of Martillo’s men square in the back, severing his spine and killing him.
Tanner looked up in time to see Cody slide down the roof of the porch and drop to the ground in a crouch at the side of the steps. Cody was barefoot and wearing only a pair of blue boxer shorts, but his eyes were alert and his rifle ready.
“How many more?” Cody called to him.
Tanner stood.
“Your man was the last, and thanks for that, I’m not sure I would have shot him in time, and I also owe thanks to Pablo for giving me a chance to reload.”
Cody came out of his crouch and saw the other man lying dead past the truck.
“There were two of them?” Cody said, as Pablo came over to join them.
“Four,” Tanner said. “I killed two of them while they were still coming down the driveway.”
“I only heard one gun, and that ringing noise.”
“Their weapons had suppressors, the damn things barely made a sound.”
The front door flew open and Frank Parker stepped out holding a large revolver. Like his son, he was dressed only in a pair of boxers, and the sound of the baby crying carried from inside the house.
“Tanner, what’s going on?”
“Four armed men attacked, Mr. Parker, but don’t worry, they’re all dead.”
Parker spotted his son.
“Are you all right? And how did you beat me downstairs?”
“I left by the window in my bedroom, and that last man over there was mine.”
“But you’re all right?”
“Yeah, Dad, I’m fine.”
“How about Pablo there, and Tanner?”
“We’re good, Frank,” Tanner said, and then he tousled Pablo’s hair, causing the boy to grin. “And Pablo helped too. If he hadn’t distracted that last shooter I might be dead.”
“I’ll go call the sheriff, and Tanner, thank you.”
“You’re welcome, but I don’t think this is over. McKay is insane and needs to be put down.”
Frank paused before entering the house.
“We’ll talk later.”
***
The sheriff showed up just before four a.m.
He was out of uniform and wearing jeans that looked like they’d spent a week in a clothes hamper. His face grew paler with each body he viewed.
“These dudes are all Mexican by the look of them, and my brother doesn’t have any damn Mexicans working for him.”
“He hired them, just like he tried to hire me,” Tanner said.
“That’s a goddamn lie! I tell you my brother isn’t fool enough to do something like this. Frank, you must have made another enemy somewhere, maybe a Mexican?”
“I have one enemy, Sheriff, and that’s your brother. At least, he thinks he’s my enemy, but as far as I’m concerned the man can go to hell.”
The sheriff waved his hands in the air as if to signal the end of the discussion.
“Enough, my people will clean-up this nightmare and then I’ll post a deputy out front for the next few nights, after that, well, we’ll see.”
When the sheriff walked off, Cody shook his head.
“Mr. McKay has to go, or we’ll never be safe.”
Tanner silently agreed, and while the sheriff had his deputy guarding the Parkers, Tanner planned to pay a visit to McKay and put an end to things, the law be damned.
“It’ll all work out, Cody, trust me.”
However, Tanner’s words couldn’t have been more wrong.



CHAPTER 21 - Home is where the heart is
The next “accident” at the Reyes Ranch occurred the following morning, when the housekeeper, Mrs. Salgado, opened a cabinet door and a butcher knife fell out and sliced open her forearm just above the wrist.
The knife had been poised on a slanted cutting board in such a way as to make it fall.
The cut was a deep gash that hit the vein and sent blood spurting.
Maria had been coming down the hall, and after hearing the old woman cry out in shock and pain, she rushed into the kitchen.
“Madre de Dios!”
She grabbed a dishtowel that was hanging nearby and tried to put pressure on the flow of blood, as she cried out for someone to help, while watching the white towel turn red.
Tanner and Doc rushed in from where they had been seated on the porch. Their guns were at the ready, but when Doc saw what was happening, he put his gun down, took off his belt and wrapped it tightly around Mrs. Salgado’s arm, which he elevated above her head.
The blood flow lessened immediately and Doc used a second dishtowel to apply pressure to the cut.
Romina appeared wearing a blue bath towel. She had been in the shower when all the shouting started and her hair still dripped shampoo. When she was told what had happened to Mrs. Salgado, she looked over at the cabinet with a puzzled expression.
“How could that happen?”
“I was wondering the same thing,” Tanner said, as he dialed for an ambulance.
Mrs. Salgado, with her face looking very pale, murmured that it was an accident.
However, the knife had fallen from the cabinet above the stove, when it should have been in its slot inside the knife set atop the counter.
*** 
Before she climbed aboard the ambulance to ride to the hospital with Mrs. Salgado, Maria gave Doc a hug.
“Oh thank God you were here, or I think she might have bled to death.”
“I was happy to help,” Doc said.
Maria smiled.
“You have a job here if you still want it. Hopefully, I won’t need security much longer, but there’s always work that needs doing.”
Doc grinned.
“Yes ma’am, that sounds fine.”
Maria climbed aboard the ambulance and Tanner watched it drive off, as Romina and Doc stood beside him.
Romina had changed into her clothes, but still needed to do her hair, which was hidden beneath a kerchief. When she checked her phone, she looked startled.
“Oh, look at the time; I have to leave for school soon.”
“I’ll be here when you’re ready, and we’ll stop and get you breakfast on the way,” Tanner said.
“Okay.”
Romina took two steps, but came back and kissed Doc on the cheek.
“You’re not too old, and you’re my hero for saving Mrs. Salgado.”
Doc watched her go with a smile on his face.
“That girl is gold, and nothing like that brother of hers. By the way, where is he?”
“He left out of here just after first light,” Tanner said.
“The kid is lazy, seems like all he does is sit in that room of his and play video games, that is, when he’s not off riding that motorcycle.”
“I’m going to run a little errand today and won’t be back right away.”
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to locate the Harvey brothers and find out what they know. If that knife had hit the old woman’s throat she’d be dead, and it could just have easily been Romina who opened that cabinet.”
“You want me to come with you? I’m not much with a gun, but I could back you up.”
“Thanks, but I’ll go alone. Things could get... messy.”
“I hear you, and speaking of messes, I’ll clean-up the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee for when Maria gets back.”
“It looks like you’ve found a home here.”
“You could probably make one here too if you wanted to.”
“What?”
“A home, you could probably make a home here too.”
“Home,” Tanner said, and as he looked around, his mind traveled backwards in time, to when the land he stood upon was owned by the Parkers, and he became lost in thought.
“Tanner?”
Tanner snapped out of his reverie and was surprised to see Romina standing before him.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m fine, are you ready?”
“Um-hmm, bye Doc,”
“Have a good day at school, sweetie, and Tanner, take care.”
Tanner drove away from the ranch with the girl, Romina, seated beside him, but it was a boy named Cody Parker that rode along with him, and who would stay with him the rest of his life.



CHAPTER 22 - Many pawns
The McKay Ranch, September 1997
After learning about the slaughter of Martillo’s men, Jack Sheer informed McKay that there would be consequences, but after contacting Martillo by phone using a number he’d been given, they learned how expensive those consequences would be.
McKay leaned over his desk and glared at Sheer, who sat in a chair in front of it with his crutches leaning against his legs.
The two men had been in San Antonio so that they would have an alibi, only to return and find that things didn’t go as planned.
“A hundred grand? Is this beaner insane?”
“Two of the men that died were his nephews, but on the bright side, he now wants the Parkers dead more than you do,”
“Big deal, that’s what I paid him for, and if this Hammer asshole thinks I’m paying him another cent he can go fuck himself.”
“I know it’s a lot of money, Andy, but Martillo, he’s part of a cartel down there, and those bastards don’t mess around.”
“Cartel? So what? This is America, and I’ll be damn if I’m going to pay a man more money for screwing up a job. Those men that got killed must not have been very good. If he wants to send more of those losers against me, let him, I’ll have a dozen men guarding me at all times.”
“That’s expensive.”
“Hell yeah, but it don’t cost a hundred grand, and if he does attack, it’ll make me look innocent of the attack on Parker,”
“You really want me to tell him no?”
McKay grabbed the receiver off the phone on his desk, but then remembered that phone records could be traced.
“Go back into town and make the call. Tell that bastard that I said he can fuck himself.”
Sheer let out a sigh, stood with the aid of his crutches, and grabbed his hat off the desk.
“I think you’re making a mistake, but you’re the boss.”
“Damn right I am, and send Whit in here, I’ll have him and some of the boys work overtime as guards starting tonight, and if that Mex tries anything, we’ll be ready.”
***
Sheer cursed and then winced in pain, as he accidentally slammed the door of the phone booth on his cast.
When he was finally settled inside the cramp enclosure, he took the strip of paper with the phone number from his pocket and dialed the bar in Mexico. He had filled his pockets with change before leaving the ranch, but the call still ate up most of it and only a quarter remained by the time he finished feeding the phone. 
The money bought him three minutes of talk time, and he grew nervous when two minutes passed and Martillo had still not come on the line. But with less than thirty seconds left, he heard a scraping sound, as if the phone was being moved across a surface, followed by Martillo’s soft voice.
“Jack, what answer does your king have for me?”
“He won’t pay. He says it’s not his fault that your men failed.”
“I will come with many pawns, Jack, and the board will be swept clean.”
“This isn’t me, Martillo, you know? You and I are still cool.”
“You’re a pawn, Jack, and if you stand near your king, you’ll leave the board too.”
There was a click and the phone went dead.
Sheer took the final quarter from his pocket and fed it into the phone and after a few seconds, McKay answered his call.
“Andy, about those guards, you might want to add as many as you can; Martillo is definitely coming.”
“Let him come,” McKay snarled, and afterwards, Sheer heard the phone slam down.
He stood inside the phone booth with its little fan whirring overhead above its dim light, and two words kept passing through his mind.
Many pawns,
Sheer sighed in resignation to his fate, and left the booth to return to his king’s side.



CHAPTER 23 - Hard or easy?
Tanner found the Harvey brothers sitting inside their truck outside Stark Lake Park. After watching them for only a few minutes, he could tell that they were selling pot.
The law enforcement in the town was never good, and it looked like the tradition continued, either that, or the cops that patrolled the park were being paid to look the other way.
Stark Lake Park was a new addition to the town since Tanner had last been there. It was only about ten acres of land, while the lake was man-made and about three times the size of a swimming pool. However, there was a running track, along with basketball and tennis courts.
The Harvey brothers were situated on a corner with a line of parked cars behind them, and so when Tanner pulled his pickup truck in front of them on an angle, the boys were essentially blocked in, and Tanner reached the driver’s side window before either of them could react.
“Relax, all I want is information.”
“Fuck you,” Rich said, as Ernie gazed at him with fear in his eyes, while remembering how it felt not to be able to breathe. Tanner saw that his throat was still bruised from where he had struck him.
“You can tell me what I want to know, or you can play dumb. If you play dumb, I’ll come at you again when you’re not expecting it and then I’ll ask my questions in a way you won’t like. What’s it going to be?”
Rich glared at him, but Ernie spoke up.
“What do you want to know?”
“Who hired you to intimidate the Reyes family?”
“It was the kid.”
“What kid?”
“You know, Javier, Javier Reyes.”
“Javier hired you to give his own mother grief?”
Rich spoke up.
“It probably wasn’t his idea. He runs with those motorcycle punks, but all I know is that he paid us two bills a day to run off anybody looking for work there.”
“Where did he get the money? Is he selling drugs?”
“Those dudes, they transport, but not here, they do a little business up in San Antonio, but they’re nothing.”
“What’s the name of the gang?”
Rich laughed.
“You know how those pricks roll, the name probably has the word Devil or Diablo in it somewhere, but they hang out over by the railroad tracks on the other side of Highway 16. It’s a place that used to be a Taco Queen.”
“You’re not still working for him, are you?”
“No man, it sucked sitting out on that road all day, at least when we’re here we get to see some ladies jogging by.”
“And nobody kicks your ass.”
“That too, so are we done?”
“We’re done, but if I see you at the Reyes Ranch again you won’t like what comes next.”
“Yeah, tough guy, we hear you, but hey, you want to buy some weed? We got good shit.”
“Maybe next time,”
Tanner drove away from the park, but had more questions than when he arrived there.



CHAPTER 24 - A rat abandons his ship
The McKay Ranch, September 1997
Tanner had traveled on foot to kill McKay and found that the man had upped his security considerably.
There were two armed guards doing crisscrossing circuits around the ranch house, while four stood on the porch holding rifles, and two more guarded the entrance to the driveway.
Tanner moved closer to the house by staying in the shadows and hunkered down at the base of a wide tree, which was twenty feet from the home.
Beyond the house, light spilled from the stables, and Tanner heard the sound of several voices amid the clinking of what sounded like poker chips. That meant that there would be still more men to deal with.
The level of security puzzled Tanner.
If McKay was expecting an attack, then why not involve his brother the sheriff and have deputies guarding him, such as the one assigned to guard the entrance to the Parker ranch.
By not involving the law, it meant that McKay was hiding something from his brother, and Tanner could guess what that something was.
The shooters had all been Mexican, and were affiliated with a gang in Mexico that was known to be involved in the drug trade as security for couriers.
McKay must have hired those men to kill the Parkers, and their employers weren’t happy about losing four soldiers.
Tanner smirked.
McKay’s insane quest for vengeance had made him a bigger target for revenge than the Parkers had ever been.
A door at the side of the house opened and Jack Sheer hobbled out on his crutches. Sheer was dragging a big duffel bag behind him, the type that had a thick strap so that you could sling it across your back.
After looking about to see if anyone was watching, Sheer headed towards a car parked near the door. After some difficulty due to his bad foot, and the size of the huge green bag, Sheer managed to wedge the duffel in the trunk.
One of the guards came around the corner of the house and called to Sheer, just as the ranch foreman slammed the lid on the trunk shut.
“Jack!”
Tanner saw Sheer nearly jump out of his skin and knew the man was up to something.
If the guard noticed, he didn’t let on, and smiled as he approached Sheer. The guard was young, about Tanner’s age, with straw-colored hair and a big gap-toothed grin.
“What’s up, Jack?”
“Nothing, Ray, how are things with you?”
“I’m liking this easy overtime with another baby on the way, but what do you think the odds are that we’ll see any trouble?”
Sheer said nothing, but Tanner saw that his right hand had begun to twitch.
“Jack?”
“Um, no trouble, this is just a precaution because a deal that Mr. McKay was involved in went wrong, and besides, if anything happens the boss can always call in his brother the sheriff, right?”
The guard, Ray, seemed to relax at those words.
“Yeah, that’s right, the cops will back us up, but what kind of people was the boss dealing with?”
“Legitimate, or so he thought, until the man threatened him on the phone,”
Ray shook his head sadly.
“It takes all kinds, but that’s enough yakking, I have to keep moving or the other guard, Ed, will report me, you know what a prick that guy is.”
“Right, see you around Ray.”
When the guard was out of sight, Sheer opened the car door to get in, but then banged a fist on the roof of the vehicle while muttering something to himself, as if recalling that he’d forgotten something.
After watching him hobble back inside the house, the second guard appeared, coming from the opposite direction than the first one had. After watching the man until he rounded a corner of the house, Tanner left the shadows and went to the car, where he reached in and pulled on the trunk release lever.
Tanner removed the duffel bag from the trunk and sat it by the door, behind a large bush; he then climbed inside the trunk, but only after he pulled back the carpet to uncover the cable that controlled the trunk release, so he wouldn’t be trapped inside.
He had his gun ready in case Sheer opened the trunk again, but doubted that he would do so, since the duffel bag had to be wedged inside and had taken up all the space.
Twenty seconds after lowering the trunk lid, Tanner could hear Sheer approaching in that faltering gait that the crutches gave him.
The motor started, just after the front end of the car lowered from Sheer’s weight in the driver’s seat, and soon they were on the move.
Once Tanner had Sheer away from the ranch and without the guards to intervene, he would get answers from the man. He would also teach him the price for not heeding his warning, a warning he delivered when he shot him in the foot.
Tanner was young, and he had discovered that those older often discounted him because of his youth.
But Sheer would learn the folly of such thinking and it would be the last lesson he would ever learn.
Within minutes, Sheer was motoring along on Highway 16, and Tanner settled in for the ride.



CHAPTER 25 - Me first
Tanner felt an unfamiliar twinge of concern for another human being the moment he heard what had happened.
Romina was missing.
After a polite, if strained, meeting with Maria at the ranch, when Chaz Willis came by to pick up Romina for their date, the two teens left in his car and headed to the movies.
Chaz was seventeen, tall, dark, and as good-looking as his father. He spoke politely to Maria and appeared to adore Romina, who was smiling at everything the boy said, and looked as happy as Tanner had ever seen her.
Tanner had wanted to follow, just in case, but both Romina and Maria told him that it wouldn’t be necessary, and so Tanner stayed behind and lay down for a nap before he rose to begin his usual nightly vigil.
Doc shook him awake less than three hours later, and that’s when Tanner learned that Chaz had called the house asking to speak to Romina, who he believed had abandoned him at the movie theater.
When Maria told Chaz that Romina hadn’t come back home, and discovered that her phone wasn’t being answered, Maria had asked Doc to get Tanner.
Tanner found her standing outside. She was staring at the driveway as if she were willing Romina to appear.
“I don’t know what to do,” Maria said, and Tanner saw that her eyes were on the verge of tears.
Javier was present as well and looked numb with worry for his sister.
Maria let loose a long sigh.
“I called the police and they said that it was too soon to panic, and I understand that, but with everything else that’s been going on around here, I just... oh God, where is she? I called her friends and no one knows anything, I even tried Tonya Jennings, wondering if she had gone to see her, but no, no one knows where she is.”
Headlights came down the drive and Chaz Willis’s car appeared. When he climbed out of it, the kid looked both bewildered and scared, as he approached the group and explained what had happened.
“When the movie ended, we both had to use the bathroom, and so I went into the men’s room while Romina walked towards the ladies’ room on the other side of the lobby. When I came out, I walked over there and waited, but after fifteen minutes went by, I started to worry. That’s when I asked a girl I know to check and see if Romina was inside, and she said that she wasn’t.”
“What did you do then?” Tanner asked.
“I looked everywhere for her and kept calling her phone. I thought we were having a great time, but then, I don’t know. I thought maybe she dropped out of the date for some reason... and that’s when I called here.”
Another set of lights came down the driveway and Tonya appeared. She walked over to Maria and took her hand.
“Is there any word yet?”
Maria shook her head, and this time a tear fell. She looked over at Chaz with pleading eyes.
“Have you done something to my daughter? Is your father behind this?”
Chaz looked taken aback by the accusations, as well as insulted.
“Mrs. Reyes, I would never hurt Romina and neither would my father.”
“I have an idea,” Tanner said. “Maria, where does Romina’s ex-boyfriend live?”
“Billy? Do you think he’s done something to her?”
“I don’t know, but I’ll find out.”
“I know where Billy lives,” Chaz said.
Tanner joined him in his car, as Maria joined Tonya in hers, to follow, and Doc and Javier stayed behind in case Romina came home.
Chaz gripped the steering wheel tightly as he drove, and his handsome young face twisted into a grimace filled with hate.
“If that fucking Billy has hurt Romina, I’ll kill him, I swear I will.”
“You’ll have to get in line,” Tanner said, as he gripped the knife in his pocket.



CHAPTER 26 - A waste of a good room
Somewhere north of San Antonio, Texas, September 1997
After more than an hour had passed, Tanner began to think that stowing away inside Sheer’s trunk wasn’t such a good idea after all.
When the car finally came to a stop five minutes later, Tanner felt the car rise, as Sheer removed his bulk from the vehicle. Tanner gripped his gun tightly, while waiting for the trunk to open.
The trunk lid stayed closed and a scraping sound came, as Sheer slid the nozzle of a gas pump into the opening on the side of the car.
Within minutes, they were back on the road, and it was another half an hour until Sheer stopped again and left the car.
Tanner took a chance and pulled on the cable that controlled the trunk release. It took much more effort than using the latch inside the car, but after three seconds of steady pulling, the trunk unlatched and popped open partway.
They were at a motel that sat off a highway. After verifying that no one was in sight other than the people in the passing cars, Tanner stepped out of the trunk and felt his cramped legs and back sigh with relief.
Before closing the lid, he covered up the release cable with the carpet again, and then secured the trunk lid shut as quietly as he could.
The car was parked just to the right of the window that looked into the motel office, and Tanner saw that Sheer was taking a room, as the middle-aged motel manager handed a key across the counter.
The woman pointed to her left, likely indicating to Sheer where his room was located, and Tanner moved in that direction before Sheer could turn around.
He was at the ice machine and facing away when Sheer backed the car into the slot before Room 12.
Sheer hobbled around on his crutches to the rear of the vehicle just as a young couple was walking by. The woman was a blonde wearing a short dress, and after saying hello to the couple, Sheer watched the woman until she and her boyfriend entered their room, which was two doors down from Sheer’s.
Tanner used this distraction to ease closer, and when Sheer opened the trunk with his key, Tanner was standing right behind him.
Sheer whispered, “What the hell...?” as he stared into the empty trunk.
Tanner gave out a little whistle, and Sheer nearly fell as he spun to face him on his crutches.
“Tanner?”
After ripping the car keys out of Sheer’s hand, Tanner gripped the crutches and kicked Sheer in his ample gut, which caused the ranch foreman to fall on his ass inside the trunk, while also banging his head on the rim of the trunk lid.
“We need to talk,” Tanner said, and he shoved Sheer’s legs inside the trunk and closed it on him.
Twenty seconds later, Tanner had the car back on the highway and was searching for a secluded spot.
Back at the motel, the crutches laid discarded on the ground.
Sheer would soon have no need of them, or of anything else in this world, and he would tell Tanner everything he wanted to know.



CHAPTER 27 - Dragon slayer
Romina’s ex-boyfriend, Billy, lived in a quiet neighborhood of new two-story homes.
Each home had a driveway on the left and a deck in the rear, but no basement, and with the house shrouded in darkness, Tanner feared that the boy may have taken her somewhere else.
That is, if Billy was even the one who took Romina.
It briefly crossed Tanner’s mind that the Harvey brothers might have grabbed her, but he dismissed the idea, because that level of escalation didn’t seem like something they would have the balls for. Also, they would have to know that he would kill them once he found them.
Romina likely accompanied the person who had her on her own, or was tricked by them, and she wouldn’t trust the Harvey brothers enough for either scenario to play out.
Tonya parked her car behind Chaz’s, and Tanner walked back to speak to her and Maria, as Tonya lowered her window.
“You two stay here while I check out the house.”
“It looks like no one is at home,” Maria said, but Chaz pointed to the car that he had parked behind, an old Chevy.
“I’m not 100% sure, but I think that’s Billy’s car.”
“Everybody wait here,” Tanner said. “I’m going to check out that car and then the house.”
“I’m coming with you,” Chaz said.
“That’s not a good idea, kid.”
“I wasn’t asking,” Chaz said, and Tanner nodded, liking the boy’s fire.
“Let’s go.”
When they reached the car, Chaz let out a little moan after looking inside.
“That green sweater on the back seat there, Romina was wearing that inside the theater because of the air-conditioning.”
Tanner recognized the sweater as well, and when he peered down the driveway, he saw a narrow strip of light coming out from beneath the garage door.
“Stay behind me,” he told Chaz, and then he walked towards the garage.
As they drew closer, they could hear a male voice that sounded plaintive in tone, but couldn’t make out the words. Once there, Tanner tried the door handle very gently and discovered that it was locked, he then eased around to a window on the side and peered in through a gap on the right, at the edge of the curtains.
Romina was seated in a wooden chair at the back left hand corner of the garage, and was tearful and frightened.
She appeared to be unharmed, but her ankles were duct taped to the chair legs while her wrists were similarly bound to the arms.
Seated and facing her in a matching chair was a boy with long blond hair. He was wearing a long-sleeved dress shirt and pants from a suit. The boy was pleading with Romina while one hand gestured wildly and the other hung limp and held a gun.
Chaz whispered, “Oh shit,” when he spotted the gun, and Tanner gestured for him to remain quiet, before taking the boy by the arm and pulling him away from the garage.
“Go to Ms. Jennings and have her call the cops. If Billy’s parents come home or if anybody else tries to come back here, stop them, especially Maria, Mrs. Reyes; the last thing we want to do is panic Billy.”
“Alright, but what are you going to do?”
Tanner brought out his gun.
“I’m going to free Romina.”
Chaz looked at the gun and then up into Tanner’s eyes.
“Are you going to kill him?”
“We’ll see, but Romina is coming out of there alive. I promise you that, and one more thing, I’ll need the keys to your car.”
Chaz hesitated for just an instant before handing Tanner the keys.
While Chaz walked over to talk to Tonya and Maria, Tanner started Chaz’s car. While keeping the lights off, he turned into the driveway, cut the engine, and let the vehicle coast towards the garage. Once there, he restarted the engine, turned on the high beams, and blasted the radio.
He was out of the car and standing at the side of the garage door when it went up three feet, and Billy ducked beneath it, before letting the door fall shut behind him. Tanner watched as Billy shielded his eyes with his hands and saw that he had tucked the gun behind his back in his waistband.
“Who’s there?”
Tanner fought the urge to shoot the little psycho. Instead, he just reached over and removed Billy’s gun, which caused the kid to spin around and face him, while crying out in surprise.
“Hey!”
Tanner smashed Billy across the face with an elbow and Billy’s hands flew to his broken nose. Tanner then kicked him in the balls, grabbed him by the hair, and kneed him in the side of the head for good measure.
Billy collapsed to the ground with a moan, and Tanner raised the door and stepped inside the garage.
“Tanner!” Romina said, as he drew closer. Until that moment, she had been so blinded by the headlights that all she saw were shadows.
Tanner freed her by using his knife, and Romina hugged him fiercely.
“Oh thank God, I thought he might kill me.”
“You’re safe,” Tanner said, as he felt feelings that he thought were long dead. It was a need to protect, and he knew that if something had happened to this girl that he would not have forgiven himself for failing her.
After hugging her back, he pried her loose and spoke.
“Did he rape you?”
“No, he just kept begging me to take him back. I think he’s high on something, maybe heroin.”
“Your mother is out front with Chaz and Ms. Jennings, go see her.”
Romina pointed at Billy, who had made it to his hands and knees, but looked as if he might puke.
“What about him.”
“I’ll stay with him until the police come.”
Romina eased past Billy as if he were toxic, and then she ran down the driveway towards her mother.
Tanner turned off Chaz’s car, killed the lights, and helped Billy over to the chair that Romina had been strapped into.
“Look at me, kid.”
Billy did so, and Tanner could see that he had broken his nose, while the left side of Billy’s face was already beginning to swell.
“I want you to listen to me and I want you to hear me.”
Tanner jammed Billy’s own gun into the boy’s mouth with so much force that it chipped one of the boy’s teeth and cut the roof of his mouth.
“You are going to plead guilty to every charge, you will plead as an adult and you will serve every last day of your sentence. I don’t care what your parents want. I don’t care what your lawyer may say, but you’ll confess to your crimes in writing, you’ll do your time, and you’ll stay away from Romina. If you fail to do what I’m telling you, I will kill you. Do you understand me?”
Billy stared at Tanner with wide eyes and nodded as best as he could, with the gun jammed in his mouth.
Tanner searched the boy’s eyes and grimaced, while guessing that there was a chance he’d have to kill the little turd someday. If he weren’t so tied in with the Reyes family, Billy would be dead already, kid or not.
Tanner stood and put away the gun, as Billy spit out bits of tooth and gagged on his own blood.
The cops were coming and Tanner would have to talk to them.
Tim assured Tanner that the fake ID he sent him would pass scrutiny, and Tanner was about to put it to the test.
Billy began sobbing, while Tanner walked over and sat on the hood of Chaz’s car, just as Tonya appeared. She took one look at Billy and shook her head in disgust.
“You hurt him, good!”
“Yes.”
“Given the chance, I might have killed him,” she said, and Tanner heard the anger in her voice.
“I still might,” Tanner said, and saw Billy flinch.
Tonya walked around until she was standing before Tanner, and then she leaned forward and kissed him. Tanner took her in his arms, and to his surprise, she didn’t back away.
“What was that kiss for?”
“For saving the damsel in distress,”
“I fight dragons too.”
Tonya laughed.
“I’m sure you do.”
Blue and red lights filled the night, and Tanner knew that the cops had arrived.
Tonya stepped back as she sent Tanner a smile.
“To be continued.”
She then went off to speak to the cops.
“Billy?” Tanner said.
Billy answered in a nasal tone, due to his broken nose, which had already swollen.
“I believe you, man... I saw it in your eyes.”
“And if you’re lying, someday they’ll be the last thing you see.”
Tonya returned with two cops and a long night became longer.



CHAPTER 28 - They’re coming
Somewhere Northwest of San Antonio, Texas, September 1997
Tanner bumped the car slowly along a rutted road and killed the engine, before walking around to the trunk and opening it.
Sheer gazed up at him with wild eyes and held up a hand as if he could block bullets with it.
“Don’t kill me!”
Tanner put the gun away, reached down, and dragged Sheer out of the trunk and onto the ground.
Sheer whimpered in pain, because his damaged foot had slammed against the lip of the trunk.
They were down an old unused patch of broken asphalt that at one time must have been a road. It was located in a strip of desert two miles from the highway.
Tanner shut the trunk and sat on it, as he asked his first question.
“Why does McKay have so many men around?”
“It’s ah, it’s for Parker and you, he was afraid that you would try to kill him.”
Tanner got off the trunk and kicked Sheer in the face hard enough to send him rolling away. If McKay was afraid of Frank Parker, he’d have cops around, but he didn’t want cops around, because they might start asking questions.
“The truth, or I have no use for you.”
Sheer took a minute to recover as he spit out the blood that was filling his mouth, and after touching a loose tooth, he answered the question.
“Martillo, he’s part of a Mexican cartel and he’s the one who sent those men to Parker’s ranch.”
“Martillo means hammer, is that really his name?”
“No, but he sometimes kills with a hammer, and you know how that goes, the name stuck and now Martillo is pissed that his men are dead and he blames McKay.”
“How did McKay contact him, and don’t lie.”
“It was me, I knew Martillo from the old days, but he’s moved up inside the cartel. Now I’m not sure what he’ll do, but I wasn’t sticking around to find out and—where’s my duffel bag?”
“I tossed it out at the ranch.”
“Shit, all my stuff was in there, and money too, almost five grand.”
Tanner wasn’t listening anymore, as a thought came to him.
“This Martillo, how many men will he send to kill McKay?”
“I don’t know, but it will be a shitload more than the four pawns he sent last time.”
“Pawns?”
Sheer explained about Martillo’s code talk and then began rambling about the first time he’d met him. He was trying to buy time to delay what he knew was coming.
Tanner asked a question and cut him off.
“When will Martillo come?”
“Any day now, it’s why I got out of there. I tried to talk sense into Andy, but he won’t take Martillo seriously, and Martillo’s no joke.”
“You’re right,” Tanner said, while wondering if the sheriff’s deputy parked outside the Parker Ranch would be enough to turn Martillo away once he killed McKay.
He doubted it. What’s the death of one cop after you’ve just slaughtered over a dozen men?
Sheer was just able to say the words, “No, don’t—” before Tanner shot him twice in the head and left him to rot in the desert.
He had to get back to the Parker Ranch before it was too late, and as he drove along, he did something that he hadn’t done since he was a child.
He prayed.



CHAPTER 29 - No appeals
The Taco Queen in the neighboring town of Culver looked as if it had been closed for years, and graffiti and gang signs marred its formerly white exterior.
With Romina back home and safe, Tanner decided to have a look at what was reportedly the hangout of the motorcycle gang Javier belonged to.
After leaving the pickup truck in the parking lot of a diner, Tanner walked across desert scrubland and approached the old Taco Queen building from the rear.
No one was in the area except those passing by in cars on the road in front, and the back door of the Taco Queen had been kicked in long ago, so Tanner entered and looked around.
The place was a mess, and food containers and pizza cartons littered the floor.
There was one area near the boarded-up front windows that was cleared of debris, and had a table and chairs set up inside it.
Tanner looked down at the tabletop and saw magazines that were about guns, drug paraphernalia, and motorcycles. All of them had beautiful women showing lots of skin on every cover. Sex sells.
There was a denim vest draped over one of the chairs; it had a patch that showed a grinning skull and the words Diablo Boys. Rich Harvey had been right; the club name did contain the word, Diablo.
The building had a large storage area inside that had once been a freezer, but all of the components had been removed when the place shut down. Anything of value, such as the copper tubing, had been stripped by someone and sold as scrap metal,
There was a large, crude bulls-eye spray-painted on the rear wall of the freezer, and over a hundred rounds had perforated it, while 9mm shell casings decorated the floor.
Tanner marveled at the stupidity.
Granted, the sheet metal comprising the rear wall was thin, but the cinder block behind it wasn’t, and could have easily sent a ricocheting round back towards the person who fired it. Add to that the fact that the building had a steel frame construction, and the gang’s firing range could be a death trap if a bullet struck one of the steel girders.
A rumbling noise reached his ears and he figured that the Diablo Boys had returned. Earlier, he had looked inside an empty storage closet that was on the left side, near where the counter once stood. That was where he decided to go, so that he could listen in on them and maybe discover what was going on.
Before stepping into the storage closet, he watched as five motorcycles drove around to the rear and parked. Javier Reyes was riding on the last bike, and he was the only one that wasn’t wearing a T-shirt or jacket with the gang’s insignia.
Tanner also saw that the boy wasn’t wearing his helmet, but had it strapped down behind him. Apparently, he only carried it around so that his mother wouldn’t worry, but kept it off to appear more macho in front of the gang.
Tanner stepped inside the closet and left the door cracked just enough to see out, as the first of the men walked inside, past his position, and plopped into a seat at the head of the table.
He had a name stitched over the pocket of his vest which Tanner at first thought said Jeff, but then squinted and could see that it read, Jefe', as in boss. How original.
The other men followed and took seats, all but Javier, who Tanner assumed was made to stand because he wasn’t yet a member.
The other four men all looked alike, mid to late-thirties, with faded denim clothes, worn boots, and scruffy beards, but the one at the head of the table, Jefe', was a head taller than the others and the most muscular.
Jefe' looked around the large room with contempt on his face.
“Look at this shithole. How much longer do we have to stay here, Javier?”
Javier mumbled something that Tanner couldn’t make out, nor could the gang’s leader, as his next words indicated.
“Speak up! What excuse do you have now?”
“I said it’s that guy, Tanner. He ran off the Harvey brothers and even took my mother to see Willis.”
Tanner raised an eyebrow at the mention of Willis’s name and wondered if maybe he was involved somehow.
“What happened?” Jefe' asked.
“Nothing, and my mother still blames Willis for everything.”
“Good, but you have to make your move soon, son, and didn’t you say that Tanner dude was still there?”
“Yeah, the asshole wants to move in as far as I can tell.”
“It don’t matter, he was there when you rigged that knife to fall and he won’t be able to stop this either.”
Javier nodded, but shuffled his feet.
“Isn’t there some other way?”
Jefe' stood, and when he walked over to Javier, Tanner saw the boy flinch, but Jefe' smiled and placed a muscular arm across Javier’s shoulders, then, he spoke to him in a fatherly manner.
“I know it won’t be easy, but once it’s done, you’re in. You’ll be one of us and everything gets made new. Then we can leave this shithole behind and start making some fat dollars, you hear me?”
“Yeah, I hear you.”
“Do it tonight and it’ll all work out, you’ll see.”
Javier reached in his pocket and removed a small bottle that held a yellowish powder.
“You’re sure it’s painless?”
“Absolutely, and there’s no way to tie it back to you, and hey, you don’t want us to have to do it, do you?”
Javier shook his head vigorously.
Jefe' took Javier by the shoulders and turned to speak to the other bikers.
“Look at this guy, he’s making moves like a man, and the next time we see him, he’ll be one of us.”
The men cheered Javier and told him he was taking control of his life the way a man should, and then Jefe' slapped him on the back.
“Go home, act like everything’s cool and do what you got to do. I have faith in you, son, and you’re the future of the Diablo Boys.”
Javier said goodbye, and seconds later, Tanner heard his bike start up, and then the sound faded as he rode off.
Jefe' returned to the table and the man at his right asked a question.
“Do you think he’ll really do it?”
“Yeah, I do, he did everything else I asked. The little shit wants to be one of us and he knows that this is the only way that happens.”
“That’s one dumb motherfucker,” one of the other men said. “Once we move in there, I’m gonna get real friendly with his sister. The girl is fine, and I bet I can turn her out and have her doing blow jobs for twenty bucks, or maybe I’ll just make her my bitch.”
The other men laughed along with their friend, but the laughter died when Tanner stepped from the closet and shot the man in the back of the head.
He killed a second man by the time the other two reacted. They dived beneath the table while reaching for their guns.
Tanner sent two shots through the tabletop to kill the third man, before Jefe' could clear his weapon, and Tanner told Jefe' that he wanted to see his hands.
As Jefe' raised his hands up, Tanner saw a wet spot spread across the tough guy’s jeans.
“What is Javier supposed to do tonight?”
“You’re... you’re Tanner, aren’t you?”
Tanner fired a bullet that hit Jefe' in the left shoulder.
“Answer my question.”
Jefe' did answer the question, and several more after that, before Tanner left the leader of the Diablo Boys with a bullet in his head. He was tired of playing bodyguard and it felt good to kill.
Killing was something he had always understood.
It was final.
It offered no appeals, no plea-bargaining, and no second chances, and second chances were something that Tanner normally didn’t grant. The gifting of one to Romina’s crazed ex-boyfriend had put him in a bad mood.
He was determined to keep the Reyes family safe, and after learning the truth about Javier, he now knew that the real threat had been coming from within all along, and that Willis must have just been a convenient scapegoat.
Tanner wondered if Javier was a cancer that could be treated, or if he had to be cut out with a knife.
In either event, the Reyes family was in for grief, but at least two of them would still be alive when it was all over, and that was more than could be said for the Parkers.
Tanner strode back to the pickup truck he’d left at the diner, ditched the gun in a dumpster, and drove back towards the ranch, as thoughts of the past filled his mind once more.



CHAPTER 30 - Massacre
The McKay Ranch, September 1997
The big red tractor-trailer came to a halt just past the driveway, and the two ranch hands stationed there, men that McKay had turned into guards, assumed the driver would get out and ask them for directions.
When the driver did approach, he held a Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun with a sound suppressor attached. He emptied the entire thirty-round magazine into the two men and watched as they fell to the ground dead.
With the guards at the entrance eliminated, the man unlatched the rear doors of the truck and swung them open, so that twenty of the forty men aboard could get out and head for the ranch. Each man held his own MP5.
With half of his cargo delivered, the driver got back in the truck and moved along the three miles separating the McKay Ranch from the Parker Ranch. He drove with the rear doors still opened and secured, as the men in the back held on to straps fastened to the wall, as they sat atop crude benches made from wooden planks.
Once there, the driver eased the truck around the police car and slowed to park.
When the men at the rear of the truck spotted the cop inside the cruiser, they opened up on him, shredding both the man and the vehicle with over a hundred rounds.
The silenced guns worked so efficiently that death was delivered in an eerie muffled violence, which sounded something like a hundred people all spitting at once.
If not for the discordant sounds of breaking glass and rending metal accompanied by the officer’s screams, the death and destruction would have seemed surreal.
The remaining twenty men disembarked and joined the driver, who was already headed down the Parker’s driveway.
The driver’s name was Martillo, and tonight his cargo was death.
*** 
The four men standing guard on McKay’s porch died before they could ever give voice to warn the other men on the property, but no warning was needed, as bullets shredded everything in sight, and only the dead could have missed the fact that they were under attack.
Martillo’s men spread out and just kept firing, as they reloaded their weapons repeatedly. The attack was so devastating that McKay’s men only got off five shots and caused only one injury.
In less than a minute, the home resembled a cheese grater, as over a thousand rounds perforated the structure, to pass through furniture, inner walls, and people.
By the time Martillo’s men had finished reloading for the fourth time, the baffles inside the sound suppressors began to fail, and the volume of the shots grew much louder.
McKay had stood up behind his desk at the beginning of the assault, and wondered what was causing the screams and odd sounds he was hearing.
Then, several of Martillo’s men reached the side of the home. When their silenced rounds entered McKay’s office, he finally realized that he was under attack.
After a round hit him in the thigh, McKay fell to the floor and was showered by glass, as the large picture window behind him shattered. Although he was wounded, cut, and bleeding, McKay was able to reach up and grab his gun from atop the desk.
He crawled across his office floor amid debris from the splintered walls and shelves and ran smack-dab into two of Martillo’s soldiers in the doorway, and their weapons were aimed at his face.
McKay dropped his puny revolver and begged for his life.
“Don’t shoot! I’ll pay! Oh Lord, don’t shoot, I’ll pay triple, I’ll—”
The two men emptied their guns into McKay, and then one of them spoke into a radio.
The gunfire outside grew sporadic before finally stopping, and after looting the home of anything of value that they could carry, one of the men set the charge.
The bomb he was preparing had been stolen from a military truck and was of an incendiary nature.
It was a bomb designed to burn illegal crops, such as marijuana and opium poppy plants, and could defoliate up to twenty acres. Inside the confines of the McKay ranch house, it would burn everything to ash. 
With the charge set to detonate, the men left the McKay land in the vehicles of the men they had just killed, and headed for the Parker Ranch to join their brothers.
They were an overwhelming force intent on slaughter and revenge, and on this night, they would have both.
The bomb exploded when they were a mile away, and the heat could still be felt.
When they heard the booming sound of a rifle coming from the Parker Ranch at their approach, they looked at each other in amazement that the fight was still going on.
They would later learn that eight of their fellows had perished before their arrival, and that a sixteen-year-old boy had killed them.
Cody Parker was the last man standing, and he was determined to kill them all.
Alas, it was not to be.
***
Tanner was pushing Sheer’s car to its limit as he sped back to the Parker Ranch.
He had a bad feeling in his gut that was increasing with each passing second.
His lone hope was that the presence of a police officer would act as a deterrent, but he knew that it wouldn’t, not if the men attacking were from one of the cartels.
He had called the Stark Police Department and the person that answered assured him that the deputy on site was one of their best and that Sheriff McKay would be given his message as soon as he called in. 
Tanner pounded the dashboard and cursed the incompetence of small-town law-enforcement, and then he cursed the car for not moving faster, even as the logical part of his brain was telling him that nothing was wrong, and that the odds of Martillo attacking the ranch at that very moment were slim.
But Tanner knew, he knew, and he only hoped that he could make it in time.
He thought of Cody, whispered, “Hang on, kid,” and drove down the highway like a madman.
***
While seated together at the kitchen table, the Parkers had just finished eating a late dessert of apple pie when the first shot broke one of the living room windows and shattered the glass front on the grandfather clock, a clock that had been hand-made by Frank’s late father.
The shot was the first, but the next seventeen that followed were separated by less than a second.
Frank Parker had startled at the sound of breaking glass, but as the barrage continued, Cody knew the sound for what it was.
He yelled, “Everybody get down!” and then dived beneath the table, to reach across and pull his sisters from their seats and onto the floor.
The next ten seconds were chaos, as hundreds of rounds entered the house, and did to it what a similar attack had done to the McKay home.
Claire was the first to die, as a bullet struck her in the head, as she was reaching down to free the baby from his high chair. Cody caught her before the body could hit the floor, as his father grabbed the baby.
Frank let out a wail of grief and Cody told him to guard the kids, as he sprinted for his rifle, which he kept in a rack on the rear porch.
“No Cody, stay down!” Frank yelled, but it was too late. The headstrong boy had ahold of his rifle and was headed out the back door.
***
Cody shot two men, rolled, and shot two more, while a round cut across his left arm.
He hadn’t felt the wound, hadn’t felt anything, except the urge to kill everyone who threatened his family.
At the rear of the home was a decorative metal trellis, and he climbed up it as if possessed of wings, with the rifle strapped to his back and spare shells jingling in his pockets.
He made it onto the roof of the wraparound porch, and three more men died in the front yard. The others realized where the shots were coming from, and they sent a barrage of bullets into the corner of the house, where Cody had been firing from.
Cody kicked in the glass of his father’s bedroom window, climbed inside, and before leaving, he reloaded the rifle and removed his father’s .44 magnum from the bedside table.
The sound of the baby’s crying seemed to come from everywhere at once and filled the house, giving speed to Cody’s legs, as he flew down the steps to rejoin his family.
The front door was kicked in as Cody reached the foot of the stairs, and he used his father’s gun to send a .44 slug into the chest of the first man he saw, which caused the man to stumble backwards and knock down the two men behind him.
It gave Cody time to make it into the kitchen, and his breath caught in his throat when he saw that the walls had been shredded by gunfire, then, his heart nearly stopped as he saw that Claire’s body had been joined by that of his sister, Jill. The little girl had taken a shot to the chest and the exit wound left a gaping hole in her back.
“Dad!”
“We’re in the dining room!”
Cody went low through the swinging door that separated the two rooms and found his father beneath the table with his sister, Jessie, and baby James, who was wailing like a banshee.
Frank took his gun from Cody and wiped away tears with his sleeve.
“How many are there, boy?”
Cody spit the words out.
“It’s a goddamn army.”
“That many?”
“I killed seven or eight of them and it was like I didn’t even make a dent.”
Jessie hugged her brother tightly as she sobbed in spasms of grief. Cody wrapped an arm around her and kissed the top of her head.
“They got Jill, Cody,” Jessie moaned.
“I know, baby, and I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.”
The sound of feet crunching over glass came from both the living room and the kitchen. Frank thrust the baby at his daughter and got in front of her, to face towards the living room, as Cody took aim at the doorway to the kitchen.
When the sound of the footsteps ceased, Cody intuitively knew what was about to happen.
“They’re going to shoot through the walls, get—”
His words were drowned out by the chaotic sounds of destruction and death.
Cody heard his father cry out, his sister scream in pain, but it was the abrupt silence of his baby brother that sickened him, and when he turned his head to the right, he saw the obscene wounds, and although they twitched as their bodies shut down, he knew that all three of them were dead. The black grief nearly made him give up, but a scarlet fury made him press on.
He’d been hit in the right leg and the lower back during the barrage, but he dragged himself towards the windows, cutting himself repeatedly as he crawled through broken glass and debris.
When the guns fell silent for reloading, he propped up against the windowsill and flipped over to fall to the ground outside.
Limping, his back on fire, he came across two men bent over near the porch, and they were looking at a device of some kind. It was a second firebomb, and they were getting it ready to use.
Cody shot them both from behind before falling to one knee, as his wounded leg gave out.
As a man ran out the front door, Cody took aim, but he was shot in the chest by Martillo before he could fire. Cody collapsed onto his back with a groan, as the worst pain he ever felt took hold of him, and he realized that he was dying.
Martillo walked over, pressed the tip of the silencer against Cody’s forehead, and said five words.
“You fought like a king.”
An instant later, Martillo pulled the trigger.
***
Martillo had arrived with forty men and left with eight dead and two wounded.
They had killed over a dozen men, destroyed a family, and slaughtered a police officer.
The repercussions of the attacks would, in short time, turn the community of Stark, Texas into little more than a ghost town for over a decade, and scar both the town and the county forever.
And for a young man calling himself Tanner, it would be a turning point, and the greatest failure of his life.  



CHAPTER 31 - Coming clean about being dirty
Tanner had called ahead and told Doc to go to the kitchen and stay there, and that if Javier entered the room, he was to watch him like a hawk.
On his way home, Tanner bought new clothes, ones free of microscopic particles of biker blood and gunshot residue. He changed into them in the dressing room, before discarding his other clothes with the plastic garbage bags he had sat on as he drove the truck.
When he did return to the ranch, he found Javier seated on the porch steps and looking deep in thought.
Were it not for the fact that he was Maria’s son, Tanner would have wasted him with the rest of the Diablo Boys and ended the threat cleanly.
He approached Javier with a scowl and held out his hand.
“Give it to me.”
Javier had been so lost in thought, that he hadn’t realize that Tanner was there.
“What?”
“I said, give it to me.”
Javier’s bronze face turned almost white and he licked his lips several times.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tanner, now get away from me.”
Tanner leaned over and spoke softly.
“If you don’t give me that bottle, I will make you eat it.”
Javier opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and then reached into his pocket and removed the bottle. As he was laying it into Tanner’s palm, he began sobbing.
“I couldn’t do it. Not that, I just couldn’t do it.”
Javier pointed at the plants beside the porch and Tanner saw the yellowish powder that was laying atop the dirt. He then looked inside the bottle and saw that it was empty.
“What were you supposed to do with this?”
“They wanted me to put it in my mother’s wine. Jefe' said that it would be like she went to sleep and never woke up.”
“What was in this bottle?”
“I don’t know, but it came from a bigger bottle that will be planted in Chuck Willis’s office. One of the gang, Georgio, he has a cousin that works on the night cleaning crew at Willis’s company. She was going to plant the evidence and then call in an anonymous tip.”
“So Willis had nothing to do with this?”
“No, but how did you find out about the Diablo Boys?”
“Nevermind that, but you need to talk to your mother, if you don’t, I will. She needs to know what a piece of shit you are.”
Javier straightened his back at that, but then slumped his shoulders in resignation of Tanner’s insult, and the truth it contained. A moment later, he reached out and grabbed Tanner by the arm.
“The Diablo Boys will come here when they find out that I couldn’t do it, they’ll come here and try to kill my mother. You have to do something.”
“Don’t worry about it; I’ll handle it.”
Javier covered his face with his hands, as he began crying again.
“Oh God, I fucked up, I fucked up so bad.”
“What’s going on here?”
It was Maria; she had just opened the front door and froze when she saw Javier crying.
She came down the porch steps with concern lighting her face.
“What’s wrong? Were you two fighting again?”
“No,” Tanner said, “But Javier has something to tell you.”
***
Javier talked to his mother in the living room with Tanner watching, and Tanner was surprised when the boy didn’t attempt to sugarcoat anything.
He had begun hanging around the gang six months earlier. They used him as a gopher to fetch coffee and food, as they hung around their makeshift clubhouse at the old Taco Queen.
The Diablo Boys made mule runs or acted as security for a San Antonio drug lord whenever they were needed, which was seldom, but made more in a day of transporting drugs than most people make in a month.
Javier rode along with them once, and that was when Jefe' learned about the ranch.
“He kept asking me if the ranch would be mine someday. I said yeah, that I guessed that you would leave it to me and Romina.”
Javier paused and looked at his mother with a sad expression.
“A week later, Jefe' started saying how nice it would be if you were out of the way, and that with Romina being underage, I would inherit the ranch alone, or at least be in control of it. He had given it a lot of thought and wanted to place an airstrip on the ranch, so that drug planes could land here and turn it into a distribution center. He wanted you out of the way, and he was going to make it happen one way or another.”
Maria stood and walked about the room for a moment before she came to stand before Javier.
“Why didn’t you go to the police?”
“Jefe' said that if I told anyone it would just be my word against theirs, and that someday soon, Romina would be killed.”
“They wanted you to choose between the two of us?” Maria said.
“Not really, they wanted you dead, but they said that if they weren’t tied to it, that they would let Romina live.”
“And all these ‘accidents’, they were all caused by you, even the knife that nearly killed Mrs. Salgado?”
Javier stood and took his mother’s hands.
“I swear to God I thought that it would just fall out and frighten her, but I guess it flipped when it fell and the blade end hit her first.”
Maria looked stricken. She freed her hands from Javier and settled back on the sofa. After nearly a minute passed, she wiped tears away and spoke to her son, as disappointment showed in her eyes. 
“You’re going to the police and tell them everything.”
“But Mom, they’ll hurt Romina, they will.”
Tanner spoke up.
“No, they won’t. I’ll make sure of it, but your mother is right, you need to go to the police, and you need to do it as soon as possible.”
***
Javier and Maria spoke to the cops, and the next thing Javier knew, he was a suspect in the murders of the Diablo Boys.
Before leaving the gang’s clubhouse, Tanner had used Jefe'’s phone to dial 9-1-1, before placing the phone back in the gang leader’s hand.
After tracing the call, the police dispatched a patrol car to the Taco Queen, found the bodies, and the time of Jefe'’s death was fixed as occurring after the call was made.
Traffic cameras confirmed that Javier was miles away at the time, and a Paraffin test gave the result that his hands were clean of gunshot residue, while no trace of blood was found on his clothing.
He was back at the ranch with his mother that night, and he no longer had to fear the Diablo Boys Biker Gang.
***
Javier joined Tanner on the porch around midnight and sat across from him at the card table.
“How did you learn what was going on?”
“Does it matter?” Tanner said.
Javier was silent for nearly a minute, before saying,
“You killed them, didn’t you? Jefe' and the others, it was you?”
“Goodnight, Javier.”
Javier walked to the door, but before he closed it behind him, two words left his lips.
“Thank you.”
Tanner rose from his seat to patrol one last time before settling down for a full night’s sleep.



CHAPTER 32 - The gift
The Parker Ranch, September 1997, Two days after the massacre
At dawn, Tanner pushed aside the yellow police tape and walked down the driveway that once led to the home of the Parker family.
Where a home had stood, there was just a foundation and the remains of a crumbled red brick chimney. The blaze that destroyed the structure was so intense that some of the bricks had melted.
He had been too late.
Too late to save them,
And so what?
He was a killer wasn’t he? Not a bodyguard, not a cop, not a savior, but a taker of lives,
He would have been truer to himself had he agreed to do the job in the first place, marched over, and massacred the Parker family himself.
It would have been simpler.
It would have been cleaner.
And he wouldn’t have the faces of the dead haunting his dreams as they did now, because they would have been strangers. The faces of the twins, Jill and Jessie, of the woman, Claire, of Frank, and even the baby, the goddamn baby that the bastard calling himself Martillo felt it necessary to kill.
“I let you down, Cody,” Tanner whispered, and then he thought about his mentor and wondered what the old man would have thought of this mess.
The name, Tanner, had been passed down from one assassin to another since the 1920s, but Tanner’s mentor, the 5th Tanner, had held the name the longest, and had given him the honor of bearing it when the old man knew that he was dying.
“But I’m too young,” he had said.
The old man smiled at him from his deathbed and grabbed his hand.
“You’re the one, boy, because you’ve got the gift, that rare combination.”
“What gift?”
“You’re smart and you’re deadly, both are needed, but you’ve got something else. Despite the ice in your veins, there’s also a fire deep in your heart. I’ve known some stone-cold killers who thought they were the baddest thing going, but they were nothing more than killing machines. To be the best, to be a Tanner, that takes heart.”
“But we kill people for a living, how much heart does that take?”
The old man smiled again, even as his eyes began to close from exhaustion, exhaustion caused by the disease that was killing him.
“There will come a day when you’ll either have to follow your heart or your head, and you’ll choose your heart and risk everything for a cause. Not money, but a cause, a just cause, mere killers run from insurmountable odds, but Tanners, we overcome them.”
“Because we’re the best?”
“No, because we have heart, and where others run from a fight, we win, and that makes us the best.”
Tanner left the Parker Ranch and headed for Mexico.
It was time for Martillo to die.



CHAPTER 33 - Matchmaker, matchmaker
With the ranch safe once more, Tanner no longer had to babysit Romina, who was now riding to and from school with her boyfriend, Chaz Willis, and with it being a Saturday, the two kids were off somewhere with friends.
Tanner was planning to leave the ranch soon, but stayed on a few days longer to regain his strength after being shot. Doc had removed his stitches the night before and declared that the bullet wound was healing nicely.
Things seemed settled at the ranch, and so Tanner was surprised when, while out on a run, he spotted Chuck Willis parked on the side of the road.
The man was staring out at a meadow on the Reyes property, where Maria was riding her horse. His car window was down and when Willis raised his hands and took aim, Tanner ran towards him while reaching for the gun at the small of his back.
However, when he got a good look at what Willis was holding, he relaxed and shook his head in dismay.
“Just ask the woman out already,” Tanner said, and his sudden appearance startled Willis so much that he dropped the camera he was holding.
“Mr. Tanner, um, hello,”
“Do you spy on women often, Willis?”
“No, but I saw her riding and I... Hell Tanner, I like the woman and she’s so beautiful I can barely speak when I’m around her.”
“You’re giving me a lift back to the ranch and then you and Maria are going to talk.”
Willis gave him a pained look.
“The woman hates me.”
Tanner opened the passenger door.
“She doesn’t hate you, and anyway, there’s something she needs to say to you. Now get moving. I want to be there when she returns from her ride.”
***
Doc took the horse’s reins from Maria as she dismounted, and then she walked towards Chuck Willis with her hand extended.
“Mr. Willis, welcome to my ranch.”
Willis appeared startled by her civil greeting. When he took her hand, Maria held him in both of hers and offered an apology for the way she acted at their last meeting.
Tanner suggested that they move things inside, and soon they were having coffee in the living room.
***
“A biker gang?” Willis said.
“Yes and... I’m sad to have to admit it, but my son was responsible for most of what went on, the things I blamed you for, and again, I apologize.”
“Willis has a new offer for you, Maria,” Tanner said.
Maria’s demeanor grew colder, as she stared at Willis.
“I won’t sell at any price.”
“Tell her, Willis,” Tanner said.
“Oh, yes, I no longer want to buy your land, but I would like to lease its use for one month every year, not all of it, just the southern pasture.”
“Why would you want to do that?”
“I’m building on the last of my land, the property that used to be the McKay Ranch, but for the past several years I’ve let the town use it each October for the Fall Fair, and I was hoping that you’d be kind enough to let me lease your land, so that the fair can be held here instead.”
Maria looked thoughtful for a moment before speaking.
“No, I won’t lease it to you, but I will let the town use it for free, and I love the Fall Fair.”
Willis smiled.
“Excellent, the mayor will be happy, and I’ll tell her to give you a call.”
“Mr. Willis?”
“Please, call me Chuck.”
“All right, Chuck, would you like to come by for dinner tonight? Your son will be here, and I think as neighbors that we should get to know each other better.”
Willis said nothing for a moment, but then nodded emphatically.
“I would love to have dinner with you, Mrs. Reyes.”
“Call me, Maria.”
Willis smiled.
“I’ll do that, Maria.”
Tanner stood.
“I’ll leave you two to talk.”
He entered the hallway and found Javier walking towards him.
“What’s up, Javier?”
The kid shrugged. While at the police station, and at Maria’s insistence, he had confessed to staging the accidents around the ranch,
Luckily, for him, none of the employees who had been hurt were pressing charges, but he still faced a charge of criminal mischief.
“My lawyer thinks I’ll be sentenced to three months of community service.”
“I’ll be sure to litter the next time I drive on the highway, so you’ll have something to pick up.”
“Funny, Tanner, but I’ll also be going to school in the fall. Mom said it was either that or join the army.”
“A free college education? Things could be worse.”
“Yeah,”
Javier went into the kitchen, while Tanner headed to the apartment above the barn, where he showered and changed into jeans and a plain white T-shirt.
Afterwards, he settled down to read, but found himself too restless to concentrate. He left the apartment with a sigh, to begin walking towards the graves of the Parker family.



CHAPTER 34 - “I’m Death.”
Matamoros, Mexico, October 1997
Tanner had been in Mexico for over three weeks when he decided to make his move on Martillo.
He had originally planned to kill Martillo at the bar the man owned and frequented on Avenida Marte R. Gómez. He decided against it, after learning through surveillance that the cops Martillo had on the take worked out of a building a block away from the bar.
That meant that he might have to face armed police officers when he made his escape, and the odds could be over a dozen to one and turn him into a cop killer.
Tanner wanted it to be cleaner than that and so he decided to hit Martillo at his villa, which was well guarded, but also secluded.
The two-story home was beautiful, with a large pool, well-tended garden and a six-car garage, where Martillo kept his collection of classic cars, including a 1931 Rolls Royce Phantom.
There was a cobblestone path that circumnavigated the home, with adjacent paths that led to the gate, the garage, and a small structure that housed a backup generator.
The villa sat at the top of a hill that was accessible by one long winding road and the view from the gate shack looked out over it. Any car coming up would be seen from miles away and the trip along the steep switchback road took minutes to complete.
The rear of the compound faced a mile of dense vegetation with thorny plants, followed by a nearly perpendicular drop down to a rock-strewn river. 
The home was surrounded by a wall on all sides, but the security was flawed, because the trees at the rear of the property had been allowed to grow too tall, and their branches hung above the walls.
That was where Tanner perched himself and did surveillance, after climbing up from the river and traversing the prickly field.
By the fifth time he’d made the trip back and forth, and up and down to the villa, he had the route and its intricacies mapped out in his mind, and could climb the cliff and navigate through the field quickly. That would be a huge advantage when it came time to escape, that is, if he lived through the attack.
He spent weeks watching the place off and on, marking down the number of guards, their shifts and the times they patrolled.
Martillo had at least ten men with him almost all the time, but only two of them, his lieutenants, or as he referred to them, his Caballeros, or Knights, lived on the property with him. They had their own rooms, which were the size of many apartments.
The Knights’ schedules predominantly mirrored that of Martillo’s, but one of the men had a woman that he visited in a neighboring town once a week, during her husband’s weekly card game.
His absence meant that, not counting Martillo, there would be nine men to deal with instead of ten when he was gone.
That took place on Saturday night, which was also the night that Martillo would indulge himself with a whore or two. And while their leader was otherwise occupied, the guards seemed much more lax, and Tanner had even seen the gate guard leave his post so that he could bullshit with the other men in the villa.
That left only one of Martillo’s Knights roaming about the home on Saturday night, and as far as Tanner could tell, the man did nothing but work, on what looked like a computer, as he could see the reflection of the screen’s glow on the lens of the man’s glasses.
He surmised that the man handled Martillo’s records and money, while the other Knight was in charge of distribution. If so, it was no wonder he kept them close to him.
With Saturday night deemed to be the best time to strike, Tanner waited patiently for the next one to arrive and when it came, he slipped over the villa’s outer wall like a ghost dressed in black.
He carried a MAC-10 that had belonged to his mentor, the fifth Tanner. It had a two-stage suppressor, shot .45 ACP rounds and was as deadly as the Heckler & Koch MP5’s that Martillo’s men had used to slaughter the Parkers and McKay.
Tanner killed his first man with a silent blast, as the guard rounded the corner of the home. The man’s eyes widened in surprise, but only after the bullets struck, because he had failed to notice Tanner hiding in the shadows.
Because the guards patrolled the grounds in a crisscrossing fashion, Tanner knew he had to kill the guard coming from the other direction, and thanks to his surveillance, he knew that the man would reach his position in just over a minute.
Tanner used some of that time to drag the first man’s body off the cobblestone path, and then moved back into the shadows to wait once more.
The second sentry arrived forty-three seconds later, but they felt closer to forty-three minutes to Tanner, who sent another blast from his gun at the guard as he walked nearer to his position.
Two of the bullets hit the man in the chest, near his heart, while the third round passed beneath his armpit and shattered a window behind him.
The noise of the falling glass sounded like thunder, and Tanner knew that the time for stealth had ended, because a light came on in a window.
The guard who filled in at night after the housekeeper left, looked outside, saw the body on the path, and screamed out that there was an intruder.
Tanner sent six shots at the window and the man’s shouts of alarm ceased.
Not counting Martillo and his knight, there were still five guards left and a call would go out for more to rush to the villa.
Tanner knew from watching the place that this meant he had ten minutes at best before reinforcements showed, a good portion of that time would be spent by the men driving up the winding hill and opening the gates.
Tanner left the shadows, strode across the path, and shot the lock on a side door to pieces. He would enter Martillo’s home the way Martillo invaded the Parkers’ ranch, and he wouldn’t stop killing until either he or Martillo was dead.
***
One more guard died without even knowing it, as Tanner shot the man in the head from behind the door the man had just opened.
The sound of the body hitting the floor was louder than the shot Tanner had fired, and so he doubted that the killing had been overheard.
Up the stairs, a door opened, followed by the appearance of Martillo’s Knight accountant. He was a man of about forty with the trim, long-muscled build of a swimmer, and he was wearing rimless glasses that made his eyes look huge.
The fool had his arms full as he carried his computer and he nearly tripped on the cord as he was rushing down the stairs.
It wasn’t until he reached the landing that he noticed the body. After gasping in surprise, he spotted Tanner and froze like a statue, with only his eyes moving in frantic patterns behind the eyeglasses.
Footsteps came from beyond the open doorway and a man called out the first guard’s name, as he spotted the body lying inside.
After entering, the man looked up at the frozen accountant, and so Tanner used the distraction to cut him down with six shots before reloading.
The fool with the computer made for great bait, and Tanner wouldn’t have minded if he stayed there longer, but the man let out a yell and tried to go back up the flight of stairs he came down.
Tanner held the gun’s long silencer, to use it like a foregrip, as he aimed upward and sent three rounds at the accountant. They passed through the computer and sent the man sliding to the floor, where his face lay buried in a corner.
That left Martillo and three guards to go, as the clock ticked away and reinforcements converged.
Tanner headed up the steps, past the captured Knight, and was running up the second flight of stairs when a spray of gunfire nearly cut him down, as the three remaining guards chased after him.
The hallway of the second floor was wide enough to drive a car down, and there were several doors on either side, with a pair of ornate doors at the hallway’s end, Martillo’s bedroom.
Tanner kicked open one of the doors, entered the dark room in a crouch, and lay on the floor, in the shadows, just beyond the reach of the light spilling in from the hall.
The guards followed behind, and within seconds, they were gathered outside the doorway.
Tanner shielded his gun with his body to avoid any muzzle flash being seen, and fired one shot towards the three windows the room had, hoping to make the guards think he was attempting to escape that way.
It worked, and two of the guards filled the doorway with guns blazing at chest-level towards the opposite wall, where the windows were.
Tanner fired upwards from his position on the floor and the two men grunted and fell backwards, and before the other guard could catch his bearings, Tanner stood and charged the hallway.
He and the guard exchanged two shots before hitting each other.
Tanner’s shot had ripped through the man’s throat, while the guard’s shot had caught him on the right side, just below the Kevlar vest he wore, and he could feel the warm blood leaking onto his hip as he fell to his knees.
He moaned, as the pain was intense, but the shot had only dug a groove in his flesh and had caused no real damage.
He stood and sent more shots into the men at his feet, because two of them, although gravely wounded, were still moving. After reloading, Tanner went to kill Martillo.
***
As he expected, the man was using the woman with him as a shield.
Martillo stood with a machine pistol in his right hand while his left held the woman by her hair. She was a voluptuous beauty still in her teens, and was trembling from fear.
Both of them were naked, and facing the double doors that led to the hallway. Martillo had no idea that Tanner was behind them on the balcony.
After killing the last of the guards, Tanner had climbed out the shattered windows of the room he just left, and inched along the stone border that encircled the home, and which had decorative patterns carved upon its face.
It took him more than two valuable minutes to traverse the thirty feet that separated the room from the balcony, but the stone shelf he inched along was only six inches wide and a misstep would have resulted in a fall, and possibly broken bones, to be followed by death.
Martillo had given up on shouting for his men and was demanding that someone speak to him, while insisting that an agreement could be reach.
He was trying to stall until his fresh troops arrived, but time was something he’d run out of.
Tanner sent an angled shot through the patio doors that struck Martillo in the flesh of his left buttock and the man released the hooker and instinctively felt for the wound.
“Drop the gun or die,” Tanner said in Spanish, and Martillo turned and looked at him with hope in his eyes.
“I’ll drop it, see?” Martillo said, and then he tossed the gun onto the bed.
Tanner shouted for the girl to leave. She gathered up her clothes and fumbled at the locked door while whimpering. Once she had it open, she ran off as fast as she could, down the hall, and past the bodies of the dead guards.
Martillo limped over to lean on the footboard, while gesturing with his head at the fleeing girl.
“That was some good tail; you should have taken a turn.”
Martillo’s mood was light, because he took from the fact that he was still alive that he was going to remain so, but the assumption was false. Tanner’s plans for him did not include his staying alive, but of dying a fitting death.
A glint above the headboard caught Tanner’s eye. He made a huffing sound as he realized what he was looking at.
It was a gold-plated hammer, with the word, Martillo, engraved upon its face in cursive script. It wasn’t a claw hammer, such as the type commonly used, but more like a two-pound sledge with a foot-long handle. Tanner sent a blast from the gun in its direction and shattered the glass case it sat in.
“You like that, eh?” Martillo said.
“I do,” Tanner said. “Now let’s see how you like it.”
He charged at Martillo and smashed the hammer across his face and before the drug lord could spit out his broken teeth, Tanner went to work on the man’s kneecaps.
By the time Tanner had finished, Martillo had two broken knees, and elbows to match.
The Hammer had been hammered, and judging by the moans coming from him, he had not enjoyed it.
Tanner got down on one knee and spoke to Martillo.
“I left you alive so that you could enjoy the rest of the show. I’m going to burn this place down around you.”
Martillo gazed up at Tanner with eyes full of hate, as he mumbled out words past bloody, jagged stumps that used to be teeth, set in a jaw that canted to the left.
“Who... are... you?”
“I’m death,” Tanner said, and then he rushed from the room as Martillo struggled in vain to stand, or even crawl.
***
Tanner rocketed down the stairs, and it wasn’t until he reached the bottom that he realized the body of the accountant wasn’t on the landing.
He went back up and saw that the damaged computer was sitting in a puddle of blood, but that the man himself had escaped.
There was no time to search for him and he was of little consequence, so Tanner went about applying the finishing touches.
Before gathering the materials he needed, he took in the view of the twisting road that led to the villa. He saw the headlights of three cars. Two of the cars were at the bottom and still a few minutes away, while the first one was farther along and would arrive sooner, but still had to deal with rolling back the locked gates and gaining entrance.
Tanner was intending to head towards a shed on the side of the house, where he knew the groundskeeper kept gasoline for the lawnmower, but as soon as he stepped out onto the patio, he saw something just as good by the red brick grill.
A minute later, he had squirted a liter of lighter fluid throughout the house and up the stairs.
After setting a rolled newspaper on fire, he heard the squeal of brakes, followed by the sound of car doors opening and closing outside.
He waited until the first of the fresh guards stepped through the doorway, and when a man appeared holding an assault rifle, he dropped the flaming newspaper, which set the home ablaze, and drove the man back outside with his pant leg on fire.
Tanner ran back to the bedroom, where Martillo still lay moaning on the floor. He then emptied the last few drops of the lighter fluid onto the bed and set it aflame.
“Burn in hell, Martillo!”
Martillo wasn’t listening; his gaze was concentrated upon the flaming bed and the smoke filling the room.
Tanner turned his back on him, sprinted onto the balcony, and leapt out into the night, to fall into the pool below.
When he arose from beneath the water, he found the air thick with smoke, as flames lit the villa with an eerie glow.
Tanner made it to the back wall, scrambled over it with some difficulty, thanks to the wound on his side, and disappeared into the night, only pausing once to look back at the glow of flames caused by his handiwork.
He whispered, “That was for you, Cody,” and then he faded like a shadow at dawn.



CHAPTER 35 - “Say my name.”
At the Reyes Ranch, Tonya joined Tanner at the small cemetery that held the remains of the Parkers.
Tonya was wearing a blue dress, and her tanned legs were shapely, while just a touch of cleavage showed up top.
“I come here at least once a year, usually on the twins’ birthday, and I still miss Jill and Jessie very much.”
Tanner turned and looked at her, saw in her eyes that she knew, that she remembered, and felt the strange sense of relief that the kinship of that knowledge gave him.
“You three were more like sisters than friends,” he said.
Tonya took his hand.
“I remembered you the first time I saw you, but it had been a lot of years and, for obvious reasons, my mind rejected the feelings and thoughts I had. I spent the last few days trying to recall the name of the man who had been staying here at the time of the murders, and I finally did last night. His name was Tanner.”
“Yes.”
Tonya pointed down at the grave before them, the grave of Cody Parker, and then she turned and took his face in her hands.
“How is it possible that you’re standing here?”
“It was Tanner, the other Tanner, he saved me.”
“And you’re really, you’re...”
“Say it.”
“You’re Cody Parker.”
Tanner nodded.
“Yes, I’m Cody Parker.”



CHAPTER 36 - Apprentice
The Parker Ranch, Stark, Texas, September 1997
Cody was shot in the chest by Martillo before he could fire again and he collapsed onto his back with a groan, and realized that he was dying.
Martillo walked over, pressed the tip of the silencer against Cody’s forehead, and said five words.
“You fought like a king.”
An instant later, Martillo pulled the trigger, but the shot went into the dirt beside Cody’s head, as Martillo was tackled to the ground by the boy, Pablo.
The Mexican teen was crying and screaming in outrage, as he clawed at Martillo’s throat.
He had lied to the Parkers when he told them that his parents had been killed while on his father’s fishing boat. His father hadn’t been a fisherman, but a farmer, and when his father refused to grow poppies for the local drug lord, instead of the food the village desperately needed to survive, the man had him and his entire family murdered by men much like the ones who were killing the Parkers.
Only Pablo escaped the slaughter, and seeing it happen again had driven him mad with rage.
A single shot could be heard, partly muffled by a failing sound suppressor, but clearly audible, and Pablo arched his back with a face set in a rictus of pain, before sliding off Martillo to lay in the dirt.
Martillo rose up in a fury and emptied the rest of his weapon into the dying boy, reloaded, and then emptied it again, before kicking what was left of the body.
Martillo turned from Pablo’s mutilated corpse and shouted for his men to set the timer on the bomb, while running a hand over his thick throat, and the bloody gouges left there by Pablo’s hands.
“Vámonos!”
Martillo and his men dragged off their dead and wounded confederates, while leaving behind a nightmare of death, and yet, there was one survivor in the midst of the massacre.
A boy named Cody Parker, mortally wounded, and too weakened by his wounds to move, yet alive, alive.
***
Tanner nearly ran head-on into the departing tractor-trailer, as he made the final turn before reaching the Parker Ranch.
He skidded onto the shoulder, trampled sagebrush with his rear tires, and drove past the bullet-riddled police car with the dead deputy inside. He reached the other end of the driveway just as the bomb exploded and set the home ablaze.
“No!”
After leaving the highway, he had seen the glow of the fire at the McKay Ranch and knew that he had been right, and that Martillo was on the hunt for revenge that night.
Tanner skidded the car to a stop beside the porch, saw the savage flames emerging through the front door, and realized that anyone inside the house was gone.
He then turned and looked out at the yard, where over a thousand shell casings glistened in the firelight like gold, and he knew that Martillo had truly sent an army to the ranch. 
That’s when he spotted Cody lying in the dirt.
Tanner moved the car beside him, stepped out of it, and felt as if he were inside a blast furnace, as hot air, smoke, and ash swirled about him.
He almost tripped over Pablo on his way to Cody, and saw what over four dozen rounds could do to a body. Pablo’s head was a bloody pulp with limbs shredded by multiple close-range wounds.
“Cody?”
There was no response and Tanner nearly thought the boy to be dead, but when he rested a hand on his chest, below the vicious wound, he felt movement.
“Hold on, Cody, hold on!”
Tanner lifted Cody and placed him across the rear seat, sighed in despair at the flaming house, and after a second of hesitation, he plucked Cody’s old Remington from the ground and placed it beside him.
He had gone barely fifty feet on his way towards the driveway when the explosion occurred, as the flames found the gas line. The blast caused the rear of the home to collapse, while the burning roof of the front porch tumbled into the yard to land atop the body of Pablo, crushing what was left of it, while acting as his funeral pyre.
The force of the explosion lifted the driver’s side of the car, but when the wheels touched ground again, Tanner raced out the driveway and away.
A mile later, When he spotted a phone in front of a closed gas station, he pulled over and made a call.
“I need to speak to Mr. Mastriani.”
“Who’s calling?” said a gruff voice.
“Tell him it’s Tanner.”
Two minutes later, a smooth male voice came on the line.
“Tanner, how are you, kid?”
“I need help. I have a wounded bird that needs mending.”
“I see, but you do understand that the vet doesn’t come cheaply?”
“I do, and the next time there’s a mess I’ll clean-up for free.”
A pause and then the voice spoke again.
“Two messes, agreed?”
Tanner closed his eyes; the bastard was going to milk him.
“Agreed,”
“And one more thing,”
“Yes?”
“Carlo’s boy, the one who wants to do what you do, do you know the one I mean?”
“I do, but what about him?”
“He tags along on the next clean-up; I believe he’s done that once before, no?”
“Yes, I took him along as a favor to Carlo and I’ll do it again, but this bird is very fragile, so I’ll need the vet right away.”
“He’ll be waiting for you; you know the place, right?”
“I do, and thank you, Mr. Mastriani.”
“My pleasure, Tanner, and good luck with your wounded bird.”
Tanner returned to the car and found that Cody was still breathing and still unconscious. He drove on, headed towards help, and thought about the Parkers, the ones beyond saving.
He pounded the steering wheel in anger.
“I should have been there!”
And he would have died; he knew it. The multitude of shell casings had told the tale of the force arrayed against the home. One more gun would have made little difference.
After glancing into the back seat at the boy he had come to care for, Tanner vowed that he would save him.
***
Cody awoke late the next day.
He was in the basement of a bordello where the San Antonio mob kept an illegal clinic. The space was also used on rare occasions to torture, as the room was soundproof.
Cody was still too weak to even sit up, but the doctor, a thoracic surgeon with an out of control gambling habit, assured him that he would make a full recovery, but that it would take time.
Tanner sat by his bed, as Cody relayed the details of Martillo’s attack, ending with Pablo’s brave attempt to save him.
“He did save you,” Tanner said. “If not for him, you wouldn’t be here.”
Tanner held up a newspaper, whose headline declared that the Parker family had been slain, Cody included.
“They think I’m dead?”
“It’s Pablo. He’s been misidentified as being you. I’m not surprised, between the bullets and the flames, there couldn’t have been much left for an autopsy, and it’s a logical assumption.”
Cody closed his eyes and Tanner thought he had drifted off to sleep, but then the boy spoke.
“If I come forward, they won’t let me live, will they?”
“No, the cartel never forgets and they know that you killed several of their men.”
“What if when I’m better, what if then I kill this guy Martillo?”
“Then, they would want you for that. Cody Parker is on their radar, or he was, but now they think he’s dead.”
“And I have to stay dead?”
“It’s the only way to stay safe.”
“I don’t want to stay safe. I want revenge.”
The heart monitor attached to Cody began to beep loudly, and Tanner laid a hand on his shoulder.
“Just get better, that’s all you have to do.”
“And then what? Contact the cops and enter Witness Protection?”
Tanner shook his head.
“If I thought that was safe, you’d be in a real hospital right now, but with the reach the cartel has, I figured it was a fifty-fifty chance that you’d be hit before you ever saw a Fed. You’re a witness to a massacre, one that already has the country up in arms over illegal immigration and the failure of the drug war. If the cartel didn’t kill you, someone in DC might order it done.”
Cody wiped at tears.
“They’re gone, Tanner. Jill, Jessie, my dad, Claire... and the baby, little James, they’re all dead... all dead.”
When the boy’s tears dried, Tanner spoke.
“You’re not alone, Cody, you’ve got me. You know, on the day we found out that Pablo had been hiding in the barn, I told your father that he had done a good thing in taking the boy in and feeding him, giving him a job, a chance. Frank said that he prayed that someone would return the favor if one of his children was left all alone. I know I’m not much and I’m hardly a father figure, but I’ll look out for you if you’d let me, I think we both know that I owe you at least that much.”
“You don’t owe me a thing, Tanner. If you had been there, nothing would have changed, there were just too many of them.”
“Still, what do you say to my offer?”
“Yes, but I want to learn to do what you do. I want to become the best there is at killing, and then someday it won’t matter how many they send, because I’ll just kill them all.”
“It’s a tough life, a lonely life.”
Eyes that had been filled with tears turned to stone before Tanner’s gaze, and he realized that the tough boy’s soul had just hardened a little more.
“I’ve got nothing left, and any life I live will be less than the one I lost.”
“True,” Tanner said.
He stayed with Cody until the boy drifted off to sleep, and after leaving him a note, he left to prepare for his trip to Mexico, to kill Martillo.



CHAPTER 37 - It’s good to be home
Tonya gazed down at the grave of Cody Parker.
“So Pablo is in your grave?”
“Yes, and a few weeks later, Tanner and I left the area.”
“And you took his name, and now you do what he did, you guard people?”
Knowing that the truth would only upset Tonya and spawn more questions, so Tanner just nodded his head in answer.
“I see, but why take his name?”
“It’s a tradition, one passed down from mentor to apprentice. He was the sixth Tanner and I’m the seventh.”
“Would the cartel still harm you after all this time?”
“I’m not sure, but I’ve also no reason to step forward.”
“Why did you come back now?”
“Circumstances placed me in the area and curiosity brought me back here. When I learned that there was trouble again, I stayed.”
“You were afraid that history would repeat itself, weren’t you?”
“Yes, and I was going to make certain the Reyes family stayed safe.”
“Which they are thanks to you, does that mean you’ll be leaving soon?”
“I leave tomorrow morning.”
“So soon?”
“I have business in New York City that I need to see to, a certain debt to repay.”
“And will you ever come back?”
Tanner opened his mouth to say no, but equivocated instead.
“Who’s to say?”
*** 
They left the graveyard, and were walking across a sunlit meadow towards the house, when Tonya stopped and grabbed Tanner by the arm.
“The wound to your chest... can I see it?”
Tanner removed his T-shirt and Tonya studied the scar, then, she noticed the fresh one below his left collarbone.
“This one looks new, was it as bad as the other one?”
“No.”
She moved closer.
“Let me kiss it and make it better.”
Her lips brushed against the scar, then moved up to find his, and within seconds, they were lying atop the grass and kissing passionately.
Tanner slipped a hand beneath the dress and soon Tonya was moaning with pleasure, as her own hands went to work on his jeans.
They made love atop the meadow, upon the land his family once owned, in the place where he was born and where he was believed to have died.
Tonya the woman was fulfilling a fantasy that Tonya the girl could have scarcely imagined, as the boy of her dreams, Cody Parker, made love to her, and she wanted nothing more from him than to have this memory, and to take joy from the fact that he was alive.
“Ooohh, Cody.”
Tonya was straddling him, riding him, and Tanner reached up and caressed her cheek.
“Call me Tanner.”
“Yes,” she whispered, “Our little secret.”
Tanner smiled.
“But not the only one,”
“Trey can have me forever, but right now, I’m all yours.”
“Tonya.”
“Yes?”
Tanner ran his hands over her breasts.
“It’s good to be home.”
Tonya laughed, and it was followed by a whoop of joy, as Tanner flipped her onto her back, and the two of them became reacquainted.



CHAPTER 38 - Lost and found
Romina hugged Tanner so tightly that the ribs he thought were fully healed began to ache again. He reciprocated and embraced her with genuine affection.
They were outside the ranch house with Maria, Javier, and Doc, as Tanner prepared to leave in a rented car.
Romina wiped at tears.
“I’m going to miss you, Tanner.”
“I’ll miss you too, and remember what I said.”
“I will.”
Earlier, Tanner had given Romina a slip of paper with a phone number on it, along with a PO Box number, and told her that she was to call or write if she ever needed to contact him.
“A man named Tim will answer, or else leave a message and Tim will contact me. Now, that number doesn’t have to be used only for emergencies, but I also don’t want to gossip about the latest boy band.”
Romina had looked down at the paper in her hand.
“Who else has this number?”
“Only you,”
That made her grin, and she gave Tanner a peck on the lips.
She kissed him once more now, as tears fell from her eyes, and Tanner felt something for her that he had only felt for his sisters, and thought he would never feel again. It was a familial protectiveness, and despite the strangeness of it after so many years of absence, he liked the feeling.
Maria hugged him as she thanked him, and told him that he would always be welcome in her home.
“That means more than you know, Maria, thank you.”
Javier stepped forward with an offered hand. Tanner shook it while locking eyes with him.
“You don’t have to worry about me, dude, I’ll be cool.”
“Or else,” Tanner said, and Javier swallowed hard, released his hand, and took a step backwards, as Doc moved forward and pointed at the car.
“You’re leaving in better style than when you arrived.”
“You’re also doing better; and you’ve found that place to settle down that you were looking for.”
“That I did, but what about you, are you ever going to find a home?”
Tanner looked at the Reyes’ house, which occupied the very spot of the home he grew up in, and for just a moment, he could see it again, along with the people who had lived within it, including his long-dead mother.
“For now, I’m sustained by memories.”
A minute later and he was driving away with a sense of something lost, as well as a feeling of something gained, perhaps even reclaimed.



CHAPTER 39 - Shades of the future
The Parker Ranch, Stark, Texas, November 1997
On what would have been his seventeenth birthday, Cody Parker was given documents that gave him a new identity, and raised his age to nineteen.
He was now Xavier Zane. It was the first of many false identities he would use over the years, and the one he would be known by as he pursued his apprenticeship with Tanner.
He and Tanner stepped out of the car, the one taken from Jack Sheer, and both of them stood before the rubble that was all that remained of his home.
There were dead flowers everywhere, along with teddy bears left as remembrance for baby James. The community had held a memorial service for the Parkers weeks earlier, but now the wilted petals drifted in the breeze like withered memories, and the teddy bears, once bright with color, were faded from exposure to the sun, and streaked with sand and grime.
Cody just stood there in the light of a new day, as he thought about all he had lost. Taking his cue from the boy, Tanner remained silent as well.
After several minutes passed, Cody wiped at his eyes and then turned to Tanner.
“I’m ready to go.”
They picked up their bags and walked past Sheer’s car, abandoning it, as they would be using another vehicle, which was to be delivered to them by a young man.
It was part of the deal Tanner made with Mr. Mastriani, to let someone tag along to see how he worked. And so Tanner temporarily had two apprentices, and as he walked out to the road, he saw that the other one had arrived on time. A good sign,
What was also a good sign was that the kid had moved into the back seat after parking the car, knowing that Tanner would want to take the wheel.
One of Mr. Mastriani’s men in Dallas was skimming off the take and Tanner was going to make sure that it stopped, permanently.
After stowing their bags in the trunk, Tanner introduced the two teens.
“Xavier, say hello to Romeo.”
Cody looked into the back seat and saw a boy who was a little older than he was. He had spiked blond hair, mirrored sunglasses, and several tattoos on each arm.
“Hi, Romeo.”
“Hey dude, I’m glad you’re coming along, because Tanner is boring as shit, but he sure can shoot.”
“That he can,” Cody said, as he climbed into the passenger seat.
As they began the drive, Tanner loaded a CD. The compact disc didn’t hold music, but rather a language course to learn German.
Romeo groaned.
“Oh, not that shit again, hey Xavier, do you believe this dude? And that shit works too, Tanner speaks like three languages or something.”
“Four,” Tanner said. “And it wouldn’t hurt you to learn something.”
“Screw that shit, I got my Walkman and I’m gonna listen to some tunes.”
Cody looked into the back seat and saw Romeo with the headphones on. He was bopping in place to a tune that only he could hear.
The language disc seemed interesting, and Cody turned it up a little.
“Do you really speak four languages?”
Tanner nodded.
“I sure do, and it comes in handy sometime.”
They drove along with the CD playing, as they both repeated the new language they were learning. Once the CD played through, Tanner shut it off and the car grew quiet, as Romeo had fallen asleep in the back.
“Tanner.”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you, without you... I don’t know what I’d do.”
“You’ll make it, Cody; you’re as tough as they come.”
And as the town of Stark, Texas fell farther and farther behind him, Cody Parker headed towards his future.



CHAPTER 40 - Rabid bitch
After scouting out the area on foot and watching the house for hours, Tanner felt it safe to drive onto the property.
He was back at the farm in Ridge Creek, Pennsylvania, where he had to check on things and thank someone for helping out.
Edwin “Buck” Seevers opened the door before Tanner could knock, and gestured for him to come inside.
“Tanner, imagined how surprised I was when that guy Tim called and mentioned your name. I thought he was a Vegas cop at first.”
“Thanks for coming. I needed someone to play a part and I immediately thought of you.”
“No problem, and everything went smoothly. I pretended to be the horrified property owner and now the Feds and the State Police have moved on, but keep an eye out for that new police chief, she’s a sharp one.”
***
The interior of the farmhouse had been cleaned of all traces of violence, and a new refrigerator sat where the old one had been.
Instead of placing the farm up for sale again, Madison suggested to Tim that he should donate it to a worthy charity, many of which could put the land and home to good use, and they were in the process of choosing one.
Tanner spoke to Buck as the actor started his rental.
“Where to now, back to LA?”
Buck made a face of disgust.
“I spent years wanting to go there and found out that I hated it. Besides, I’m more of a theater guy. I’m going to New York and try to get a part in an off-Broadway play, and after that, who knows.”
“I wish you luck.”
A sense of sadness came over Buck and he looked up at Tanner and sighed.
“I heard what happened to those kids, Cindy and Billy. It made me sick to my stomach.”
Tanner just nodded in agreement.
“There’s something you should know, Tanner. I ran into a buddy of mine who left Colorado after O’Grady was killed. He said that O’Grady’s daughter is on the warpath to find whoever killed her father. I remember Arianna O’Grady and that’s one mean bitch. Watch your back.”
“Why do you assume that it was me who killed O’Grady?”
Buck smiled.
“I heard it was a professional hit, and for some reason you came to mind.”
“If I ever find myself in Colorado again I’ll be extra careful, but if O’Grady’s daughter wants me dead, she’s going to have to get in line.”
Buck placed the car in gear.
“It’s off to fame and fortune I go.”
Tanner watched the car drive away and then prepared to leave as well.
***
In the back of his mind, Tanner wondered if Sara Blake would still be in Ridge Creek, on the off chance that he would return.
And so when the attack came and she charged at him from the bushes, he was ready.
He shot her in the chest twice, and still she almost managed to reach him.
It was the dog, Madison’s dog, and it was out of its mind with rabies.
Tanner grimaced as he watched the animal die, but knew that he had only put it out of its misery.
It had lost considerable weight during the short time he was gone, and he reasoned that the disease must have taken root since the last time he saw her, or perhaps even earlier.
There were still tools in the barn, and so he wrapped her in a blanket and buried her near the line of trees at the rear of the farmhouse.
Her tombstone was a simple one since the dog had never had a name, and so Tanner marked the spot with a cross made from white fence pickets.
With the grim task completed, he walked to his car, left the farm for the last time, and headed for New York City.
There was another rabid bitch that had to be put down, and her name was Sara Blake. 
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CHAPTER 1 - It begins!
12:14 a.m.
Tanner lay on his stomach atop a Midtown Manhattan roof and sighted in on the back of Sara Blake’s head.
He was over half a mile away from Sara’s apartment and peering through the riflescope of a Barrett 98B sniper rifle, while he lay concealed from sight beneath the base of a large pigeon coop.
It was one of three shooting positions that he had scouted out in the days since his return to New York City, and he had made careful plans for both his assassination of Sara Blake and his escape from the scene, whether he be successful or not.
He had underestimated the woman once and it almost cost him his life, he would not make that mistake again, and was prepared.
Sara was seated on the sofa inside her living room with the drapes drawn shut. However, Tanner had taken note that whenever the central air system cycled on, it did so with an exuberant rush of air, which stirred the drapes and caused them to separate as much as a quarter inch, a quarter inch gap that happened to line up with Sara’s accustomed position on her sofa.
Tanner had been lying inside the shooting blind for over five hours. He was hot; he was sweaty, thirsty, and quite sick of smelling bird shit.
Still, he was waiting for the perfect shot, for that ideal confluence of events when Sara would be seated in the right spot, at the exact moment the central air kicked on, and when the gap between the drapes was at its widest, to allow viewing.
And one more factor needed to be present—confirmation. He wanted to see her profile at the very least, to confirm that he was killing the right woman.
Through the scope, Tanner saw the flutter of the drapes as a gap appeared, through which he could spy Sara’s skull, the dark hair luminescent beneath the ceiling lights inside her apartment.
The head turned just as the gap was closing and Tanner saw the left side of her face.
He fired and the .338 Lapua Magnum Cartridge round left the barrel of the rifle at more than double the speed of sound and entered Sara’s apartment.
However, the window didn’t shatter, despite the wispy spider web of cracks that emanated outward from where the supersonic round entered.
Tanner sighed.
This was one tough woman to kill.
He knew from the failure of the window to shatter that it must be made of ballistic glass, and given that, it meant that the view seen through the material was likely altered to be a distorted one.
Sara Blake wasn’t sitting where she had appeared to be, but rather, up to a foot to the right or the left.
Tanner smiled grudgingly.
The woman was good.
The drapes on the apartment window flew open and, in the light of a setting sun, Tanner saw a man wearing a bulletproof vest place an instrument to the glass directly over the hole his round had made.
He then saw the red beam of a laser, and knew that the device was designed to pinpoint where the shot had originated.
Tanner sighed again.
It was time to move.
He crawled out from under the pigeon coop and used the scope on the rifle to look across at Sara’s building. The man with the laser tracker, an older man with a crooked nose, was speaking into a two-way radio and undoubtedly relaying Tanner’s position to troops in the area.
They would come and take over the building as they attempted to hunt him down. That meant that the guard in the lobby would be knocked out, killed, or detained, and that Tanner would have to leave by the alley exit.
That was fine, because he had planned for such a contingency.
How many and of what breed were the troops, Tanner didn’t know, but he had decided ahead of time to use non-lethal force to aid in his escape.
The men coming for him could be paid mercenaries, but might as easily be cops or Feds. In any event, they were coming, and from what Tanner now knew of Sara Blake, he expected the woman to send an army after him.
Let them come, Tanner thought. He was ready.
Tanner was dressed in lightweight body armor and carried two Glocks with magazines packed with rubber bullets.
The bullets were ones that he had fashioned himself and each round held two spheres of hard rubber. The rounds would sting and, at their worst, break a bone, but anyone struck by them should live.
Tanner had no desire to kill a cop and if his adversaries were mercenaries instead, he also didn’t want to kill them and give birth to an official investigation.
His goal was to escape, so that he could make another attempt at Sara, who was the true threat to him, and who he was impressed by, despite the risk she represented.
Tanner entered the stairway that led down from the roof and paused to secure a helmet on his head. It too was armored, although a round of any significance would pierce it with scant difficulty.
Over the body armor, Tanner wore a harness, such as the type used by mountain climbers, and as he headed down the stairs with a gun held in his right hand, there was a length of climbing rope draped over one shoulder. He also wore a tactical belt that had large pouches located at its sides.
Tanner proceeded down while moving swiftly, but paused at every other landing to listen.
When he was on the 17th floor of the 40-story building he heard the sound of footsteps slapping against the concrete stairs, as what sounded like a dozen men came running up the steps.
Tanner peeked over the railing and saw that his count had been off. There were sixteen of them, all armed and they were advancing in four groups of four, while leaving a gap of half a flight of stairs between them.
As they drew closer, Tanner saw that there were no insignias on their clothes and only a few bulletproof vests, and so he surmised that they were mercenaries.
That meant that Sara hadn’t gone to the authorities. Tanner knew then that she wanted him dead, not captured, and if captured, he would be tortured.
The sound of running feet came from above as well, as more men entered the stairwell from an upper floor, after riding the elevator to the top. From the sound of them, their force was as great as the men advancing from below.
Tanner smiled. It seemed that Sara wasn’t underestimating him either.
When he was ready, Tanner removed an item from a side pants pocket.
It was a remote control detonator.
As both groups of men closed in on his position, Tanner flipped down and activated the night vision optics attached to the helmet, pressed down on a button, and inside the electrical control box that operated the building’s lights, a small charge went off, destroying the circuit breakers and plunging the entire building into darkness.
***
Inside her apartment, Sara cursed as she watched the lights go out in a building three blocks away.
“He was prepared.”
A man walked over to stand beside her. His name was Duke, he had a beefy build, salt & pepper hair cropped short, and a nose made crooked by virtue of having been broken many times.
“They’ll get him, Sara. He’s walked into the trap, literally taken his best shot, and now it’s our turn. I’ve got three dozen trained men over there all loaded for bear. Tanner doesn’t stand a chance.”
The short bark of a laugh came from the sofa, where Johnny Rossetti was drinking a beer.
Duke turned and stared at him.
“Is something funny, Rossetti?”
“Not really, it’s just that Tanner has escaped certain death so many times that I would never count him out, and I’ve already learned the hard way not to attack him.”
Sara walked over and stood before Johnny.
“You’ve just given up? Is that why you wouldn’t add your men to Duke’s?”
Johnny reached out and took her hand.
“Of course I haven’t given up, but I know Tanner now, I thought he was Romeo, but I still know the man, and I’m hoping to find a peaceful solution to this.”
Sara ripped her hand away.
“There won’t be peace until he’s dead.”
Johnny sighed.
“Baby, if you don’t make peace with this man he’ll kill you, and I think you know that.”
This time it was Duke’s turn to laugh.
“My men have Tanner trapped inside that building. The only way he’s coming out of there is feet first.”
Johnny shrugged.
“I sent my best men against him and he went through them like a hot knife through butter, including Lars Gruber. You don’t beat Tanner; you survive him. The man has no weaknesses.”
Johnny’s words stirred something in Sara and she sat beside him on the sofa.
“Didn’t you say that Joe Pullo and Tanner were friends?”
“More like friendly, but what’s your point?”
“What you said was wrong, Tanner must have a weakness, everyone does. Where is Pullo, I want to speak to him?”
“Joe’s busy tonight, but I’m expecting him to call soon, you can talk to him then.”
“All right and maybe it won’t matter. Like Duke said, his mercenaries have Tanner trapped.”
Johnny nodded, but if he had to place a bet, his money would be on Tanner.
***
Inside the stairwell, Duke’s mercenaries were temporarily confused by the sudden darkness, and while there were emergency lights, Tanner had disabled most of them ahead of time.
However, their confusion changed to shock and fear as Tanner opened fire on them.
His guns were not only silenced but also had inhibitors to reduce the muzzle flash of the weapons, and so they had no idea where the shots were coming from.
Tanner pushed through the four groups as his shots caused chaos and was past the sixteen startled men before someone had the sense to turn on a flashlight.
The men were so rattled that Tanner heard them fire on their compatriots, who were converging on them from the upper floors.
“Goddamn it, don’t fire, it’s us,” said a male voice.
Another deep voice answered the first.
“Where’s Tanner?”
“You didn’t get him?”
“No. Shit, he got by us.”
When both sets of men were two flights behind him, Tanner leaned down and secured a hook to one of the gray iron balusters set in the stairway railing.
The hook was attached to the rope he carried and he prepared to lower himself over the side. He would make his way down to the bottom by using the narrow space between the stair banisters.
It would be much faster than walking and would leave the crowd on the stairs far behind.
Tanner went over the railing, while being careful to keep his legs straight and his toes pointed downward. The gap of space between the flights of steps was little more than a foot wide and if he wasn’t careful, he could injure himself on their metal railings.
He had traveled ten floors when the beam from a flashlight found him and someone jerked the rope.
Tanner’s back slammed into the angled edge of the concrete steps and the pain made him gasp. He ignored it, kicked off a railing, and dropped atop the opposite set of stairs, just as the men above began firing.
Bullets ricocheted wildly throughout the stairwell, but only a few made it as far as the floor he was on, the fifth floor, without hitting something on the way down and being deflected harmlessly.
Tanner waited it out by keeping his head down, and only one round hit him on the side of the vest, but lacked force because it was a ricochet that had pinged off the railing.
When the shooting ceased, the sound of boots on stairs resumed, as the persistent and single-minded group came barreling down the steps in pursuit.
Tanner stood and extracted two objects from the pouches on the tactical belt he wore. The objects looked like giant firecrackers, but were black and had no fuse. However, they did have a timer. After pausing to take a guess on just how soon his pursuers would reach his position, he set the timer on one of the objects and tossed it into a corner of the landing above him. The second object he left on the landing of the floor below and timed it to go off seven seconds after the first one.
The objects were homemade bombs, packed with nails, but were non-lethal, in that the nails they were stuffed with were only a quarter of an inch long and the chemical-based charge had been calculated to penetrate, but not deeply embed the objects. Still, anyone in their path upon detonation would wish they were anywhere else.
Tanner’s decision not to kill the men didn’t mean that he had no intention of not hurting them. They needed to know that there was a price for hunting him, and a price usually paid in death would be paid for in pain instead.
Tanner headed downward as the men neared the twin charges. He was on the second floor landing when the first blast went off, and from the sound of the screams, his timing had been perfect.
The first blast caught the men at the rear of the posse as they rounded the staircase, and it shredded the backs of their legs, causing the men to fall down and collide into their comrades in front of them.
One man suffered a broken kneecap, another a broken leg, and three more broke either an arm or a wrist, while the men unlucky enough to be the recipients of the nails each had dozens of puncture wounds in their legs, backs, and buttocks.
“Move, move, move!” one of the men shouted, fearful, and rightfully so, about a second charge going off.
Only two of the men attempted to help their wounded comrades, and they would be rewarded for their good deed by being the only two left unscathed, while the rest of their fellows fled down the stairs, just in time to greet the second blast.
More bones were broken, more legs cut and embedded by nails and one particularly unlucky man lost an eye, but all the men on the stairs shared one trait, they had learned the folly of attacking a man like Tanner. They were also aware that Tanner had chosen to spare them and that the blasts could have been lethal.
Still, they were hired to do a job and, after recovering enough to speak, one of the men who had been leading a team reached a bloody hand into a pocket and took out his radio. He needed to send a warning to the team stationed outside, while praying he wasn’t too late.
They had knocked out the security guard and chained the lobby doors, but left four men at the alley exit. Those four men needed to be warned that Tanner was headed their way.
“Team Golf, be advised, teams Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta, Echo and Foxtrot are down. I repeat, we are down, but subject is active and heading your way. Come in.”
There were a few seconds of static and then a voice spoke.
It was Tanner.
“Teams Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta, Echo and Foxtrot, be advised, team Golf is unconscious and bleeding. Whoever you are, if you come at me again... I’ll kill you all.”
The radio went dead. Tanner had smashed it against the wall and let the broken pieces fall atop the men he had just shot repeatedly with rubber bullets.
They had been waiting for him outside in the alleyway, after having correctly guessed the path he would use to make his departure from the building.
Tanner had aided them in coming to that assumption by leaving obvious signs that the door lock had been tampered with, leading them to assume that he had entered the building that way and would be leaving by the same door.
In actuality, Tanner had entered through the front door with a phony ID that identified him as the tenant of an office on the 37th floor. If he had been trapped inside, he wanted to have a reason for being there, and most cops would have just taken the ID at face value and let him walk.
He had performed many difficult hits over the years and had escaped many traps because he was meticulous in his preparation.
The bulletproof glass at Sara’s apartment had been a surprise, but not completely unexpected, and could have been counterbalanced by using an incendiary round that would have set her apartment ablaze.
Tanner had decided against using one, because he couldn’t be certain of who else would be in the apartment with her, nor if the blaze would spread to engulf and harm her neighbors.
He was a professional killer, not a mindless butcher, and he was confident that in time he would kill Sara Blake, although, he had to admit, the woman was gifted at surviving.
The men in the alley had been waiting for Tanner to emerge, and were ready to blast him as soon as he stepped out the door. Unfortunately, for them, Tanner had placed a cheap cell phone behind the dumpster at their backs before entering the building, and he called it a second before making his exit.
Team Golf were all turned towards the dumpster after the phone went off with a shrill ring and Tanner shot them from behind with the rubber bullets, which, while generally non-lethal, were still devastatingly painful, especially when fired at close quarters.
With the threats handled, Tanner headed for the side street, which was empty of anything other than the occasional passing car.
But, as he stepped from the alleyway after removing his helmet, he nearly shot the man who was waiting there in the face.
The man was holding his hands up at shoulder level, to reveal that they held no weapons.
“I come in peace.”
Tanner sent Joe Pullo a smirk.
“Since when?”
Pullo smiled and gestured back at the building.
“Are they all dead?”
“They’re alive, but they’ll remember this night.”
“You thought they might be cops, huh?”
“I couldn’t be sure, now tell me, why are you here?”
Pullo turned and walked towards his vehicle, a black Hummer.
“We’ll take my ride.”
Tanner nodded and off they went to talk.



CHAPTER 2 - The curse of the human race
As they rode along in the Hummer, Tanner asked Joe Pullo a question.
“How did you find me? I know you weren’t connected to those Mercs back there.”
“Sara Blake sent them after you, but when I saw that building go dark, I knew for sure that was where you were. I was also following them.”
“What do you know about Sara Blake?”
“I know that she wants you dead. I also know that she’s Johnny’s girl.”
“Rossetti and Blake are together?”
“Yeah,”
“That’s not good. I was hoping to mend things between myself and the Giacconi Family, and once I kill his woman, Rossetti is not likely to want to make friends with me.”
Pullo laughed.
“You can say that again, but Johnny already likes you, well actually, he likes Romeo.”
“I see that Blake has been talking.”
“Oh yeah,”
“It’s her or me, Joe. The woman wants me dead and she won’t stop coming.”
“So I hear, and to tell you the truth, I’m amazed that she’s still alive.”
“Don’t underestimate her. I made that mistake and caught a bullet for it.”
“Maybe there’s a way to make peace. That’s why I’m here. Are you willing to listen?”
“Yeah, but let’s talk over coffee.”
***
Inside Sara’s apartment, Duke lowered his phone and spoke through gritted teeth.
“The bastard escaped and he injured most of the men I sent after him while doing it.”
Sara took a deep breath before asking a question.
“How many are dead?”
“None, but one man will lose an eye.”
Johnny stood and took Sara in his arms. The two of them had grown much closer since her return from Ridge Creek, as she had essentially been a prisoner in her own home as she waited for Tanner to strike.
Her life had been put on hold, and she had even resigned from being an active participant in the financial blog and newspaper, Street View, of which she was a part owner.
In truth, her heart had never really been in the financial news business. She had only acquired Street View as a means to an end, and increased her involvement in it at a time when she thought Tanner was dead. That was when her main target of revenge became the former head of The Conglomerate, Frank Richards.
In a greater sense, Sara’s life had been on hold since she found her lover, Brian Ames, murdered, and since that day, all her energies had been directed at exacting revenge on the men who had killed him, and on Tanner in particular.
When Tanner disappeared from sight after their encounter in Pennsylvania, Sara entered a limbo between fear and relief, as she waited to learn if Tanner was dead or alive, and if dead, would his body ever be found?
The days of waiting had been unnerving for Sara. Still, she did what she could to prepare for an eventual attack. On this night, those precautions paid off.
During that time of waiting, she and Johnny lived together, as he was unwilling to leave her side for very long, and the two of them had become more than just lovers.
Johnny brushed a stray hair away from Sara’s face and caressed her cheek.  
“Okay, we tried Duke’s way, now we try mine.”
Sara looked up into his face, searching his eyes.
“You have a plan?”
“I do. My plan is to keep you alive.”
Duke made a sound of derision.
“Would you care to share some details, or do you just hope that Tanner will go away?”
“I’m going to talk to the man. I know him, somewhat, and I think I can get him to listen.”
“How will you get in contact with him?” Sara asked.
“Joe Pullo is working on that right now, but no matter what, baby, I won’t let anything happen to you.”
Duke placed a suit jacket on over the vest he wore.
“I have to go clean up one hell of a mess. Sara, stay safe honey and I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Duke left the apartment and Johnny and Sara settled on a loveseat.
“I’m staying again tonight,” Johnny said. “I don’t want to leave your side until we know the threat is over.”
Sara leaned against him as he wrapped an arm around her.
“I’ll only be safe when Tanner is dead.”
Johnny said nothing, but he hoped that Pullo was able to put his plan in motion.
***
Tanner shed the body armor and tactical belt before following Pullo inside an all-night eatery on Sixth Avenue.
After inhaling the aroma of the food, both men decided to eat, and were enjoying steak and eggs with their coffee while they talked.
“Johnny wants a meet, you, him, and Blake.”
“When and where?”
“At the club, tomorrow at nine a.m.,”
Tanner stared at Pullo.
“Rossetti must think I’m stupid. He’s asking me to pinpoint my whereabouts for Blake.”
“This isn’t a trap. You have my word on that, and while I’m talking to you, Johnny will be talking to Blake.”
“So, she hasn’t agreed to this either?”
“No, and he’s not going to tell her until it’s time for you to show, that way, she can’t plan any double-crosses.”
“Rossetti is willing to take my word that I won’t kill her?”
“No, but I’ll take your word and he’ll take mine, so, what’s it going to be, are you willing to talk?”
Tanner said nothing for a moment, but then nodded.
“I’ll show. I actually don’t want to kill the woman if I don’t have to, but I’ll tell you right now, I’ll have to. She’s obsessed with killing me, no, more than that, she wants to torture me and I don’t think there’s a damn thing in this world she wants more.”
“Because you killed her lover?”
“Yes, he was acting as a rat, giving up info on The Conglomerate, and Richards put out a contract on him.”
Pullo smirked.
“The funny thing is, The Conglomerate is dead, at least here it is, we’re back to being independent, but the European branch is still hanging on. A German guy named Heinz, Bruno Heinz, has taken Richards’ place and he’s as big a bastard as Richards ever was.”
“What makes him a bastard?”
“He wants us back in The Conglomerate and won’t take no for an answer. He even had Sullivan Silva from Chicago whacked and then moved one of his people into his slot, also, he owns the MegaZenith building after his company acquired Richards’ holdings.”
“Does he have people here?”
“That’s the rumor, but if they’re here, they’re lying low.”
“You think there will be a war?”
“Maybe,”
Tanner smiled.
“Good, then it sounds like Rossetti can use me, and it’s time I got back to work.”
“So I can tell him yes, that you’ll show at the club tomorrow?”
“Yeah, I’ll be there.”
“And you won’t kill Blake? I have to have your word on that.”
“I won’t kill her, at least, not until after we’ve had this meeting.”
“Good, then tomorrow at nine it is.”
The two men grew silent as they finished eating their meals, but after taking his last bite and wiping his mouth with a napkin, Tanner leaned back in his chair and stared at Pullo.
“How’s Laurel doing?”
A flash of surprise crossed Pullo’s face, but then his lips curled in a smile.
“I should have figured that you’d know about us.”
“Have you told her that I’m alive?”
“Yes, I told her... it seemed to please her.”
Tanner nodded and grew silent.
Pullo pushed his plate aside and leaned forward.
“Do you want her, Tanner? Are you going after Laurel?”
“No, Joe, she’s much better off with you. Deep down, Laurel wants the straight life, a home, maybe even a kid, and while you’re not a nine-to-five type of guy, you still lead a stable life compared to mine. Plus, I’ll never marry, but you would, wouldn’t you?”
“Yeah, I’d marry Laurel, someday, if she’d have me.”
“Take care of her and I’ll keep my distance.”
“She loves you, you know that?”
“I know.”
“And you?”
Tanner laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“Love, it’s the curse of the human race and makes every man a fool.”
“But not you?”
Tanner sighed.
“Not yet.”



CHAPTER 3 - The other Ms. Blake
In the bedroom of her Manhattan apartment, Sara’s sister, Jennifer, sighed with contentment as she snuggled deeper into Jake Garner’s arms.
The two began dating only a short while ago, after Jennifer saw the news story about Garner’s partner, Michelle Geary, being killed in the line of duty.
Garner had been shaken by his partner’s sudden death, which took place in front of him, and the emotional comfort that Jennifer offered him in the aftermath soon turned to something more.
Jennifer felt guilty at first and fought her feelings, because she thought that her sister might have eyes for Garner, but, after learning that Sara was with Johnny Rossetti, she gave in to her feelings and took Jake to bed.
It was not a decision she regretted, but often wondered if she would.
“Jake?”
Garner kissed her shoulder.
“Yes?”
“Are you sleeping with someone else?”
“What? No, why would you ask that?”
“Sara, she told me about your reputation. Was she exaggerating?”
Garner released her and sat up on the side of the bed. Jennifer moved behind him while standing on her knees.
“Jennifer, you’re the first woman I’ve been with since your sister shot me. I nearly died from my wounds and I had a lot of time to think while I was in the hospital. Sara didn’t exaggerate; I was living like a playboy, but... I want more now.”
“And you wanted to be with Sara, didn’t you?”
Garner turned his head and looked at her.
“I was attracted to your sister, yes, but there was something else there too. In a way, I pity her, because I can understand how much she’s suffered for the loss of her lover, I understand that pain only too well.”
Jennifer pulled back on Jake’s shoulders and bid him to lay down beside her again. He did so and they lay facing each other.
The bedroom was on the twenty-second floor and was lit only by the glow of the city’s lights, casting much of Garner’s face in shadow, but even so, Jennifer saw the pain in his eyes.
“You lost someone special once, didn’t you?”
“Three people, my wife... and my two children, my boy and my girl.”
“Oh my God, what happened?”
“My wife, Wendy, we were children ourselves when we married. We were only eighteen and she was pregnant with my son. Our age didn’t hinder us as it has some young couples. We were so in love that nothing else mattered. We both came from great homes, had supportive parents, and while Wendy raised the baby, I worked six days a week in her father’s factory while going to school at night.”
Garner paused, as thoughts of the past flooded his mind, and Jennifer saw a smile play at his lips.
“Those were good days, weren’t they?” she asked.
“They were the best, even though we had almost no money and lived with my parents. But, the days were full, we were happy and we had plans, you know? We had our future mapped out, and thanks to our parents helping us, we were able to buy a house by the time our daughter was born.”
“You must have still been quite young, no?”
“I was just twenty-two, but I had a wife and two kids and was entering law school. Life was good, full of family, friends, school and work. God, what I wouldn’t give to go back there for just one more day.”
They grew silent for nearly a minute and then Jennifer asked a question in a voice that was barely a whisper.
“What happened to your family, Jake?”
Garner cleared his throat. When he spoke, his voice was tight with emotion.
“Ah, our house, our house was new, a tiny place, but new, and the land developer cleared away trees and built more homes above ours after we’d been living there a year. Those homes had great views, were three times the size of ours, but the land they had been built atop... they never should have been built there.”
Jennifer held her breath, as she began to suspect what was coming.
“I went out to get ice-cream one night, just a quick trip to the store. It had rained hard for a week, the ground had grown soft, there was a mudslide and the homes above ours, they, they, fifteen minutes, I was only gone for fifteen minutes and when I returned... I found my home destroyed and my family crushed to death. The house above ours, it looked like someone had picked it up and dropped it on my home, and they were gone, all dead.”
Jennifer hugged him and felt warm tears wet her shoulder, as Jake sobbed against her. After a few minutes, he regained his composure and spoke.
“I was filled with hate for the developer and the builder. They were brothers, and after that night, they both lost their businesses, the courts awarded me and the other survivors damages which bankrupted them, but I didn’t want their money, I wanted their lives.”
“You, you didn’t...?”
“No, I thought about it constantly, even while I dreamed of becoming an FBI agent, but a year after my family died, one of the brothers committed suicide, while the other died in a drunken bar fight. Still, I understand what your sister is feeling and I can sympathize with wanting revenge, but in the end, it’s yourself that’s murdered, and not the one that wronged you.”
“And all the women that came after, that was your way of not getting close to anyone, wasn’t it?”
“Yes and I was also using sex to kill the pain, but, after the shooting, I knew I wanted more. I’ve even started seeing Dr. Whitaker.”
“She’s the doctor I consulted about Sara. But I thought she only treated depression?”
“She does, and she says that I was using sex as a way to kill the pain of loss, and to stave off depression. And I can’t ever have back what I lost, but I can sure as hell have more than what I’ve got,  and I can start fresh, make a new life.”
Jennifer kissed him.
“Am I a part of that new life?”
Garner smiled.
“The best part, and I never saw it coming.”
Jennifer sighed.
“We have to tell Sara.”
“I know she’ll think that I’m just using you, but I’m not the frivolous playboy she knew. I want a relationship with you; I want to see where this leads.”
“We’ll talk to her soon, maybe even tomorrow.”
“Why so soon?”
“My trip, remember? I have to fly out on Tuesday night and won’t be back for two weeks.”
“I am so going to miss you, couldn’t you send someone else?”
“No, I run the charity and I have to do the negotiations.”
“What’s to negotiate? You’re only going there to help.”
“Guambi is going through a period of political upheaval since their leader died, and there is a faction there that wants nothing to do with the West, and that includes humanitarian aid.”
“It’s a third-world nation, Guambi is, so be careful down there.”
“If they weren’t poor they wouldn’t need our help. That typhoon they had devastated the country. Their people need all the help they can get.”
“I wish I could go with you, but my leave ends in a few days.”
Jennifer hugged him.
“We’re both here now, so let’s make the most of it.”
Garner kissed her.
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For giving me a chance to prove I can be trusted, I can just imagine how dire your sister’s warnings were.”
“Did you ever tell her about what happened to your family?”
“No, you’re the first person I’ve told in years.”
“Then, Sara never really knew you, did she?”
“No, but I know her, and if she doesn’t stop her quest to get revenge, it may destroy her,”
“No more talk of pain and loss,” Jennifer said, and then she and Garner kissed, and the past was placed aside for the needs of the present.



CHAPTER 4 - Meet & Greet
Inside his office at the Cabaret Strip Club, Johnny had just informed Sara about the meeting he had arranged with Tanner.
They were seated on the green sofa that sat to the left side of the door and were the only ones in the club, early on a Saturday morning.
He had told her that Pullo had arranged a truce and that it was safe to leave the apartment. Sara had agreed to do so, only because she had been going stir-crazy after staying inside for so long, but she never thought that she would be coming face-to-face with Tanner.
“He’s coming here?” she said.
“Yes. He’s coming here and the three of us are going to settle things peacefully. Joe said that the man doesn’t want to kill you if he doesn’t have to. Today we’ll make peace and you won’t have to keep looking over your shoulder.”
Sara took out her phone.
“I have a better idea. I’ll have Duke put snipers on the roof across the street. When Tanner shows, he’s dead. What time is the meeting?”
“It’s now, any minute, I told him to come at nine.”
Sara’s mouth dropped open and she put down her phone.
“Are you trying to get me killed?”
“I have Tanner’s word that he won’t hurt you, not during the meeting.”
“His word? Are you serious?”
“Yes. He’s a killer, but when he gives his word, he means it. Joe Pullo vouches for him and that means he can be trusted.”
Sara stared at him in disbelief.
“Johnny, you’re a fool and you’ve just killed us both.”
And as if to punctuate her words, the office door was shredded by gunfire.
***
Ten minutes earlier and a block away, Tanner had spotted the hit team as he did surveillance before the meeting.
His first thought was that Rossetti couldn’t be trusted, but then realized that if Johnny had meant to double-cross him, that he would be using more than four men.
Tanner was watching the men through binoculars from the rooftop of a building that gave him a clear view of the club and both its front and side entrances.
He had seen Johnny and Sara go into the club alone, and then spotted the four men checking their weapons in the rear parking lot of a building that was closed for the weekend.
The men all had machine pistols of some type, and were filling the pockets of their suit jackets with spare magazines.
The club was empty except for Johnny and Sara; Tanner knew it for a fact, because he had broken in earlier and checked the building out for signs of a trap.
He would trust Joe Pullo with his life, but Johnny Rossetti was a different story, and so Tanner felt the need to verify that the meeting was just a meeting.
With the arrival of the four hitters, he wasn’t sure what to think. However, that changed several minutes later, as he watched the men park near the club and separate into two groups of two.
While one team picked the lock and entered quietly through the front door, the other two went to work cutting the padlock on the gate that led to the alley entrance.
That’s when Tanner realized that the hit was on Rossetti. After hesitating, he began his climb off the roof. He crossing the street when the muffled sound of gunfire came from inside the club.
***
“It’s Tanner!” Sara said, even as her ears registered that there were at least two guns firing.
Johnny pressed her down atop the sofa and shielded her with his body, as a barrage of bullets continued to tear the wooden door to pieces.
A temporary lull came, as the men outside the door reloaded. Johnny rolled onto the floor, his weapon in hand, and fired six shots at the men, seriously wounding one, while missing the other, who was partially obscured behind the first man.
The remaining man had just reloaded, and he managed to fire a shot at Johnny, even as Sara joined the battle. After missing several shots, she caught the man with a bullet to the throat that killed him. However, when she looked at Johnny, she saw he had been wounded, was unconscious, and had blood running down his face.
“Johnny!”
The back door to the office was kicked in and Sara turned her head to see two men taking aim at her.
Her gun arm was extended in the other direction, towards the hall, and she knew that she’d never get off a shot before they killed her.
No sooner had that thought passed through her mind when Tanner shot the men from the alley. The men crumpled to the floor, just inside the doorway to the office, each with multiple wounds.
Sara rose up, took aim at the man Johnny had shot, and emptied her last round into his chest, just as the hood was reaching for his gun.
“Hello Blake,” Tanner said and Sara swung her empty gun his way.
Tanner smiled.
“I won’t fall for the empty gun trick twice, and if you try to reload, I’ll kill you.”
“You’ll kill me anyway,”
“No, I’ll honor the agreement I made, now how is Rossetti doing? Is he alive?”
Sara startled, fearing her own death, she had forgotten that Johnny was wounded. She dropped back down beside him and saw that his head was resting in a puddle of blood.
“Oh no, Johnny! Wake up, can you hear me?”
After dragging the dead men farther into the office and out of the doorway, Tanner walked over, and when he gazed down at Johnny, he saw the wound on his scalp.
“He was hit by a bullet. Does he have a pulse?”
Sara checked and a few seconds later, she grinned.
“He’s alive, but he has to get to a doctor.”
Tanner reached down and lifted Johnny, to carry him over his left shoulder, while keeping his gun hand free.
“Where’s your car, Blake?”
Sara stepped over the bodies and followed Tanner into the alley, after closing the busted door as well as she could.
“I’m parked down here,” she said, and felt surreal talking to Tanner, while knowing that he likely wanted her dead as much as she wanted to kill him, but apparently, he had taken seriously his pledge not to harm her, or so it seemed. Still, in her mind, Tanner was scum and scum had no honor.
Tanner followed, moving slowly, while keeping an eye out for more trouble.
They reached the car without incident, and Johnny regained consciousness as Tanner lowered him across the rear seat.
“Christ, my head—Tanner? Tanner, where’s Sara?”
“I’m here, Johnny, I’m safe, but you need to go to the hospital.”
“What happened to the two men?”
“They’re dead, and there were four of them. Tanner killed the other two.”
“Good man, Tanner, and no hospital, take me to the clinic and call Joe. He has to clean up this mess.”
“Am I working for you now, Rossetti?”
Johnny sighed.
“Please, I could use your help, Romeo.”
“It’s Tanner, and lay back and rest, that’s a nasty wound you’ve got there. The bullet nearly split your head open.”
Johnny gave half a nod and passed out again.
Sara started her car, and as Tanner sat beside her in the passenger seat, he took out his phone to call Pullo, but first he gave Sara instructions.
“Head to West 26th and 10th Avenue.”
“There’s a doctor at this clinic?”
“The best and the last thing Rossetti needs is the police and press sniffing around, which is what would happen if he went to a hospital.”
Sara drove out the back end of the alley. After closing the gate, Tanner returned to the car and made contact with Pullo, to fill him in. When he was done, he put the phone away and stared at Sara.
“If you’re going to kill me, Tanner, please wait until after I get Johnny to the doctor.”
“We have a truce, remember? I gave Pullo my word that I wouldn’t harm you, not until I heard what Rossetti had to say.”
Sara made a huffing sound.
“Your word, the word of a killer?”
“The word of a killer who just saved your life back at the club,”
“Why did you do that?”
“For Rossetti, mostly,”
“Mostly?”
“I know you hate me, Blake, but it’s never been mutual. Killing your lover was nothing personal.”
They were stopped at a light, and Sara turned in her seat and slapped him. The sound was loud inside the car and the blow was delivered with force.
Tanner worked his jaw back and forth.
“I don’t know what Rossetti had planned for this meeting, but you’re never going to stop coming for me, are you?”
“If it is the last thing I do in this life, Tanner, I will see you dead.”
Tanner was still holding his gun and he gripped it tightly.
“You’re a fool, Blake, but you do have guts.”
Sara said nothing more; and other then giving directions to the clinic, Tanner remained silent as well.



CHAPTER 5 - There’s a thin line...
Laurel Ivy’s lovely face lit up in a huge grin when she saw Tanner, but a scowl of concern replaced the smile when she spotted the blood running down Johnny’s face.
“This way,” she said, and Tanner helped Johnny along. Rossetti was conscious again, but too dizzy to stand on his own.
As they walked along, Laurel examined Johnny’s injury and then introduced herself to Sara.
Sara took in the shapely, blue-eyed blonde and thought that she looked too young to have much experience as a physician.
“I’m Sara, and are you really a doctor?”
“Yes, although I’ve lost my license to practice.”
“She knows what she’s doing,” Johnny moaned.
Sara looked around the clean and well-supplied medical facility, which was hidden in the rear of a small building that had an antiques store at its front end, while the clinic was separated by soundproof walls.
The building was surrounded by a fence, and there was a sign on it that listed the store’s hours, but in actuality, the store never opened and was just a facade for the illegal clinic at its rear.
There was a nurse working with Laurel, a young Asian woman named Maya, and both she and Laurel were dressed in white smocks.
Had she not known any better, Sara would have thought she was inside a big city emergency room, although the waiting room was smaller, as was the clientele.
After helping Johnny onto a table inside a treatment room, Tanner headed for the door.
“Don’t you dare leave,” Laurel said.
“I’ll be out front. I want to make certain that we weren’t followed before I go.”
“Fine, but we have to talk.”
Tanner sent Laurel a nod and then walked off.
***
Johnny had a concussion. Laurel had treated his wound and her nurse was giving him an injection, in preparation to getting a CAT Scan. While that was being done, Laurel excused herself to speak to Tanner.
Sara followed her into the hall and asked a question.
“Have you known Tanner long?”
“A few years,” Laurel said.
“And are you two close?”
Laurel cocked her head.
“Are you and Tanner dating? Because I got the impression that you were with Johnny.”
“I am with Johnny, but right now I’m asking about Tanner.”
“Tanner and I, we have a history, but it’s over and I’m with Joe Pullo, do you know Joe?”
“Yes, we’ve met recently, but tell me, just how close were you and Tanner?”
Laurel took a step back, and when she spoke again, her slight Southern accent seemed more pronounced.
“I’m not going to answer that, and maybe you should show more concern for Johnny. Now excuse me.”
Laurel went outside and found Tanner leaning against Sara’s car. She walked up to him smiling, but slapped him across the face when she reached him.
“That was for letting me believe you were dead.”
Tanner shook his head in an effort to clear it.
He had been slapped twice in the last hour. Once by a woman that hated him and now by Laurel, who supposedly loved him. The love slap hurt more.
“Knowing I was alive might have put you in danger.”
Laurel wiped at tears.
“It broke my heart when I thought I might never see you again.”
“Does Joe know that?”
“As a matter of fact, he does, he also knows that I love you and he knows that you don’t love me back. That’s right, isn’t it, that you have no feelings for me?”
Tanner sighed.
“Laurel, we had this discussion already, a long time ago.”
Laurel wiped away more tears, took a deep breath, and straightened her shoulders.
“I’m going to stop making a fool of myself.”
“How is Rossetti?”
“He’ll be fine, but I’m giving him a CT scan just to be sure. Now tell me, what’s with that woman, Sara, are you sleeping with her behind Johnny’s back?”
Tanner laughed.
“That is the absolute last woman on the planet that would sleep with me. She despises me and wants me dead.”
“Some say that there’s a thin line between love and hate. I think I know what they mean by that when it comes to you.”
“Joe’s a good man, Laurel. He’ll treat you right.”
Laurel’s gaze grew icy.
“Thank you for that advice about my love life, goodbye Tanner.”
She turned to walk back inside and Tanner felt the impulse to reached out and grab her arm, to pull her back, but he stopped himself.
What else was there to say?
Laurel wanted a relationship and that was something Tanner couldn’t give. He didn’t need emotional complications, and in his experience, love only ended in disaster.
Laurel disappeared inside and Sara stepped from the bathroom to gaze out at Tanner, who was walking away. She had seen the entire scene between Laurel and Tanner, before ducking out of sight, and once again, she wondered if Johnny was wrong about Tanner having no weaknesses.



CHAPTER 6 - Pets or Pests
At the Cabaret Strip Club, Carl the bartender stayed near the front gate to the alley and kept watch in case anyone tried to enter it.
The clean up of the earlier firefight was going on, and Carl was glad to be nowhere near the bodies.
Carl was nervous, and his eyes roamed the street, as he paced in front of the gate while tapping a hand against his thigh.
After pivoting to make a turn back the way he’d just come, he nearly collided into Tanner.
“Oh man, Tanner, please don’t kill me.”
Tanner reached out a hand and held Carl up, as the bartender’s legs had grown weak.
“Relax Carl; I’m not here to cause trouble.”
Carl began breathing again and stood under his own power.
“Christ, how did you sneak up on me?”
“It’s part of my job description, now where’s Joe?”
“He’s in the alley. There was a... thing here this morning.”
“Four things actually and I killed two of them, now let me by.”
Carl opened the gate and Tanner walked in.
“It’s me, Joe, Tanner.”
“Back here!” Pullo called out.
Tanner found Pullo standing near four body bags. When he saw Merle and Earl standing off to the side near a white van, he sent them a nod.
“What’s up, boys?”
The two brothers swallowed hard but said nothing.
Pullo spoke to them.
“Why don’t you two say hello? He’s a friend of yours, isn’t he? Isn’t that right?”
Merle gestured at Tanner.
“He, we, I mean I...”
“Forget it,” Pullo said, and pointed at the bodies. “Load those in the back of the van and then wait inside.”
Merle and Earl shoved the bodies into the van and then slunk inside the club through the back door.
When Sara informed Johnny that Tanner had been masquerading as Romeo, Merle and Earl’s deception became clear.
They knew Tanner, and even if he and his Romeo disguise had fooled them initially, there was no way that the deception continued while they spent time together.
“Romeo” had also been present when Lars Gruber was reportedly killed by Tanner, who later turned out to actually be Jackie Verona, but when it came to killing, Tanner took a backseat to no one.
Pullo knew that Tanner must have killed Gruber and faked his own death by using Verona’s corpse. That was why it was Jackie Verona’s body unearthed with Gruber’s corpse and not Tanner, as had been originally assumed.
With Johnny’s permission, Pullo interrogated the brothers and Merle and Earl cracked immediately, begged forgiveness, and returned the reward money they’d been given.
Johnny let them live, but Pullo wanted them dead for their betrayal, and he was still pushing to be the one to do it.
“Why the hate for the Carter brothers?” Tanner asked.
“They covered for you, Tanner. We were at war with you and they let us believe you were dead. And tell me something, why did you let them live when you knew that they could burn you?”
“I figured if they talked after all the time that had gone by, that they would be in trouble too, and besides, they’re not exactly threatening.”
Pullo shook his head in disgust.
“You and Johnny treat those two like pets, but they’re more like pests.”
“I just came from the clinic, Rossetti will be fine.”
“I know, I called and spoke to Laurel, and yeah, Johnny’s going to be fine, thanks to you.”
“Yeah, but who were the hitters, Conglomerate boys?”
“You guessed it. Bruno Heinz can’t take no for an answer.”
“I could handle that problem for you and Rossetti, but first I need my own pest taken care of.”
“You mean Blake? Don’t worry, things are on hold for now, but Johnny will still want to sit down with you. This thing between you and his girl has to stop.”
“I’m willing, she’s not. The woman is obsessed with me.”
“If you kill her, Johnny will come after you and if you kill him, then, you’ll have to deal with me.”
“That’s a lot of trouble over one woman.”
“Speaking of which, how did things go between you and Laurel?”
“About the same as always,”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning that you have nothing to worry about,”
The club’s head of security appeared in the doorway. His name was Bull and he was about the size of one, with a shaved head and a scar on his left cheek.
When he spotted Tanner, he smiled.
“So Romeo is actually the great Tanner, no wonder he was such a badass.”
“What’s up, Bull?”
Bull gestured towards the van.
“I’ve got to go bury the trash. I hear we have you to thank for some of it?”
“I did my part.”
“Things are a mess, and this shit has to stop. What if the club had been open?”
Pullo slapped Bull on one of his massive shoulders.
“Things will get handled, count on it, and thanks for doing this. Do you want Merle and Earl along to help?”
Bull waved a hand back at the club.
“Let them stay, Johnny may need them later.”
“All right and don’t forget, drive slow.”
“Hell yeah, I drive real slow with four stiffs in the back.”
After the van pulled away, Pullo sent Carl inside and spoke to Tanner in front of the club.
“How do I reach you, Tanner?”
“You don’t, I’ll call you.”
Pullo put out his hand.
“It’s good to be back on the same team.”
Tanner shook the offered hand, but looked doubtful.
“We’ll see what happens with Blake.”
Pullo grinned.
“Are there any women you get along with?”
“I’m off to find that out. See you, Joe.”
***
Inside the club, Merle and Earl sat at the bar nursing beers.
“Did you see the way Pullo looked at us?” Earl said.
Merle nodded.
“He wants us gone and you know what that means.”
“Do you think that’s why Tanner is here?”
Merle laughed.
“Hell, they wouldn’t pay Tanner to kill us, and besides, I think Pullo would want to do it himself.”
“We gotta run, Merle, we stay here and we’re dead.”
“No. We stay, Pullo might want us dead, but he ain’t the boss and Johnny likes us. We just need to wait for things to cool down. If Tanner can make peace after all the guys he whacked, then we should be okay too.”
“Yeah, but they need Tanner with this war startin’ up, and anybody can drive a limo.”
Pullo walked in and glared at them, before moving behind the bar to speak with Carl.
Earl whispered to his brother.
“We should run.”
“No, I’m sick of travelin’ around. I like New York, like the job, and I want to stay.”
“I got a bad feelin’.”
“We stay. We gave back the money, Johnny likes us and it’ll be alright,” Merle said, but if he had to bet on it, he wouldn’t.  



CHAPTER 7 - Reunited
Sophia Verona opened her front door, saw Tanner, and crossed her arms over her chest.
Tanner pointed to his right cheek.
“If you’re planning on slapping me, hit me on this side, the left is getting a little tender.”
“Are you going by Romeo these days, or Tanner?”
“It’s Tanner, now should I stay or go?”
Sophia grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him towards her.
“Get your ass in here.”
***
Sophia snuggled against Tanner as they lay in bed together.
“Did you miss me while you were away?”
“Yes, but it was mostly at night.”
“Bastard, don’t I mean more to you than sex?”
“Of course, you make great coffee too.”
Sophia laughed and then traced a finger over the wound that Sara’s shot had left him with.
“This scar is new.”
“Yes, I was careless.”
She ran a hand through his hair.
“I like you with dark hair. The blond look never went along with those eyes of yours, and the tattoos made you look like a male bimbo.”
Tanner told Sophia about the attempted hit on Johnny Rossetti, and was surprised at the level of concern he saw in her eyes.
“Is Johnny going to be all right?”
“Yes, and I see that pleases you.”
“Yeah, Johnny and I broke up a long time ago, but we’re still friends. It’s why he sent you to protect me last month.”
“Well, Rossetti has a new friend who’s nothing but trouble. Have you met Sara Blake?”
“No, but I heard about her. People aren’t thrilled that he’s dating an ex-Fed, and I’ve even heard a rumor that she’s working undercover.”
“No, she’s an ex-Fed all right; I was there when she shot her partner.”
Sophia’s eyes grew wide with surprise.
“Why did she shoot her partner?”
“He was trying to stop her from getting revenge on me and got shot for his trouble.”
“Damn! What did you do to her?”
“I killed someone she loved. It was just business, but the woman knows how to hate.”
“You’re right, she sounds like nothing but trouble, but, you can’t kill her. If you did, you’d have to kill Johnny too.”
“I might not have a choice. The woman just keeps coming for me and she’s the reason I have this new wound.”
“She shot you?”
“Yeah, I underestimated her.”
Sophia scowled.
“Maybe I should kill her.”
“Rossetti is trying to broker peace. I’m willing; maybe she’ll come around too.”
“Don’t trust the bitch.”
“Don’t worry. I also want you to watch your own back. It sounds like Heinz wants a war, and that makes you a target.”
“Yeah, he’s slid right into Frank Richards’ slot.”
“For the proper fee, I’ll do to him what I did to Richards.”
Sophia kissed him.
“Enough shop talk; we’ve still got catching up to do.”
Tanner’s hand slipped between her thighs.
“I’ll get right on that.”



CHAPTER 8 - Invasion 
Bruno Heinz stared out a window on the sixth and top floor of the Rutherford Hotel on Randall Street, after learning that his hit on Johnny Rossetti failed.
“Are you certain?” Heinz said to his aide, Victor, while speaking in German.
Heinz was sixty, bald, and had a big barrel of a chest, while Victor was much younger, had dark-blond hair, and was stick thin, with glasses.
“Their vehicle was found near Rossetti’s tawdry club and they have not reported in for hours. I think it is safe to assume that they were unsuccessful.”
“But their last report stated that Rossetti only had a woman with him, correct? I find it hard to believe that Rossetti could triumph over a four-man team by himself.”
“So do I, but, there is the rumor that the assassin Tanner is still alive and that it was he who killed Gruber, perhaps he intervened on Rossetti’s behalf.”
Heinz turned from the window. The suite he was in was immaculate, large, and well appointed. However, most of the lower floors of the Rutherford Hotel were, while functional, still under renovation. Only his people were on the premises while the work was put on hold.
“Find Tanner and make him an offer, a generous offer. If he refuses to join us, kill him.”
Victor sighed.
“If he refuses, killing him could prove difficult.”
“I pay you to do difficult things, Victor. Use whatever resources you need, but either recruit Tanner or kill him. Now go earn your money.”
Victor bowed slightly.
“Yes sir.”
After Victor left, Heinz stared out the window again, while thinking.
A few minutes later, he was on the phone with one of his people in Germany, as they spoke over a secure line.
“Send more men, Hans.”
“How many and how soon, sir?”
“A dozen by the end of the day on Monday, New York City time, and you’ll have to hire mercenaries of course, but that way we won’t have to concern ourselves with passports and airport security, as they’ll handle that themselves. I’ll supply the weapons they’ll need on this end.”
Heinz could hear the man on the line take in a deep breath.
“A dozen more? So, it’s war then?”
Heinz smiled.
“It will be more like an invasion.”
“I’ll see that it’s done, and sir?”
“Yes?”
“I’ve located that man you wanted to speak to, Robert Vance. He’s there in the city, shall I set up a meeting, or would you rather have Victor do it?”
“You do it, Victor is handling another matter.”
“Fine, and I’ll call you back with the details of when and where, but I take it that you won’t want him at the hotel?”
“You’re correct; this place needs to remain a secret. Get a time and location from Vance and we’ll discuss things in the limo.”
“Fine, and sir?”
“Yes?”
“Good luck with the war.”
“You have those men here by Monday night and I won’t need luck, now goodbye.”
Heinz put the phone away, and once again, he looked out the window. What he saw was a city ripe for the taking.



CHAPTER 9 - The thug and the stud
The following morning, at Sara’s apartment, Johnny awoke to find her in the kitchen. He was dressed in a robe and had yet to shave.
Sara smiled when she spotted him.
“Good morning, how does your head feel?”
“I still have a slight headache, but the dizziness has passed.”
“Good. Do you want coffee?”
“Yeah and why don’t we take it out on the balcony? I could use some fresh air.”
“The balcony? Have you forgotten about Tanner?”
“We have a temporary truce, Sara, and if the man wanted to kill us, he could have done it yesterday.”
Sara heard the logic in Johnny’s words, and had already risked exposure by going out for a run earlier, because after being stuck in the apartment for days on end, she had ached to get back to her morning jog, but that didn’t mean she trusted Tanner to keep his word.
“He must want something from you, likely money, but I don’t believe him when he says he won’t kill me. He’s just biding his time. Tanner is scum and he’s devoid of honor, I can’t believe you actually trust him, and have you forgotten that he killed your uncle?”
“Of course I haven’t forgotten, but I have made peace with it, and in a strange way, it’s one reason I trust him.”
“I don’t understand what you mean?”
“Richards cancelled the contract on my Uncle Al, but that didn’t change things for Tanner. He had given his word to kill the man and he carried out the hit, despite knowing that it meant he’d become a target himself. When Tanner gives his word, he means it.”
“Bullshit!” Sara said.
Her phone rang. When she checked the caller ID, she saw that it was from her sister.
“Hi Jenny,”
“Good morning, Sara, and I know this is short notice, but could I stop by for a moment. I need to see you.”
“That’s not a very good idea, things are... unsettled in my life right now.”
“I’ll only stay a short while and I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
“What? Jenny no, I—”
“See you soon, Sara.”
The call ended and Sara stared at her phone with a furrowed brow.
“That was odd, but it looks like my sister is on her way here.”
Johnny put down his cup and stood.
“I’ll shave and take a quick shower. I look forward to meeting her.”
“Don’t be surprised if she’s not happy to see us together. You’re not exactly the type of man she would pick for me.”
Johnny kissed her.
“That’s okay; I only care that you want me.”
***
Johnny had just reemerged from the bedroom when the doorbell rang, and both he and Sara were surprised to see that Jake Garner was also visiting.
“What’s going on?” Sara said.
Jennifer took Garner’s hand.
“Jake and I are dating.”
Sara hung her head.
“Come in out of the hall.”
The couple entered and then the four of them glanced about at each other.
Jennifer broke the ice by walking over to Johnny and offering her hand.
“I’m Jennifer Blake, Mr. Rossetti.”
Johnny shook her hand while smiling.
“I can see the resemblance. You’re almost as beautiful as your sister.”
Jennifer smiled, but Johnny saw the look of disapproval in her eyes.
“You’re charming, Mr. Rossetti.”
“For a thug,” Garner said.
“Say what you will about him, Jake, but he doesn’t sleep around behind my back. Can you say that about yourself where my sister is concerned?”
“I’m not sleeping around behind Jennifer’s back. We’ve only been together a short time, but yes, we see each other exclusively.”
“Liar.”
Jennifer went to Garner’s side.
“Be quiet, Sara. You have no right to talk to him like that and our relationship is none of your concern.”
“No? Isn’t that why you’re here? You wanted me to see you two together, didn’t you?”
“We just didn’t want to keep it a secret, and of course I wanted to see you, how have you been?”
“I’m good, Jenny, and I’m actually happy these days now that I’m with Johnny.”
“And... the obsession you had, about that man named Tanner. Have you given up seeking revenge?”
Sara’s face reddened.
“Not revenge, justice! The man killed Brian and he needs to pay.”
Jennifer looked tearful as she took Sara’s hands in her own.
“Your hatred for that man is destroying you. Look at your life. You’ve lost your job with the FBI, you’re filled with hate and—” Jennifer glanced over at Johnny. “You’re with this man, who, well I’ll just say it, he’s a criminal. He’s the type of person that you used to place behind bars, and now you’re sleeping with him? Sara, how could you?”
Sara pointed at Johnny.
“He treats me with nothing but respect, and as I said before, I don’t have to worry about whose bed he’s been in, I bet every time you turn your back, Jake is with another woman.”
“Why? Because I couldn’t possibly be enough for him?”
“I didn’t say that, Jenny.”
“It was implied and I find it insulting towards both of us. Also, considering that you once almost killed him, I would think you would treat Jake better. He’s been nothing but kind to you.”
“I like Jake, but you two do not belong together.”
Jennifer took Garner’s hand.
“We’re leaving.”
Sara rushed over and opened the door.
“Go, but don’t come crying to me when he breaks your heart.”
Jennifer sniffled.
“I thought you’d be happy for me, but you’re not capable of anything but anger these days, are you?”
“Righteous anger, and I’ll be happy when you see Jake for what he is.”
Jennifer stared at Johnny.
“I might say the same thing.”
Jennifer and Garner walked out and Sara shut the door.
Johnny exhaled loudly.
“I’m sorry that didn’t go better, honey, but you can’t be surprised that she doesn’t approve of me.”
“I don’t care if she approves of you, but she should have accepted you for my sake.”
“To be fair, you weren’t very accepting of Mr. Fed there.”
“That’s different, I know Jake. I have no doubt that he’ll cheat on her and break her heart.”
Johnny took her in his arms.
“Thanks for standing up for me. I’m no boy scout, but I like to think I’m not a dirtbag either.”
“You’re not close to being a dirtbag. It’s just the opposite. The thing I find most surprising about you, is how good you really are.”
“I owe that partly to Sam Giacconi. I was just a punk when he took me under his wing and he taught me to be a man.”
“Are you and Pullo still planning to visit Giacconi later?”
“Yes, but not until the late afternoon, he usually seems more lucid then.”
Sara lightly touched the bandage on the left side of Johnny’s head.
“How’s your wound feel?”
“It hurts, but I’m good to go.”
She started unbuttoning his shirt.
“I don’t know. I think we should get you back to bed.”
“Ah, and will you be keeping me company?”
“Oh yes.”
Johnny smiled.
“I’m feeling better already.”



CHAPTER 10 - Just how many former Navy SEALs are there?
Tanner took note when the first carload of men drove by below the speed limit, but thought nothing of it.
However, when the car returned minutes later and parked three houses down, to be joined by a second vehicle full of men, he knew something was up.
He was at Sophia’s house, after spending the night there, and the two of them were seated on her porch reading the Sunday paper.
“Sophia?”
“The two cars?”
“Yeah,” Tanner said, as a smile crossed his lips. Sophia had appeared to be absorbed by what she was reading, but the woman rarely missed a trick. 
“Do you recognize them?”
Sophia shook her head.
“Never saw them before, but there are four men in each of them.”
The rear passenger door of the first car opened and out stepped a thin dapper-looking man with dark-blond hair, who was sporting a pair of stylish eyeglasses that had red-tinted frames.
The man looked over at the porch for a moment before walking over slowly. His hands were extended away from his body, as if he wanted to make it clear that he wasn’t armed.
He looked at Tanner for just a moment, before locking eyes on Sophia. When he spoke, his English carried a strong German accent.
“Excuse me, miss, but are you Sophia Verona?”
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“Excellent, my name is Victor. I am associated with Bruno Heinz. You know this name, yes?”
“Yeah, but I never met him.”
“It is enough that you know of him. It has come to my attention that you may be able to contact a man known simply as, Tanner. If so, please let him know that I would like to speak with him.”
“What do you want to talk to me about?” Tanner said.
Victor looked at him as if seeing him for the first time.
“You are Tanner?”
“I am.”
A smile played at Victor’s lips.
“From your reputation, sir, I would have thought you to be a giant.”
It was Tanner’s turn to smile.
“Let me guess, you read a lot of popular fiction?”
Victor nodded.
“As a matter of fact, I do, in my off hours; I find it relaxing.”
“Uh-huh and the good guys and bad guys are all six-foot-six former Navy SEALs or SAS or Israeli Mossad, with genius IQ’s, arms like tree trunks, and the face of a movie star. In real life, you’ll find people that look like me, average-looking... but no less deadly.”
Victor took a step backwards.
“Yes, as I said, your reputation precedes you.”
Tanner nodded towards the cars.
“You’ve brought seven men with you, but I’ll tell you right now, they won’t be enough.”
“I came here to talk, to make an offer. Mr. Heinz would like to hire you and I can personally attest that he pays well.”
“I’m not interested, no matter the price.”
“Ah, that is unfortunate.”
“How so?”
“I have been instructed to recruit you and I rarely fail at a task.”
“Is that a threat, Victor?”
“No, Tanner, that is a fact. Good day to both of you.”
Victor spun on his heels and walked swiftly back to the cars, where he climbed into the rear passenger seat. Seconds later, both cars drove away.
“Nervy bastard,” Sophia said. “And he’ll be back, count on it.”
“He will be; which means I need to find a new place to stay. There’s no need to drag you into this.”
“I’m already in, and you’re not going anywhere.”
“When they come back...”
“Yeah?”
“I’ll have to kill them all.”
Sophia grinned, as she recalled Victor’s surprise that Tanner wasn’t a giant among men.
“A runt like you, you think you can handle them?”
Tanner brought out the gun he had been holding beneath the newspaper.
“I’ll manage somehow.”



CHAPTER 11- The heir unapparent
Johnny and Pullo were walking towards Sam Giacconi’s room, inside the care facility that housed the aged Mafia Don, when they heard laughter coming from beyond the open doorway.
When they entered, they found Sam Giacconi sitting up in bed and listening with rapt attention to a young man of twenty-two, as the man told him a humorous tale that involved much gesturing and face mugging.
Johnny stared at the kid, thinking that he looked familiar. When he realized who it was, he was shocked by how much he had grown since the last time he had seen him.
The man’s name was Sam Giacconi, called Sammy and he was named after his grandfather.
Sammy had dark hair that he wore past his shoulders, was nearly six-feet tall and athletic-looking, but not thickly built. When he turned his head to take in the new arrivals, his smile lit up the room.
“Uncle Joe and Mr. Rossetti, how’s it going?”
After Johnny greeted Sam, he reached out and shook young Sammy’s hand, while thinking that the kid looked a lot like his grandfather.
“Damn kid, the last time I saw you, you were a foot shorter.”
Sammy grinned.
“That was a while ago, when you and Uncle Joe took me out to the range and taught me to shoot.”
“Do you ever go shooting? If so, we’ll go together sometime,” 
“Oh yeah, I love to shoot, especially rifles.”
Pullo was sitting on the edge of the bed. He pointed at Sammy with a look of pride on his face.
“The kid just graduated from college, Magna something or other, a real brain.”
The elder Giacconi was having a good day, in that he remembered Johnny and Joe. That was not always the case. They enjoyed the visit even more, as Sammy kept them laughing with his stories about life in California, where he went to college, before returning home after graduation to live near his widowed mother.
The three of them left together after Sam drifted off to sleep, and Sammy walked out to the parking lot with them, where he suddenly became serious and asked Johnny a question.
“The rumor is that The Family is going to war soon, is that true?”
Johnny looked surprised by the question, but answered it.
“Yeah, it looks that way, but that’s not something you should be worried about, Sammy.”
“With all due respect, Mr. Rossetti, I disagree. I’m a Giacconi, how could I not be concerned about what happens to the Giacconi Family?”
“Sam kept you out of the business after your father died and I think I’ll do the same. Use that college education, kid, get a straight job, meet a girl, have fun and let me and Joe worry about The Family, okay?”
Sammy, whose face usually wore a smile, now darkened with anger.
“It’s my family too and yeah, my father died when the damn Russian mob tried to take over, and like him, I’m ready to defend what my grandfather built. Don’t dismiss me, Mr. Rossetti; I’m not a boy anymore.”
Johnny sighed.
“Look Sammy, you want in, I get that, but not now, maybe someday.”
“I shouldn’t even have to ask; which one of us is named Giacconi?”
Pullo pointed a warning finger at Sammy.
“This is Don Rossetti, show some respect.”
Sammy looked abashed and lowered his eyes as he spoke to Johnny.
“Sorry Uncle Joe, and I apologize Don Rossetti, I meant no offense.”
“Mr. Rossetti will do, and what courses did you take in college?” Johnny asked.
“I studied business technology.”
“That’s good and I’m sure you can get a straight job with a degree like that.”
“I’m sure I could, but I’d rather use what I know to help The Family, and that doesn’t mean that I expect to start at the top. I’ll start anywhere, I just want in.”
Johnny placed a hand on Sammy’s shoulder and then glanced over at Pullo.
“Is there something he can do?”
“Yeah, but it’s all grunt work, you know, but we do need someone in one of the chop shops, dismantling the cars that come in, that sort of thing. In a year or two we can move him into a supervisory position.”
“Are you good with your hands, kid?”
Sammy grinned.
“That’s what the ladies say.”
Johnny laughed.
“All right then, Joe will call you soon with the details, and welcome aboard.”
Sammy took Johnny’s hand, held it, and then leaned in and spoke in a low voice. 
“I appreciate the opportunity to become a part of The Family, but I want to do more someday, especially if a war breaks out. I know the sort of work my father did, the sort of work Joe did before he became consigliere, and I want you to know, I’m ready to step into my father’s shoes whenever you say so.”
Johnny released Sammy’s hand and stared at the young man, surprised by the request.
Sammy’s father, Joseph Giacconi, who, like Joe, was named after Joe Pullo’s father, had been a mob enforcer reputed to have killed over fifty men.
“Sammy, the day may come when I’ll need to ask you to perform... other duties, but for now, let’s see how you do at the chop shop, okay?”
“I got ya. I just wanted you to know that I’m ready and willing, Mr. Rossetti.”  
Sammy said goodbye to Johnny and Joe. When he drove away in his sports car, both men waved to him from their seats inside the Hummer.
“You think the kid could take his father’s place someday, Joe?”
“Yeah, Sammy is tougher than he looks, and hell, I started much younger than that, but don’t worry; I’ll keep him out of trouble.”
“You know, that kid could be the future of The Family.”
Pullo started the engine.
“It’s the present I’m worried about, Heinz has to be stopped.”
“Yeah, but first we have to deal with Tanner and get him back on our side, we’ll need him.”
“And what about Sara? Will she make peace?”
“I’ll make sure of it,” Johnny said, while wishing he felt as confident as he sounded.



CHAPTER 12 - Weak links
Early evening at the Cabaret Strip Club found Joe Pullo filling in for Johnny, as his boss was still recovering from his head wound.
As Pullo relaxed at the bar and nursed a beer, he kept staring at Merle and Earl, as the brothers sat at the opposite end of the bar.
His staring unnerved them, and they tried not to look back, which made Pullo happy. He didn’t trust the pair and thought that Johnny was foolish not to have them killed, simply as a precaution, if nothing else.
He figured that they must overhear things while driving Johnny around, and unlike Mario, the former chauffeur, Joe believed they couldn’t be trusted.
Mario died rather than betray them. That kind of loyalty was rare.
Joe sighed. Mario had been a friend, and he missed him.
A woman walked in and all eyes turned to look at her.
That she entered the strip club alone was curious enough, but her beauty and obvious grace made the eye linger.
Although it was a Sunday night, she appeared to be dressed for business, but the dark-blue pantsuit she wore did little to hide her curves, and she walked over to the bar while moving like an athlete.
Most would likely categorize her as an African-American, but she was of mixed race and her green eyes canted slightly, while her skin appeared golden, a dark gold that glowed with health.
When she spotted him, Pullo saw a glint of recognition in her eyes and wondered why that was, but as she drew closer, he noticed two things that had escaped him earlier.
One, was that despite being fit, she was somewhere around his age, forty-one, and two, she was acting like the law, as her eyes took in everything around her.
There was a young blonde dancing on stage and the woman stopped and gazed at her for several moments with admiration and interest, causing Pullo to wonder what team she played on.
The woman smiled at Pullo, took the stool on his right, and when Carl the bartender asked her what she would like to drink, she ordered a whiskey sour.
When the drink came, Pullo signaled to Carl that it was on the house.
The woman turned and smiled at him.
“Thank you, sir.”
The voice was deeper than the voice of most women, but nonetheless feminine. Joe found himself eager to hear her speak again.
“You’re welcome, Officer, but tell me, exactly what kind of cop are you?”
The credentials came out and the pulsating lights from the dance platform made the blue and gold badge sparkle.
Pullo read aloud the information on the card.
“Jade Taylor, Special Agent, IRS-Criminal Investigation Division,”
“And you’re Joseph Pullo, a high-ranking member of the Giacconi Crime Family.”
“My name is Joseph Pullo, but I’m just an assistant manager of this bar.”
Jade laughed and the sound was musical to Pullo. Had he not been involved with Laurel, he would have been tempted to find out whether he and Jade Taylor were playing on the same team, Fed or not.
“How many men have you killed Pullo?”
Pullo ignored the question and asked one of his own.
“Are you here about the mileage deductions I took on my Hummer? I assure you they were all legit.”
Jade’s eyes burned into his.
“I’m here because Michelle Geary was a friend of mine, FBI Special Agent Michelle Geary, a woman who was killed by your man, Mario Petrocelli.”
Pullo placed his beer mug on the bar and stared at her.
“You have a vendetta against us and you’re planning on using your IRS muscle to settle the score. Go right ahead, like I said, I’m just an assistant manager and I didn’t even know your friend. What happened with Mario was a tragedy all the way around.”
“Is Johnny Rossetti here?”
“He’s under the weather.”
Jade stood and tossed a business card atop the bar.
“Let Rossetti know that I’m coming for him, and before I’m through, I’ll see both of you behind bars for tax evasion. It’s not the murder charge you deserve, but it will have to do. Goodnight, Mr. Pullo.”
Pullo watched Jade walk out of the bar, and afterwards, his eyes fell on Merle and Earl again.
They were the weakest links in a chain that, if broken, could land him in a jail cell for decades. Had Michelle Geary gone after them instead of Mario, Pullo had no doubt that the brothers would have folded, worn wires, and sold anyone they could down the river to save themselves.
There was war brewing and a Fed was gunning for them as well.
Weak links were either strengthened or replaced, but you didn’t wait until they broke.
Merle and Earl had to go.



CHAPTER 13 - Give him my regards
On Monday morning, Sophia was at the kitchen sink filling the coffee pot with water, when she spotted the girl in her backyard. The girl was seated at her patio table, near the red brick grill.
“Who is that?” Sophia muttered.
She couldn’t see the girl’s face, but from the size and shape of her, Sophia guessed the girl was in her teens, and the way her shoulders shook, Sophia could tell she was crying.
Sophia yawned. She and Tanner had taken turns keeping watch overnight in case Victor returned with the men from the cars. She hadn’t gone to bed until two a.m., when Tanner took over for her.
She could hear him moving around upstairs after getting out of the shower and figured that he would be down shortly.
The girl in the yard let out a sob and Sophia went out her back door to see what was what. She was thinking that it was probably one of the neighbors’ kids who was looking for a place to go after fighting with her parents, or judging by the sobs, after breaking up with a boyfriend.
“Hey honey, what’s wrong?”
The girl peeked over her shoulder at Sophia and she got a glimpse of one blue eye through the strands of blond hair.
She moved closer.
“My name is Sophia. Do you live around here?”
No answer, but when Sophia moved close enough to touch her, the girl turned and Sophia saw the gun.
“Shit!”
“That’s right,” the woman said, and there was the trace of a German accent in her voice.
While petite and slim, a good look at her face told Sophia that the “girl” was at least thirty and before she could move away, the woman had the gun pressed beneath her chin.
“Call Tanner and get him out here.”
Sophia was about to tell the woman what she thought of that idea when Tanner stepped out the back door and headed towards them. He was holding a gun and had it aimed at the woman.
“Shoot me and she dies,” the woman said, while pressing her gun harder into the soft flesh beneath Sophia’s jawline.
“What do you want?” Tanner asked her.
“There’s a phone on the table, see it?”
Tanner picked up the cheap phone that was laying beside an ashtray. 
“There is a number built in, call it, and that asshole Victor will have instructions for you.”
Tanner did as she said, and heard Victor answer the call.
“Ah, good morning Tanner, as you can see, I am a firm believer that sometimes less is more. If I had sent a dozen men to Miss Verona’s home, you might have fled, or given your skills, killed them, but a mere slip of a woman like Gerda has bested you with ease.”
“I asked her and now I’ll ask you, what do you want?”
“I want you, Tanner. You will leave and drive towards the main road, once there, turn right and travel past four traffic lights. You will find me and my men waiting for you in the parking lot of a boarded up building that was once a retail establishment.”
“I know it. It’s one light past the diner.”
“Yes, excellent, now come quickly. If I do not see you in fifteen minutes, I will call Gerda and tell her to kill Miss Verona. Don’t doubt that she will do it. Gerda is not a very nice person.”
“And you’ll also harm Sophia if I don’t agree to work for you, correct?”
“Yes, she will be our guest until you perform a task for us.”
“What task?”
“Johnny Rossetti, he has become a problem, but enough talk, you have fourteen minutes left.”
The call ended and Tanner threw the phone atop the table.
The woman, Gerda, smiled at him.
“You should hurry, Tanner, but know this, when Victor no longer needs you, I will kill you with pleasure.”
“Why?”
“Lars Gruber was my cousin.”
Tanner lowered his gun, while tilting it at an upward angle.
“Tell him Romeo says hello.”
The round hit Gerda in the throat, passed through and destroyed her brainstem.
She was literally dead before hitting the ground.
Sophia staggered and then fell on the grass beside her.
“Jesus! Tanner, that was risky wasn’t it? What if her finger twitched?”
Tanner knelt down beside her. 
“They weren’t going to let either of us live. They just want to use me to kill Rossetti.”
Sophia stood.
“Heinz really wants Johnny dead, but what do we do now?”
Tanner looked around. The yard was surrounded by an eight-foot high wooden privacy fence on three sides, and couldn’t be glimpsed from the street because of an equally high gate. He pointed at the body.
“Can you get rid of her?”
“Yeah, I know people, and don’t worry about the neighbors calling anyone because they heard a shot. My father was as much a hard case as you are. The neighbors know better than to call the cops.”
“Good and I’ll be back soon.”
Tanner was at the gate when Sophia caught up to him.
“You’re going to kill Victor and those men, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
She kissed him, while being careful not to get Gerda’s blood on him.
“I’ll be waiting for you to get back.”
Tanner nodded, opened the gate, and went off to kill eight men.



CHAPTER 14 - Confit?
Reuben Smith hated Mondays.
And to make matters worse, he had the new guy riding along with him.
The boss said the kid was old enough and had just gotten his CDL, his commercial driver’s license, but the thin man named Julian looked like a teenager to Reuben’s fifty-year-old eyes.
Reuben drove a dump truck, one of the huge Caterpillar models, and today he was hauling over twenty tons of gravel to a construction site in Brooklyn.
But first, he had to have his coffee.
After parking the truck in the rear of the diner, he turned to the new guy.
“I’ll be right back, Julian; I’m just running in for a coffee and a cheese Danish. Do you want anything? It’ll be my treat.”
“No thanks, I eat Paleo.”
“You eat what?”
“Paleolithic, it’s a diet.”
“Diet? Kid, my dick weighs more than you.”
“It’s not that kind of—I’m good, but thanks anyway.”
Reuben grunted.
“Alright, I’ll be right back and don’t change my radio station.”
Reuben left the rumbling truck and headed inside, where he was pleased to see that the cute waitress was working the counter. The woman was not only good looking, but also a flirt. He’d never cheat on his wife, but Reuben loved to flirt with the cute ones.
He was smiling at something the waitress was saying, while trying not to get caught looking down the gap in her blouse, when someone tapped him on the shoulder.
It was Julian.
The smile left Reuben’s face immediately.
“What are you doing in here? And please tell me that you have the keys with you.”
“He took it,” Julian said, and at the same moment, Reuben caught the scent of urine wafting off him. He looked down and saw that the kid had wet himself.
“What happened? Are you sick?”
“A man, he had a gun... told me to get out of the truck.”
“What man?”
***
Tanner was going over thirty miles an hour when he rammed the rear of the two cars containing Victor and his men.
Along with the twenty plus tons of gravel the truck held, its own weight and that of its fuel, added twelve more tons to the mix.
The cars were parked in front of an old Blockbuster Video with boarded up windows, and had been facing a cinder block wall full of graffiti.
The force of the impact plowed the rear car into its companion, and the front car rocketed towards the wall and hit it with enough force to push several blocks inward.
The driver of the first car had taken off his seatbelt as he waited, and he and his front passenger went through the windshield and splattered against the wall.
Their heads hit the cement blocks with enough force to shatter their skulls like eggshells, and their brains slid out and down into the weeds.
Tanner kept pushing after impact and soon the front car was half its normal length, as it crumpled in on itself like an accordion, while the tires of the dump truck rolled on top of the rear vehicle and began crushing it.
An arm brandishing a gun jutted out from a side window and pointed the weapon towards Tanner, but the limb was severed as the window frame collapsed.
Four distinct screams could be heard, but they died along with the men who made them as the truck advanced, crushed the passenger compartment, and settled atop the flattened rear car.
***
Tanner exited the truck from the passenger side, while inadvertently stepping on Julian’s brown bag lunch of roasted bone marrow and carrot confit.
Traffic had all but stopped out on the highway, as everyone took in the carnage, but Tanner still had a bit of work to do before fleeing the scene.
He had a hood pulled up and wore the set of sunglasses that Reuben had left on the dash, and so very little of his features showed.
Victor was still alive in the rear seat of the first car, alive, but judging by the way the seat back had him pinned against the splintered dashboard, Tanner knew the man would not survive, and then of course, there was the matter of the fire burning under the car’s hood, a fire that was spreading.
There was another survivor as well, a huge man with a piece of jagged metal through one cheek, which exited out of the top of his head. There was no indication that the big man was in any pain, but his lips moved soundlessly, as his eyes blinked non-stop and he waved bye-bye with one hand.
Tanner reached in with his knife, cut the man’s jugular and ended the show.
“Helfen Sie mir,” Victor gasped out in a weak voice. It was German for “Help me.”
“Wo kann ich Heinz finden?” Tanner said, as he asked for Heinz’s whereabouts.
Victor appeared startled by Tanner’s fluent use of German, and yet, after craning his neck to view the growing fire, he spoke in English.
“Please, Tanner, I do not want to burn to death.”
“You won’t, not if you give me Heinz’s location.”
“I want your word that you won’t leave me to suffer.”
Tanner lowered the sunglasses and locked eyes with Victor.
“You have my word. I won’t let you suffer.”
“Thank you,” Victor said, and then he looked down at himself. “The odd thing is that I feel no pain, but I suppose my spine is severed down below.”
“Heinz, where is he?”
“In the city, at the Hotel Rutherford, on Randall Street,”
Tanner raised his gun.
“Wait! Gerda, is she dead?”
“Yes.”
“Good, I never liked that little bitch.”
Tanner shot Victor twice in the head, and the three men who had parked and left their vehicles to walk towards the crash, turned suddenly and rushed back to their cars.
Tanner took off and reached the rear right corner of the property. A rusted chain-link fence separated the lot from the row of homes behind it, where several residents were just emerging onto their porches to see what all the noise was about.
He had just made it over the fence when a police car sped into the lot. It was followed by a motorcycle cop.
The cop on the Harley spotted Tanner leaving the scene and rode over to the fence.
“Get back here!”
Tanner ignored him and just kept running, but to his surprise, the cop left his bike, tossed off his helmet, and sprang over the fence as if it wasn’t there.
The man was fit, fast, and wore a determined expression.
Tanner sighed inwardly.
The chase was on.



CHAPTER 15 - Rumors of war
Johnny chewed on his lower lip as he studied Jade Taylor’s card.
“This is not what we needed right now.”
He was inside his office at the club, sitting at his desk, and Joe Pullo was seated across from him.
The door that had been shredded by gunfire was gone, but a new one was being installed the next day, while the holes in the walls had already been patched, with new carpet put down.
The desk bore three distinct bullet holes, but Johnny had yet to replace it, while saying that they gave the desk character.
The new door would be set in a steel frame and be made of bullet-resistant glass. Anyone in the office would be able to look out into the hallway, while the other side would be mirrored. A twin of the door would also be replacing the door that led to the alley.
Pullo made a sweeping gesture with his left hand.
“My guess is that she’ll start by auditing the club here; will that be a problem?”
“Not at all, I keep the club clean. I’ve never laundered a penny through it and we follow every law that concerns hiring and firing. You’re right though, she will start here, and so I’ll call the accountants and give them a heads up.”
“After the club, she’ll come for you personally with that forensic accounting voodoo. If you’ve spent a dime more than you’ve declared on your taxes, she’ll nail you for it.”
Johnny chuckled.
“You know what’s funny? I make millions every year, but the only money I spend is what I make here. It’s really all I need. The rest just sits in offshore accounts earning interest under a slew of phony names.”
Pullo shrugged.
“It’s the same with me. Hell, my wild days are behind me. The Hummer is my only luxury and both it and the townhouse are paid from my salary here, along with the two laundromats I own. Still, this IRS Fed will keep digging until she hits oil. That’s why we need to think ahead.”
Johnny tossed the business card onto the desk.
“Think ahead how?”
“The Feds love using snitches, and those two chauffeurs of yours are ripe for the picking. She’ll try to use them the same way Geary tried to turn Mario, because she’ll think that they know more than they do, believing they overheard things while driving you around.”
“So you’re talking about whacking them again? Why do you have such a hard-on for those two; they’re harmless.”
“They’re weak, and the weak are trouble. Look, personally, I can take them or leave them, but they knew that Tanner was alive and said nothing. What if Tanner had still wanted to kill you? You’d have never seen it coming.”
Johnny gazed out the open doorway. At the other end of the hall, he could see Merle and Earl seated at a table and playing cards. The bar wasn’t open for business yet and the boys were just hanging out in case Johnny needed them.
“Let me think about it.”
“Don’t think too long, or Jade Taylor might get her hooks into them, but now tell me, what’s the story with Tanner? Are you still trying to make peace between him and Sara?”
“Yeah, Tanner is coming by later.”
“He called you?”
“No, Sophia called me last night to see how I was doing and Tanner is staying with her. Apparently, those two have a thing going.”
“What time is he coming by?”
“Around six, and Sophia wants to sit in, so you might as well too.”
“Good, but Sara doesn’t know that he’ll be here, does she?”
“No, but she’s meeting me here so that we can go out to dinner together. When she shows, I’ll try to make peace.”
“If she won’t let her vendetta go, things are not going to end well.”
“Maybe, or maybe she’ll kill Tanner.”
“Even if she did, we’d be in trouble. We could use Tanner if a war broke out.”
Johnny grimaced.
“What’s that face for?” Pullo asked.
“Tanner, Sophia said a guy named Victor came to see Tanner yesterday. It looks like Heinz wants to recruit him. What do you think, would Tanner switch sides?”
Pullo laughed.
“Tanner doesn’t have a side. He just kills who he’s paid to kill.”
“Like my uncle?”
“That still burns you, doesn’t it, that he killed Al?”
“Yeah, but my uncle knew the rules just like we all do, and it’s better to have Tanner on your side than against you. So, I’ll just live with it.”
“If your girl would take that attitude we’d all be a lot better off.”
“Sara is intense and she tends to see the world in black and white. She’s already made a major change by being with me. Before we got close, I was just another mobster to her, a bad guy, and to her, Tanner is the worst of the worst.”
“He’s actually the best of the best, which is why we need him on our side, but if things don’t go well at this meeting and he kills Sara, what will you do?”
“I’d kill him, Joe. Sara means a lot to me.”
“You’d lose, and then I would go after him... and as much as I hate to admit it, I’d lose, and then Heinz would just waltz in and take over everything without firing a shot.”
Johnny hung his head.
“Sara has to make peace with Tanner, or... we could double-cross him at this meeting.”
Pullo tensed as he raised an eyebrow.
“I gave him my word, Johnny. If you go that route, count me out of it.”
Johnny waved a hand in the air.
“That was desperation talking. It’s like Sam always says, if you can’t trust a man’s word, he’s not a man.”
Pullo relaxed again and settled back in his seat.
“We’ll get Tanner and Sara together and see what happens, but if I know Tanner, he’s got plans of his own.”
“What’s that mean?”
“We need him and he knows it. If we can’t work things out, there’s always the chance he could go to work for Heinz.”
The phone rang. When Johnny looked at the caller ID, he saw that it was Sophia.
The call was short, the words spoken in code phrases, but Johnny understood that Heinz had made a move on Tanner that backfired. When he ended the call, Johnny was smiling.
“What did Sophia have to say?”
“You don’t have to worry about Tanner working for Heinz, and if I understood correctly, Tanner has already started on thinning his troops.”
Pullo laughed.
“Let me guess, Heinz tried to control Tanner?”
“Yeah, I guess he didn’t learn anything from watching Frank Richards make that mistake.”
“Where is Tanner now?”
“She didn’t say, but I guess he’s out on Staten Island somewhere.”
“Tanner and Sophia, now there’s a combo,”
“Think it will last?” Johnny said.
“No, I don’t think Tanner is capable of falling in love,” Pullo said, and then he thought about Laurel and hoped that he was right.



CHAPTER 16 - Catch me if you can
The cop was relentless.
And worse, the cop was gaining on Tanner.
After climbing over the fence upon leaving the scene where he killed Victor and his men, Tanner had run through a quiet neighborhood without seeing anyone, other than the few people who stood in their doorways wondering about the noise, or those passing by in cars.
He could hear the cop shouting his description and location into a radio as he ran, and knew that others would join the chase within minutes, if not seconds.
What had been a good lead had shrunk considerably, as the cop’s longer legs propelled him ever closer.
The man was in shape, as was Tanner, but unlike Tanner, time was on the cop’s side.
After reaching the next intersection, Tanner turned right and saw the entrance to a cemetery across the street and half a block away.
He headed for it, with the hope that by weaving around the mausoleums and statuary, that he could put more distance between himself and the cop.
A minute later, he knew the plan wouldn’t work, as the cop reacted quickly and mirrored his every turn, while still managing to grow closer to him.
At the exit on the other side of the property, Tanner cursed as he ran by an idling pickup truck that had the name of the cemetery stenciled on its side.
The truck was just sitting there ready to be driven away, but the cop was so close behind him that Tanner realized he would never have enough time to climb inside it, much less place the vehicle in gear. If he attempted it, the cop could just yank him out of the truck.
He ran on after leaving the cemetery, and a block later, they left the neighborhood and emerged onto Victory Boulevard. There were people everywhere and most of them did a double take as Tanner sprinted past them.
One of the stores was selling fruit, and as Tanner ran by, he snagged an orange from atop a crate that was full of them, and which was set up outside the store to display them, along with other fresh produce.
The store owner had been standing nearby and he rushed onto the sidewalk to yell at Tanner, and did so, just as the cop reached the same spot, and it was only the cop’s quick reflexes that saved him from a full-on collision with the man.
The store owner was still spun around after being hit on the arm by the cop’s right hip, as the officer swiveled away from him, but the cop’s nimble avoidance of disaster had still caused him to stumble and slow down, and Tanner once again had a decent lead.
He planned to put it to good use, along with the orange he carried.
In the distance, Tanner could just make out flashing lights approaching through the heavy morning traffic. He had to do something quick.
When he reached the next corner, he saw an apartment building down a side street on his right and, after crossing the street, he headed for it.
He had been prepared to kick in the door, but the front door was unlocked and when he rushed inside, he saw exactly what he’d hoped to see, a staircase.
Tanner forced himself to wait a few seconds before taking action, and gulped in as much air as he could while doing so.
If he acted too soon, what he had planned would be useless. When he could hear the cop’s footfalls outside, he tossed the orange up so that it would go over the banister and fall upon the next flight of stairs.
With adrenaline flowing through his veins, he did even better than he had hoped to, and the orange fell atop the stairs leading up to the third floor.
With that done, he hurried over to an alcove where a baby carriage was parked and slid out of view beside it, and did so just as the cop rushed into the vestibule.
Tanner’s eyes watered as he stifled his gasps for breath while hearing the cop’s deep breathing, but it was the second sound that pleased him, the sound of the orange, as it rolled and thumped its way back down the stairs.
It wasn’t the sound of footsteps, but it was a sound, and it was enough to make a keen pursuer take notice.
The cop fell for it, went bounding up the stairs to hunt for his man, and as soon as he hit the landing and started up the second flight, Tanner left the alcove and went back outside, while shedding the hoodie and removing his gloves and sunglasses.
The hoodie was black, but the T-shirt beneath it was white, and although not a disguise, it was a stark contrast.
Tanner shoved the hoodie down a sewer drain, grabbed a crumpled newspaper that had been blown into the gutter, and walked back to Victory Boulevard, where he discovered that the distant flashing lights were just a block away, and slowing to make the turn.
He opened the newspaper, leaned back against a wall, and attempted to look casual.
The patrol car nearly overshot its turn, but corrected, and then came to a screeching halt in front of the apartment building. It was joined just seconds later by two more units, which had arrived from the other direction.
Tanner tossed the newspaper in the trash can of a donut shop and then went inside to buy a coffee, while also buying Sophia a chocolate chip muffin, which was her favorite.
Two minutes later, he was in a cab headed back to the parking lot of an auto parts store, where he had left his car. The store was on the highway, next to the diner where he had made Julian’s acquaintance and stolen the truck.
By the time he returned to Sophia’s, Gerda’s body was gone, and Sophia was watching the aftermath of his hit on Victor and the other seven men on the TV in the kitchen.
She sent him a sideways glance.
“Remind me to stay on your good side.”
The TV showed an aerial view of the carnage he had inflicted with the dump truck, but soon switched to a different chopper, and this one hovered above the apartment building near Victory Boulevard, where several patrol cars were gathered.
The hosts of the program speculated over the significance of the cop who emerged from the building holding an orange in an evidence bag, and even had the camera zoom in on the man.
Sophia nodded at the TV.
“That cop with the orange is cute.”
Tanner tore a small piece off her muffin.
“And fast too.”



CHAPTER 17 - Peace in our time
Unlike Sophia, Bruno Heinz wasn’t watching TV; he was on the phone and getting more frustrated by the second at his inability to reach Victor.
Finally, after numerous attempts, he instructed one of his other aides to track down Victor. That also proved futile, however, it did result in Heinz learning that not only was Victor not answering his phone, but neither were any of the men he’d taken with him.
When he learned that Victor had also hired an independent contractor named Gerda to assist, and that she too was not answering or returning calls, he came to understand that Tanner’s reputation was well earned.
Within minutes of that realization, he was on the phone to Germany again.
“Yes sir?”
“Have you secured the men yet?”
“I have and they will all be arriving in New York over the next twelve hours.”
“Excellent, also, contact our Hungarian friend.”
“The Hungarian? Yes sir, but may I remind you of his fees, they are very—”
“Expensive, yes, but also worth the cost, his team of assassins has never failed.”
“True, but is the expense necessary? Is Mr. Rossetti that formidable?”
“I don’t need them to kill Rossetti; I need them to kill a man named Tanner. I had hoped to have him work for me, but he’s chosen a different path. Now it’s time he learned that he is not the only deadly man for hire.”
“The Hungarian’s team consists of four men; this man Tanner will be dealt with swiftly.”
“Yes, and Hans?”
“Yes sir?”
“Hand over your responsibilities there to your immediate subordinate and come here by the end of the week, you will be moving up and taking over Victor’s duties.”
There was a pause, as the implications of that request sank in.
“I’m honored by the promotion, but also saddened, Victor was a friend.”
“Tanner killed him, along with several others.”
“In that case, sir, I will be personally adding on to the fee you’ll be paying the Hungarian.”
“Why?”
“I understand that for a price, the target will be tortured before being killed. I would like this Tanner to experience that agony, in memory of Victor.”
Heinz smiled into the phone.
“Hans, you and I are going to work well together, now get busy completing your instructions, and by tomorrow evening, Tanner will be dead.”
***
Heinz wasn’t the only one who wanted Tanner dead, and later that day, when Pullo escorted Tanner and Sophia into Johnny’s office, Sara stared daggers at him from where she sat beside Johnny, behind his desk.
Pullo stayed for the meeting and stood at Tanner’s left, while leaning against the wall.
“I want you to know that this meeting wasn’t my idea,” Sara said. “I don’t want peace. I want you dead.”
Tanner looked back at her, but said nothing, while Sophia walked over and glared down at Sara.
“The man Tanner killed, the one you want revenge for, he was a member of The Conglomerate, right, he worked for Richards?”
Sara looked her up and down.
“Who are you?”
“I’m Sophia Verona, now answer my question.”
Sara huffed, but did answer.
“The man Tanner killed was named Brian Ames and yes, he worked for MegaZenith, but when he found out what was going on, he contacted the FBI, and that’s when we met.”
“So he told you that he was just an innocent little lamb, is that it? Well, let me tell you something, lady, no one had access to anything in The Conglomerate unless they knew the code to the encrypted files. We confiscated Richards’ computers after his death and my people still can’t crack the code, so if this Brian had access or was in the inner circle, he was no innocent, and if he turned snitch, then he just got what he had coming.”
Sara’s face went red and she stood. Both she and Sophia were tall for women, and they appeared to be the same height.
“Tell me one more time how Brian deserved to die and I will rip the hair from your head.”
Sophia started to respond, but Tanner held up a hand and everyone looked at him.
“We’re here to end a problem, not to start a new one, and while Sophia was right about Ames not being an innocent, it has little to do with why we’re here today.”
Sara shook her head.
“She was wrong about Brian, and she’s also wrong about Richards’ files being inaccessible, because you have access to them, don’t you Tanner?”
Tanner held back his surprise at Sara’s knowledge, but couldn’t hold back his smile; the woman was not only tough, but also sharp. She knew that Al Trent had been in Ridge Creek because she had tracked his phone there, and from that knowledge, she must have extrapolated that Tanner used Trent to access Richards’ files. And while her facts were faulty, her conclusion was correct.
Johnny asked Tanner and Sophia to take seats in front of the desk, and then followed up on Sara’s hunch.
“Does the name Tim Jackson mean anything to you, Tanner?”
“It does and so you know I’m not bluffing. I have the same files as Jackson. Those files are keeping him safe and they’ll also get me what I want.”
“How so?” Johnny said.
Tanner gestured at Sara.
“She backs down or I hand the files over to the IRS.” Tanner plucked Jade Taylor’s card from atop Johnny’s desk, “And I see that they’re already sniffing around.”
Pullo spoke up.
“What’s in the files, financial records?”
Johnny answered.
“Judging by what Jackson sent me, there’s every transaction made between the Giacconi Family and MegaZenith since the beginning of The Conglomerate, along with the names of the dummy corporations we used, and while none of it would touch us personally, it would give the government cause to close down everything and seize all assets.”
Tanner stared across the desk at Sara.
“I’m giving you a chance to end this without bloodshed, Blake. Agree to back down or I’ll destroy your boyfriend’s business. If you keep coming after that, I’ll kill the both of you.”
Pullo sprang from the wall, walked over and stood beside Tanner, to glower down at him where he was seated.
“If you were anyone else, I’d have killed you just now for making that threat.”
“If I was anyone else, you would succeed, try it with me and I’ll put you in traction.”
Pullo’s hands balled into fists.
“Goddamn it, Tanner, don’t test me.”
“I’m tired of playing games with this woman, Joe. Either she backs off or things go very badly. There’s no middle ground.”
“Even if I agree to let things be, why should we trust you?” Sara asked.
“Because I would give you my word,”
Sara laughed.
“The word of a scumbag, a killer for hire? What’s that worth? Nothing, that’s what it’s worth. And another thing, why would you trust me?”
Tanner shrugged.
“You’ve never lied to me, not once, not even when I stood in your apartment holding a shotgun on you, you just got in my face and told me that you would see me dead someday.”
Sophia turned her head and stared at Tanner.
“You two were alone in her apartment?”
Sara made a face.
“Please, I’d rather sleep with a dog than ever touch Tanner.”
Sophia smiled.
“You don’t know what you’re missing.”
Johnny squirmed in his seat.
“Let’s stay on topic. Tanner is willing to make peace and he’ll trust Sara to keep her word, that’s good, that’s a start.”
“It’s not my word you have to worry about,” Sara said. “And why should I back down? I damn near killed you in Pennsylvania, Tanner; maybe next time I’ll get it done.”
“I underestimated you, Blake, I admit that, but I won’t do it again. If we don’t reach an agreement today, I promise you, you’ll be dead by the end of the week.”
Johnny pointed a finger at him.
“Anything happens to her and I will kill you.”
“No, Rossetti, you’ll try and then I’ll kill you.” Tanner tossed a thumb at Pullo. “After that, Joe will come and I’ll kill him. The three of you will be dead and I’ll talk business with whoever replaces you. You see, you were wrong when you said that I’m here to make peace. I’m not here to make peace; I’m here to give you a chance to save your lives.”
Sara looked at him with disgust.
“You arrogant, condescending piece of shit, you really think you’re something special, don’t you?”
“No, Blake, but I’m better at killing than anyone has ever been and it’s a skill I don’t mind using.”
“Johnny,” Sophia said.
“What?”
“Take the deal, Tanner won’t say it, but I will. He likes you, and the only reason he agreed to this meeting is because you’ve hooked up with her. If not for you, he would just kill her, and if she got lucky and killed Tanner, then, I would kill her, hand to God.”
Johnny stared across at Tanner for a few moments before turning to Sara.
“I understand wanting vengeance, but I don’t see any way for this to end well. Please, make peace with the man and give him your word that you’ll back off.”
“And I’m supposed to take his word as well?”
“His word is good. He came here to talk like he said he would and we both know that he could have killed you the day we were attacked, but he didn’t, because we had a temporary truce. Tanner will keep his word.”
Sara shook her head.
“He can’t be trusted.”
“He can,” Johnny said, as he reached over and took her hand. “Make peace, baby, I couldn’t bear to lose you.”
Sara squeezed his hand, gritted her teeth, and nodded.
“I promise not to try to kill Tanner, but mark my words, the man can’t be trusted and the second he goes back on his word, all bets are off.”
Tanner stood and Sophia followed suit. Then, Johnny stood, offered his hand, and he and Tanner shook.
“Now that we’ve made peace, let’s discuss war. Heinz won’t quit coming after either of us.”
“Is that a job offer?” Tanner said, “Because if it is, my price will be high.”
Pullo gestured towards the doorway, which still sat open while awaiting its new door.
“If you ladies will excuse us, we won’t be long, have a drink at the bar.”
Sara stood, her gaze still one of stone as she looked at Tanner, but she walked past him without a word and headed down the hallway.
Sophia chuckled.
“I’ll go keep the bitch company, maybe she’ll loosen up after a couple of drinks.”
“Be nice,” Johnny said, and Sophia smiled sweetly over her shoulder as she left the room.
With the women gone, the men sat once more, with Pullo taking the seat vacated by Sara.
“How high a price are we talking, Tanner?” Johnny asked.
“Three times my old rate; I think the last few months have proven I’m worth it.”
Joe whistled.
“That’s a nice fee.”
“There’s more, I also want fifty K just to sign on.”
Johnny wagged a finger at him.
“That’s a lot of money.”
“And you’ll get a lot for it. Heinz will regret ever leaving Germany.”
“That thing with the dump truck this morning, that was you, wasn’t it?” Johnny said.
“It was and Heinz lost eight men.”
“He’ll send more,” Pullo said.
“He will and they’ll die too, or, I can take Sophia and head off for a vacation. So what will it be Rossetti, do I have a job or not?”
Johnny stared at Tanner as he thought things over. When he came to a decision, he made a nearly imperceptible nod.
“You’re hired, and call me Johnny; hell, you’ve already saved my life twice.”
Tanner stood.
“You’ll get your money’s worth, don’t worry.”
“And Sara, I have your word that you won’t hurt her?”
“Yes.”
Johnny made a sigh of relief.
“Good, she needs to put her old life in the past and move on.”
Tanner sent a nod to Pullo and headed towards the doorway.
“One more thing, Tanner,” Johnny said.
“What’s that?”
“The Carter brothers, do you care what happens to them?”
Tanner raised an eyebrow.
“Did the boys get on your bad side?”
“Not me, Joe here, he doesn’t trust them.”
Tanner shrugged.
“I’ve nothing against them, but Joe’s instincts are good. Do what you will with them.”
“Fine, and I’ll be in touch.”
Tanner left and Johnny turned to Pullo.
“Merle and Earl, they’re in your hands now; do what you think is right.”
“Thanks, and I get no pleasure from it, but yeah, they have to go.”
“When?”
“I’ll do it tomorrow. I’ll take a little ride in the limo with the boys... and come back alone.”
Johnny sighed.
“What?”
“Those two, they kind of grew on me.”
“Like fungus,” Pullo said and then he headed out into the bar.



CHAPTER 18 - Wrapped to go
Inside the Cabaret Strip Club, Sara and Sophia sat in the roped-off VIP area at the side of the bar, while having a drink.
The area could be curtained off from the rest of the room and had its own small stage with a pole in the middle, but neither the pole nor the stage was in use.
Sara studied Sophia over the rim of her glass and asked a question.
“How long did you and Johnny date?”
“A little over two years,”
“Really? It sounds like you were serious.”
“We were, and even talked about getting married, but we were just kids then too.”
“And you and Tanner, is it serious?”
Sophia narrowed her eyes.
“Why all the questions?”
“I’m curious. Why would you be with Tanner when you know what he is?”
“Yes, I know what he is, but you’re confusing that with what he does. My father was Jackie Verona and he killed dozens of men, same as Tanner, and let me tell you something, my father was a good man and a great dad.”
Sara smiled.
“Ah, I see, you have daddy issues. That’s why you’re with Tanner; he reminds you of your father.”
“You bitch! Who the hell are you to psychoanalyze me? Keep talking shit and I’ll—”
Tanner appeared and took Sophia’s hand.
“Say goodbye to your new friend, we’re leaving.”
“Friend my ass, I see why you wanted to kill her.”
“C’mon, I’ll take you to dinner, goodbye, Blake.”
“Goodbye, Tanner, and don’t for a second think that you’re fooling me. Johnny may trust you, but I never will.”
“Right, just keep your word and we won’t have a problem,” Tanner said, and then he and Sophia headed for the door.
As they passed him, a man seated at the main stage stood and followed after them, but before he did so, he sent Sara a nod. The man was Duke.
Sara intended to keep her word, but was not going to be unprepared when Tanner broke his, and he would break it, of that she was certain, and Duke would insure that she wasn’t caught unawares.
Sara ordered another drink. When it came, she said a silent toast to Brian Ames, her dead and still mourned lover.
***
At that moment, in Brooklyn, Bruno Heinz was meeting with Robert Vance.
They were inside Heinz’s limo, which was parked near the famous Brooklyn Heights Promenade, but neither man was interested in taking in the spectacular view of Manhattan.
Vance was in his early-thirties, blond, tall, and had light-blue eyes. He was Russian by birth and upbringing, but like Tanner, he spoke many languages, such as English, which he spoke without a trace of an accent.
He was a trained assassin and a former member of Russia’s Federal Security Service, an organization once known as the KGB.
“Tanner killed Richards and ruined the man’s plans, and I hope you understand, Heinz, Richards’ plan to kill you and the others was his idea, not mine. I simply carried out his orders.”
A small smile formed on Heinz’s lips.
“I understand, as a young man, I too took orders, some of which I didn’t like, but that is the past, and if you’re willing, I would like your help.”
“You’re planning to step into Richards’ shoes?”
“A crude saying, but yes, in essence, that is what I am doing, and I can use a man with your skills.”
“You want me to kill Tanner?”
Heinz looked startled by the question.
“Do you think that you could?”
“Absolutely, I’m every bit as good as Tanner and I would love the chance to prove that I’m better.”
“You may be up to the task, but I have a team of men coming here to solve that problem.”
“What men, Mercs?”
“Yes, but not just any mercenaries. These men work for a man named Magyar, a Hungarian who lives in Brussels.”
“Boldizsár Magyar? I know him well, I was once a member of an earlier team of his, as was Lars Gruber, and yes, his men will not be ordinary mercenaries.”
“No, they will not be and they will kill this man Tanner. Once they do, that is when I will need you, as I take over and control this city.”
“Once Rossetti is dead, the rest of the families will fall easily, but Rossetti is protected by a man named Pullo, and Pullo is loyal to Rossetti. I suggest you remove him as well.”
Heinz smiled.
“Good advice, and I assume we have a deal?”
“Yes, I’ll join you, and if Magyar’s men don’t kill Tanner, he’s mine, agreed?”
Heinz laughed.
“Agreed, but really, what are the odds of Tanner defeating such men?”
Vance frowned.
“Not good, knowing Magyar, each man on that team will be exceptional, still, if Tanner survives, I want my shot at him.”
“It’s a deal. Now, let’s discuss your compensation.”
***
Tanner took Sophia to dinner, where they talked over the day’s events.
“You know that Heinz will be sending more men after you, don’t you?”
“Of course, it was why I asked you to pack a bag. I have to work tonight and I didn’t want to leave you alone at your house.”
Sophia pouted.
“I thought we were staying at a hotel for a night of romance, now you tell me that I’ll be there all by myself.”
“It can’t be helped, as you said, Heinz will be sending more men after me, and he’ll likely be importing.”
“So?”
“I want to welcome them to the city, my way.”
Sophia grinned.
“Oh God, I can only imagine what that means, but please, baby, be careful.”
“I’ll do my best,” Tanner said.
Sophia looked around the restaurant and spotted a friend she knew who was an actress on Broadway. The woman had been on her way out the door with a large group of people, but when she spotted Sophia, she smiled wide, put her hand to her ear and made the gesture that said, “Call me.”
“Your friend looked familiar,” Tanner said.
“She should, that’s Amber Rose, she won a Tony last year, but you probably remember her from those insurance commercials she used to do. We grew up on the same block and she used to date my brother.”
“About your brother,”
“Yeah?”
“I was surprised by what you said about snitches when you were talking to Blake, given that Lars Gruber killed him for talking to the Feds.”
Sophia gave a little shrug.
“Tony turned snitch to help save our father and knew he’d pay for it. What Blake doesn’t get, is that you didn’t kill that Brian Ames for the hell of it; you did it because you were hired to do a job. Ames killed himself when he talked and so did my brother, the difference is, Tony did it to save our father, who knows why Ames did it.”
Dessert came and Sophia downed a piece of chocolate cake while sighing in pleasure, when she was finished eating, she moaned.
“When you return to the hotel tomorrow, look for me in the fitness center. It’ll take me hours to burn off that cake, but oh, was it worth it.”
“I don’t have to leave right away and I have a little fun planned, something I could use your help with.”
Sophia smiled.
“What sort of fun?”
Tanner smiled back at her.
“I need to send someone a message.”
***
Sara and Johnny also went out to dinner, while Joe stayed late at the club.
Afterwards, they went to a bar in Midtown that featured live jazz. Sara was happy. It felt good to be out on the town, after being fearful of leaving her apartment for so long, but eventually she and Johnny returned there.
Johnny began kissing Sara as she opened her apartment door, and just seconds after closing it behind them, they were on her sofa locked in a passionate embrace.
When things escalated to the point that Sara’s dress laid on the floor and Johnny was shirtless, Sara stopped him from removing his pants and whispered in his ear.
“Take me to the bedroom.”
Johnny swooped Sara up in his arms like a bride and carried her down the hallway, and as they walked along, he used his teeth to slide one of her bra straps down along her arm, causing her to giggle.
However, the giggle died in her throat when they heard the moan come from beyond the open bedroom door.
Johnny stopped suddenly, lowered Sara’s bare feet to the carpet, and reached down to free the gun from his ankle holster.
“Who’s in there?” Johnny demanded, but was answered by another low moan.
After gesturing for Sara to stay back, he got down low and peeked around the doorframe.
“What the hell...?”
Duke lay atop the bed, wrapped in duct tape from head-to-toe, with only his nose and eyes uncovered.
Johnny entered the bedroom with Sara following behind and plucked off the note that was taped to the headboard.
DON’T PRESS ME, BLAKE. LET IT GO! - TANNER
Sara looked up at Johnny with a guilty gaze.
“I don’t trust Tanner, and Duke was just following him.”
Johnny paced for a moment, opened his mouth, but said nothing, and then stormed from the room, with anger radiating off of him like steam from a pipe.
Sara sighed as she watched him leave, and then she bent over the bed and tore the tape away that was covering Duke’s mouth.
“Did you plant the device before Tanner caught you?”
Duke didn’t answer; he was busy staring at Sara’s breasts, which were practically spilling out of a red lace bra just inches from his face.
She made an exasperated sound, straightened up, and tapped him on the cheek.
“Duke?”
“Sorry honey, but I am a man you know, and yes, I planted the tracker. Now you’ll know where Tanner is at every moment.”
Sara grinned. 
“And knowing where he is, I can kill him.”



CHAPTER 19 - Words fail him
On East 38th Street, Tanner rang the doorbell that belonged to Laurel Ivy.
The lights were on in the townhouse, and he assumed that she was staying up late to greet Pullo when he returned from the club.
Sophia was tucked away safely in a 5-star hotel, but after visiting Laurel, Tanner would be visiting another hotel, The Hotel Rutherford, where Bruno Heinz was headquartered.
Laurel opened the door after checking through the peephole and her large blue eyes were full of questions.
“Why are you here, Tanner?”
“May I come in?”
Laurel hesitated for only a second and then bid Tanner to enter.
His pulse was elevated once more at the sight of her and he inwardly cursed whatever caused the reaction. However, every time he saw her, it was like seeing the sun for the first time.
“The men who hurt Rossetti the other day, they worked for a man named Heinz, and it’s possible that the Giacconi Family will be going to war with him.”
“That’s disturbing, but why are you telling me that?”
Tanner handed her a strip of paper.
“You can reach me at that number. If anything happens, if you even think you’re in danger, call me.”
Laurel looked down at the paper, and as she did so, Tanner studied her. She wore no makeup, was dressed in a pink robe with matching slippers, and her jewelry had been removed in preparation for going to bed.
Tanner had seen Laurel only briefly since the days when they were lovers, but he thought that she was more beautiful than ever. He actually had to stop himself from reaching out to caress her blond curls.
Laurel looked up at him.
“Why would you give me this? I know you don’t care about me. You made that clear years ago when you left me.”
“You were married.”
Laurel moved closer and Tanner inhaled the scent of her, an aroma like roses that was likely just her shampoo or soap, nevertheless, he found it intoxicating.
“I know I was married, and yes, I cheated on my husband with you, but it was because I loved you the moment I saw you. Was I a complete fool? Were you just using me for sex and a good time? If that’s the truth, I can hear it. I’d rather live with the truth than mourn for a lie.”
Tanner blinked rapidly.
“It’s not true. I never used you; it’s just that... you wanted too much. You wanted something that I couldn’t give.”
Laurel touched him on the cheek.
“I just wanted to hear you say you loved me, and you did love me, didn’t you? I was so certain back then, I could see it in your eyes, feel it in your touch, and you laughed back then, we laughed every time we were together, we were so happy, Tanner, so goddamn good together... and then you just walked away.”
Tanner looked down at the floor.
“I can’t give you what I don’t have, and I walked away so that I wouldn’t hurt you anymore than I already had.”
Laurel lifted his chin with a gentle hand and stared into his eyes.
“You weren’t afraid of hurting me. You were afraid of being hurt by me. Love scares you to death, doesn’t it?”
Tanner backed away and let her hand fall.
“None of that matters anymore. What happened between us was years ago and you’re with Joe now.”
Tanner headed for the door and Laurel called to him, when he turned to look back at her, he saw that she was wiping away tears.
“Just tell me one thing, please?”
“What?”
“You did love me, didn’t you? You couldn’t say it then, but please say it now, I so need to hear it.”
Tanner swallowed the lump that was suddenly in his throat and pointed at the slip of paper he’d given Laurel.
“Don’t lose that, and I’ll be there if you need me.”
Tanner opened the door and stepped out into the night, to rush away from a woman that loved him and towards men who wanted him dead.
Their hate was far easier to deal with than her love.



CHAPTER 20 - Fool me once...
After putting on a robe, Sara returned to the bed and started tearing at the tape covering Duke.
“How did Tanner wrap you up so much by himself?”
“He wasn’t alone; he was with that redhead, Sophia. She was actually the one who hit me with a stun gun as I was getting in my van.”
“That bitch, but tell me, you saw them together, do you think he cares for her?”
“Yes, but I don’t think he loves her, and if you think threatening her would make him give up, you’d be wrong.”
“I agree, but damn it, the man must have a weakness.”
“And if you find it, what then?”
Sara stopped tearing at the tape and straightened up.
“I won’t go back on my word, I never have, but I have to be prepared when Tanner goes back on his. I know the man, he’s as devious as they come and if I have any hope of surviving him I’ll need leverage, but tell me, how did you plant the tracking unit?”
“Tanner did it himself, that’s how they’re designed. I broke into his car and placed it on the brake pedal. The second he stepped on it, it became embedded in the bottom of his boot.”
“Won’t it just fall off?”
“No, he would have to cut it out. This is real hi-tech spy stuff, ha, and wait until you see the bill for the tiny little bugger.”
“Where’s the tracker?”
“There’s no device, just a satellite link. I sent you the code by email. You can even install it on your phone as an App.”
Duke’s hands were free and he tore away the last of the tape.
“God that hurts and I won’t have any arm hair for a while.”
Sara patted him on the shoulder.
“This was risky, but you did it and I’ll show my appreciation with a bonus.”
“Thanks, but you better go talk to that boyfriend of yours. He looked really pissed.”
“He’ll calm down, and once I prove to him that Tanner can’t be trusted, he’ll thank me.”
***
Sara found Johnny putting on his suit jacket as he prepared to leave the apartment.
“Where are you going? I thought you were staying?”
“And I thought you could be trusted.”
“What’s that mean? I said that I wouldn’t try to kill Tanner, I never said that I wouldn’t have him followed.”
Duke came out of the bedroom, looking disheveled and a bit sheepish.
“I still can’t believe Tanner spotted me following him. I must be getting old.”
Johnny shook his head in disgust.
“You’re lucky he didn’t kill you, and if he had, I wouldn’t blame him. Tanner is not a man you want to play games with.”
Duke opened the door.
“I’ll leave you two alone. I have to go home and soak this glue off my skin, goodnight.”
Duke left and Johnny placed his hand on the door to leave as well, but stopped when Sara hugged him.
“Don’t go. I know you don’t agree with what I did, but I don’t trust Tanner and I’m surprised that you do.”
Johnny took his hand off the door, went over to it, and sat on the sofa. When Sara sat beside him, he spoke to her.
“Tanner killed my Uncle Al, you know that of course, you were there, but did you also know that when Richards cancelled the hit, he told Tanner that he could keep the fee?”
“I was aware of all that, but so what? You think that Tanner ignored Richards and killed your uncle out of a sense of honor, out of a need to keep his word? Because, if that’s what you think, you’re wrong, Tanner has no honor, just a need to kill, and a desire to outsmart everyone, and by pretending to want to make peace with me, he’s outsmarted you.”
“How do you figure that? If he wanted us dead, he could have murdered Duke and then killed us as we walked in the door.”
“He won’t be that obvious. He wants me dead, but he doesn’t want you or Pullo coming after him, and so my guess is that he’s planning on making my death look like he had nothing to do with it, either that, or he’ll remove you from the equation first, and in a manner that won’t make Pullo suspicious.”
“That sounds too sneaky for Tanner. He’s clever, yeah, but he’s not a weasel. Joe trusts him and I trust Joe’s opinion.”
Sara smirked.
“Joe might be too trusting where Tanner is concerned. When we were at the clinic, Tanner and that doctor had a bit of a scene, there’s history there. She told me that she was dating Joe, but she seemed very interested in Tanner.”
“Laurel is Joe’s girl, but what are you saying, you think she and Tanner have a thing going behind Joe’s back?”
“I think the potential is there. If Pullo were out of the picture, they wouldn’t even have to sneak around.”
Johnny kissed her.
“You have quite an imagination, but here’s what I think, I think that you’re not ready to let things be, but you’ll have to, you gave Tanner your word and you have to keep it. Let the past be, so that the two of us can move forward.”
Sara wanted to argue the point, but knew it would be useless, and so she smiled at Johnny and gestured towards the bedroom.
“Weren’t we in the middle of something before finding Duke?”
Sara stood and took his hand to lead him towards the bedroom, but Johnny pulled her back onto the sofa and into his arms. After kissing her, he stared into her eyes.
“I think I’m falling in love with you, Sara Blake. What do you think of that?”
Sara’s breath caught in her throat. When she spoke, there was a touch of awe in her voice.
“You’re not alone in feeling that way, and I thought that I would never love again.”
They kissed once more, before rising as one and making their way back into the bedroom.



CHAPTER 21 - Just one of the guys
Tanner watched as another cab let out a passenger in front of the Rutherford Hotel.
This man, like the rest of them, was big, looked fit, and carried a suitcase.
For a hotel that was closed for renovation, the Rutherford was doing brisk business.
The men were mercenaries that Heinz was bringing in to help take over. Not counting the man getting out of the taxi, Tanner had seen four men arrive in the time he’d been watching, and all of them had been greeted at the door by the same man, an old guy wearing an open bathrobe over a pair of faded blue boxer shorts.
The late arrival of the men told Tanner that Heinz ordered them to come as soon as possible, otherwise, why not arrive at an earlier hour and let the old man at the door get his sleep?
Tanner was watching from the roof of a small warehouse that sat across the way from the six-story hotel, and was able to hear snatches of conversation. All of the arriving men had spoken German to the man greeting them, all but one that is, and that man was able to speak some German, but conversed better in French, which the old man also spoke.
The hotel was much older than the buildings surrounding it, which were warehouses, and judging by the ornate brickwork and Old-World styling, it was likely built over a hundred years ago.
From his darkened perch across the way, Tanner had a murky view of the lobby, because there was beveled glass set above the entryway doors.
As he watched, the men who had arrived earlier were leaving the hotel together. The new man said something that Tanner couldn’t make out, but when one of the other men answered while pointing down the block, Tanner guessed what they were discussing.
It was food, and they were headed to the restaurant on the corner, which was still open.
The new arrival went inside, where he received a keycard for a room from the old man. Then, he left his bag by the front desk and exited the hotel at a run to catch up with his new companions.
Tanner nodded to himself.
A late-night snack sounded like a good idea.
***
Tanner arrived at the restaurant just a few minutes after the others had taken a table.
He wore glasses, had combed his hair differently, wearing it slicked straight back, and had a pack of cigarettes displayed prominently in his shirt pocket. The cigarettes were a German brand named HB, which he had purchased earlier along with the eyeglasses.
The place was quiet, with only a few couples around, other than the table where Heinz’s men sat.
They stared at him with interest when he walked in. The men were all clean-shaven, save for one, who had a bushy red mustache.
Tanner called to them in German that had not a trace of an American accent.
“The man in the robe said that you would be here. I just arrived.”
One of the men waved him over, and he gave them a name that sounded as phony as theirs did.
Tanner had no doubt that their passports were all fakes, but of excellent quality. They had come to New York to slaughter other men for money and they would not be traveling under their true names.
The men talked sports, admired the few women who were about, and drank. Tanner ingratiated himself with the others by buying a round of drinks and being agreeable.
There was hushed talk about an elite hit squad that was set to arrive in the morning from Brussels.
The other men made derisive comments and said that they could kill anyone as well as the men coming from Brussels, and that Heinz was just wasting money hiring the so-called elite team of assassins.
Tanner asked who the men were coming to kill. The man at the table who did most of the talking, the one with the mustache, gave a shrug, and said, “Some American asshole who thinks he’s Rambo.”
By the time they left the restaurant two hours later, the six of them were talking loud and laughing like old friends.
The man in the bathrobe shushed them to be quiet as he let them in, after they’d awakened him again, and Tanner rode up in the only working elevator with the others to the third floor, after taking note that none of the lobby cameras seemed to be working, and that the monitors inside the security office were all dark.
The old man who let them in never gave Tanner a second look, but was just eager to return to bed.
Tanner pretended to swipe a keycard and waved goodnight as he grabbed the door handle, but after everyone else had entered their rooms, he went exploring by using the stairs.
He came across Heinz’s suite on the top floor and figured that the rooms were also in use as the man’s office. There was an armed thug sitting at a small table outside the door, but he was leaning on an elbow, while reading a magazine.
Tanner debated whether to kill Heinz or wait, and decided to wait and gain information, because he couldn’t be certain if the man was inside the suite.
With that decided, he found an unlocked room on the fourth floor. It was a level of the building that the renovation had yet to touch. It still contained the old furnishings, although the room had a musty odor and the carpet showed stains.
After stacking bottles from the mini fridge in front of the door to act as a makeshift alarm system, Tanner undressed and went to sleep in the belly of the beast.
He was just another hired gun, and to the men he’d met and drank with, just one of the boys.



CHAPTER 22 - Saint Brian
The following morning, after Johnny left to go home and change, Sara agreed to meet her sister for breakfast.
They met in a coffee shop near Sara’s apartment. Jennifer had arrived first, and when Sara appeared, Jennifer hugged her.
“I’m sorry about the other day, but I wanted you to know how I feel.”
“I think we both spoke our minds,” Sara said, as she took a seat.
The two talked about the rest of their family as they ate, with Jennifer filling Sara in on what’s been happening.
Jennifer reached across the table and gave her sister’s hand a squeeze.
“I’m so glad that we’ve made up before I left on my trip. I have to fly down to Guambi tonight and I may not be back for weeks. The charity is setting up an aide center to help the victims of the typhoon they had.”
Sara looked concerned.
“Couldn’t you send someone else? It’s dangerous there.”
“I run the charity and the danger is minimal. I learned yesterday that President Urray, the new leader, has firmly taken control of the government and there are elections planned for later this year.”
“What about Jake?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you really trust him enough to be separated for weeks? And don’t give me that look, I know the man and it’s asking a lot for him to be celibate while you’re gone.”
Jennifer’s mouth opened in shock.
“That, that is so rude. I trust Jake, and unlike Johnny Rossetti, he doesn’t work in an environment where naked women are the norm. God only knows what goes on inside that club.”
“Those women are dancers, performers, not hookers. Maybe you shouldn’t judge them without knowing them.”
Jennifer took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and let it out slowly.
“You’re right, I shouldn’t judge or jump to conclusions, but you shouldn’t be so quick to judge Jake either, he’s changed, Sara. He nearly died thanks to you and it changed him.”
Sara narrowed her eyes.
“He’s holding a grudge against me, isn’t he?”
“Jake? No, he likes you.”
“Maybe not, and maybe he’s with you as a way to pay me back.”
“Sara, Jake and I being together has nothing to do with you, and I find it insulting that you would think so.”
“Oh, honey no, I know he’s attracted to you, any man would be, but he knew that I didn’t want him to date you and he went after you anyway. That makes me even more afraid that he’s planning on breaking your heart, as a way of getting back at me.”
Jennifer grabbed a napkin from the table and wiped at her eyes.
“I’m going to leave before I say something I’ll regret.”
“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Jenny, and someday you’ll see that I’m right about Jake.”
“Because I couldn’t possibly be enough for him, right?”
“Oh, Jenny, no, it’s not about you, I just think that—”
Jennifer stood, rummaged in her purse, and when her hand came out, it was holding money. She tossed the bills atop the table and stared at her sister.
“I’ll call you when I get back from my trip.”
“Jenny? Don’t be mad. I just know Jake better than you do.”
Jennifer shook her head slightly, started to walk away, but then turned back.
“You’ve built your life around this insane quest to get revenge for Brian’s death, but let me tell you something, the man was no saint.”
Sara jerked in her seat, shocked by the vehemence in her sister’s voice.
“What are you saying?”
“The Fourth of July party, remember? Brian gave me a lift home.”
“Yes, so?”
“After I opened the door of my apartment, he made a pass at me.”
“That’s a lie!”
“No, it’s the God’s honest truth. He kissed me, and after I pushed him away, he apologized. When I told him that I thought he’d had too much to drink, he agreed to take a cab to your place and left his car.”
“I remember him taking a cab, but he said he had car trouble.”
“No, he had trouble keeping his hands to himself.”
“You must have misunderstood. He was... he was just being friendly.”
“Of course, Saint Brian would never do anything wrong.”
Sara’s face reddened with anger.
“Don’t talk about him like that, and what is this? Are you saying that I don’t have a right to seek justice?”
“You would have had justice in Las Vegas if you had simply done your job. That man Tanner would be rotting away in a prison right this minute, but no, your bloodlust had to be satisfied and it nearly cost Jake his life.”
“You don’t understand, Jenny, but that’s no reason to make up lies about Brian.”
“I’m not lying. The man practically stuck his tongue down my throat.”
Sara stood, and the chair she was in made a scraping sound that caused the coffee shop’s other patrons to look their way.
“Brian loved me. I know he did.”
Jennifer nodded.
“I think so too, it’s why I accepted his apology for kissing me and chalked it up to too much alcohol. It’s also why I never said anything to you.”
Sara stared down at the floor.
“It didn’t happen, you must have misunderstood.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Liar,” Sara said, but there was no force behind the word.
Jennifer sighed.
“Goodbye, Sara.”
After Jennifer walked out, Sara sank back down into her chair, took out her phone, and gazed at a photo of Brian Ames.



CHAPTER 23 - Dead men driving
Tanner wiped down the room he had slept in, obliterating his prints, and went downstairs to the hotel’s dining room, where several of the men from the night before were gathered at one end of a long table.
It was mid-morning and the word was going around that the hit team from Brussels would be arriving soon.
There were no servants in the hotel, but Heinz had given some of his people the tasks of working as such, and Tanner watched as one man rolled a cart of coffee and pastries onto the elevator.
The food was going up to the top floor. Heinz’s suite was up there, but there was a second suite of rooms and also a conference room for meetings.
When the four-man hit team arrived with Heinz, Tanner realized that he had glimpsed the bald German before. It was the day he had killed Frank Richards. Heinz was one of the men trapped in the room with the automatic gun.
Now, Heinz was looking to take Richards’ place and the four men with him were hired to help make that wish a reality.
All four men looked fit, were Caucasian, and were already armed, judging by the bulge of holsters beneath the jackets they each wore.
The jackets were made of black leather and had a distinct design on their backs in white. There was also a smaller version of the same illustration over the front breast pocket in red. It took Tanner a few moments to realize what the design was, and when he did, he nearly rolled his eyes.
It was the Chinese symbol for death.
The biggest of the men was well over six feet tall and had a shaved head, while the smallest was two or three inches shorter than Tanner was, and wore his long dark hair tied back in a ponytail.
The other two men were Tanner’s height and sported buzz cuts, one blond, one dark, although the blond one also wore a black baseball cap with the words, Deutscher Fussball Bund, which translated to, German Football Association. Apparently, the man was a soccer fan.
Heinz looked over the assembled crowd, which Tanner had counted as being twenty-five men. The bald German showed no glint of recognition as his eyes passed over Tanner in his glasses and slicked back hair. This, despite the fact that Heinz was holding a picture of Tanner aloft for all to see,
It was the mugshot of Tanner taken earlier in the year by Mexican authorities, and the only thing exceptional about the face in the photo were the eyes, which burned with rage at having been betrayed and captured.
Heinz spoke while moving the photo from side to side, so that everyone in the room could get a look.
“This is a photo of an American assassin named Tanner. These four men are here to see that today is his last. Once they succeed, we will move forward with our plans.”
Tanner looked around without being obvious about it and saw that no one was staring at him. The last place they expected the man in the photo to be was standing in their midst.
Heinz continued.
“The Americans, these Mafia toughs, they are afraid of this man and he has killed them with ease, but these four men here will show them what real killers are, and together we will take this city right out of their hands.”
There were nods and grunts of agreement, and one man even clapped, but stopped as Heinz glared at him. Heinz then removed a stack of the same photo from an envelope and instructed one of his people to pass them around.
When Tanner received his, he made a sound of derision after reading the height and weight listed.
“This man is no bigger than me; I thought he would be a giant.”
The Frenchman who spoke little German agreed. He was a large man and declared that he could kill Tanner with one hand.
Tanner slipped away before the hit team boarded the elevator with Heinz, and made his way to the stairwell, where he ran up the six flights without stopping until he reached the top.
The conference room was across from the stairway door, and Tanner could see through the mesh glass set in the metal door that the men hadn’t entered the room yet. However, when he eased the door open, he heard the elevator chime its arrival.
Tanner slipped into the hall and entered the men’s room near the end of the corridor, which sat across and to the right of the conference room.
Heinz stepped off the elevator while talking to the hit team. He was informing them that he had a call to make, but that he would be joining them shortly in the conference room.
After putting down the toilet seat inside one of the stalls, Tanner sat atop the toilet tank and waited for his prey to come to him, like a spider waiting inside a web.
***
At the rear of the Cabaret Strip Club, Merle and Earl stayed busy by polishing the limo with rags, while they waited for Joe Pullo to appear.
They had gotten a call earlier to meet Pullo at the club. Both brothers were anxious and wondered about the purpose of the meeting.
However, of the two of them, Earl was by far the most nervous.
“I’m tellin’ you, he’s comin’ to kill us.”
Merle shook his head in disagreement.
“No he ain’t. Why would he kill us now? If they were gonna kill us, they’d have done it already.”
“Okay, then why does he want to see us?”
“I don’t know, maybe he wants us to do somethin’ and that’s good. If we run a few errands and do things for him, then maybe Pullo will start to like us.”
Earl frowned.
“I don’t care if he ever likes me; I just don’t want him to kill me.”
The sound of an engine came from the front of the building, where the other gate was. The alley curved out of sight, but they could tell it was a large engine, and when they heard the sound of the other gate being unlocked, they knew that Pullo had arrived in his Hummer.
Their assumption was confirmed just moments later, when after driving in and relocking the gate, Pullo drove around the bend and parked by the rear door that led to the office.
Merle and Earl watched as Pullo exited his vehicle and walked towards them with purposeful strides.
“Good morning, Mr. Pullo,” the boys said in stereo, but were greeted with only silence.
Pullo shifted his eyes towards the rear of the limo and Merle rushed over and opened the door for him.
“You want us to take you somewhere?” Earl asked.
Pullo nodded.
“Yeah boys, you and I are going for a little ride.”
Earl looked over at his brother, and by the look on his face, he saw that Merle finally got it. They were dead men.



CHAPTER 24 - Bathroom break
The first of the hit team members entered the bathroom.
It was the blond man with the buzz cut and baseball cap.
Through the crack in the stall door, Tanner could spot the man’s back in the mirror, as he lined himself up with one of the urinals.
The bathroom contained three urinals on the left, with a line of four stalls to their right. Across from the stalls was a row of sinks with a long mirror above them, and on the wall beside that was a hot air machine for use in drying hands.
From his perch inside the second stall, Tanner heard the sound of the man’s zipper going down, followed by the splash of liquid against porcelain.
That was when Tanner struck, as he came up silently behind the man and plunged the blade of his knife deep into the back of the man’s skull, jamming it directly beneath the adjustable strap at the rear of the ball cap.
The man grunted in shock as his mouth opened in surprise and then he fell to the floor with a severe spinal injury, but was still alive. Tanner remedied the latter condition by smashing the lid from a commode atop the man’s head, which cracked his skull open.
After dragging the man’s body into the last stall and propping him in the corner, Tanner used the man’s shirt to clean up the spilled blood and piss, and was standing at the same urinal when the next man walked in.
Tanner wasn’t blond, wore boots instead of the bright sneakers worn by the man he had just killed, and was also wearing suit pants and not jeans, but between the black leather jacket and the baseball cap he wore, he fooled the next man long enough to kill him, as the man sidled up to the urinal beside him.
It was the largest of the men, the one with the shaved head.
Tanner rammed a boot heel into the back of the man’s knee, causing him to fall forward and bang his face against the steel flush valve atop the urinal, the impact broke several of the man’s front teeth and caused him to stumble backwards, where he fell to his knees.
The man spit out the pieces of his broken teeth, but the pain in the man’s mouth became a secondary consideration when Tanner reached around and sliced the thug’s throat open.
The blood left the man’s body with such force that it painted the mirrors above the sinks red, while filling the room with its coppery scent.
Tanner let the man drop, stepped out in the hallway and came face-to-face with another member of the hit team, the man with the dark crew cut.
The man had been headed into the bathroom while talking on the phone, and Tanner shot him twice in the face, with one bullet entering his open mouth.
He then followed the man to the floor, to lay half in and half out of the bathroom, with his face turned away and the gun tucked out of sight.
“Hans!” the last man cried out, the one with the ponytail, as he sprinted from the conference room in reaction to hearing the shots.
The man cursed loudly in Dutch when he saw his friend’s body, and Tanner felt a gentle hand touch his shoulder.
“Seth, where is the shooter?”
“I’m right here,” Tanner said, while turning over and shooting the man three times in the stomach.
The man fell backwards to the carpet, dying, and soon to be dead. Tanner claimed his gun, a Beretta FS92, and took aim at Bruno Heinz, who was standing in the doorway of the conference room with eyes made large from astonishment.
“Tanner?”
Tanner fired an instant after Heinz was yanked backwards into the conference room, and his shot passed through the doorway and struck a picture on the wall.
“Tanner! Is that you?”
Tanner thought the voice sounded familiar, but couldn’t place it.
“My name is Vance, Tanner, and unlike those four fools with the matching jackets I’m man enough to kill you, and I’m going to do just that.”
Tanner could hear Heinz yelling into a phone. That meant that more men would be coming.
He had to get by the conference room to access either the stairway or the elevators, which meant he had to get past Vance.
Johnny Rossetti was paying him a small fortune to take down Heinz, and Tanner realized that he was going to have to earn every cent of it.



CHAPTER 25 - Cold sweat
Merle’s hands were gripped tightly upon the steering wheel of the limo, as he and Earl headed for the George Washington Bridge.
Pullo had yet to tell them their destination, but simply said to take the bridge into New Jersey, a state where the Giacconi Family often dumped their victims’ bodies.
Pullo had instructed the boys to leave the partition open while they drove, and so the two brothers couldn’t talk freely, but each one knew by the other’s expression that they were both fearful.
Earl shook his head slightly as he thought of Tanner and cursed the day that he and Merle had met the man. They had been threatened with death several times since entering Tanner’s orbit and it looked like their luck was about to run out.
“Damn Tanner,” he muttered.
Merle heard the whispered curse and nodded his head in agreement.
***
Pullo sat in the rear of the limo in a somber mood.
While he was angry that the Carter brothers hadn’t told them that Tanner was alive when they believed he was dead, he held no real animosity towards the men.
Killing them was a precautionary measure, nothing more and nothing less, and he would take no pleasure in the act.
His phone rang. It was Laurel.
“What’s up, Beautiful?”
“Can you come by the clinic? I need to see you.”
“Right now, or can it wait a few hours?”
“Now would be better, why, are you out of the area?”
“No, but I was headed into Jersey, but hold on a second.”
Pullo covered the phone with his hand and spoke to Merle.
“We have to make a detour, boys, turn around and head to West 26th and Tenth Avenue.”
Merle acknowledged the request with an accompanying sigh of relief, and Pullo spoke to Laurel again.
“I’ll be there soon, but what’s up?”
“I’d rather tell you in person, but don’t worry, it’s not serious.”
“Okay,” Pullo said, while not liking the note of dread he heard in her voice, but he decided to push it aside and not dwell on it.
He and Laurel spoke for another minute, before ending the call.
“Hey, you two?”
Merle looked at Pullo in the mirror, while Earl turned around in his seat.
“Yes sir,” the boys said together.
“You don’t have wives or girlfriends, do you?”
“No, women only seem to like us in small doses,” Earl said.
Pullo laughed.
“You’re lucky; they’re a lot of work sometimes.”
Merle caught Pullo’s eye in the mirror.
“Are we really lucky?”
The humor left Pullo’s face.
“No, maybe not,”
And the way Pullo said it made both brothers break out in a cold sweat.



CHAPTER 26 - The best
Tanner dragged the man with the ponytail into the bathroom and checked to see if he was dead yet. He was, and Tanner went to work cutting off the ponytail.
With that done, he set a roll of toilet paper on fire and held it up to the sprinkler head in the ceiling, while hoping that the renovation hadn’t disabled the fire control system.
The system was still functional, and within seconds, the sprinkler activated, showering him with water, but more importantly, it triggered the fire alarm.
With the fire alarm operative, the safety controls in the elevator would refuse to send the car up, and would let out all passengers onto lower floors.
With the reinforcements delayed, Tanner exited the bathroom while firing towards the conference room.
Vance had ventured out into the hallway, and Tanner’s bold advance surprised him and caused him to dive back into the conference room.
Tanner kept coming, he had little leeway for doing anything else, or he risked being trapped.
Vance fired at him as he opened the door to the stairway and Tanner cried out in pain as a bullet sliced open his side, just beneath the left ribs.
The pain of the wound weakened him, and after rushing into the stairwell, he nearly tumbled down the steps, but caught hold of the railing just in time to halt his momentum.
He was on the landing when the door opened, and he fired a shot that drove Vance back beyond the door.
Tanner headed down the stairs, and was on the landing between the fourth and fifth floors when he heard Vance enter the stairwell again.
When the door on the fourth floor opened and three men with guns entered the stairway, Tanner pointed up.
“The man named Vance has gone mad, kill him!”
The men all looked at him. Tanner was still wearing the black leather jacket of the hit team along with the baseball cap, and hanging down his back was a ponytail. After cutting it off the dead man in the bathroom, Tanner had tied it to the rear of the cap.
Everything about him said hit team member, and so the men ran past him and headed up the stairs. When they ran into Vance, a firefight ensued.
Tanner kept moving, his one objective was now aimed at escaping and when he reached the door that led to the second floor, he leaned against it, resting for a just a moment, as the wound in his side sapped his strength and turned the white shirt beneath the jacket blood red.
“Tanner!”
It was Vance. He had won the firefight against the three men in an impressively short space of time.
From the sound of his voice, Vance was still two flights away, but Tanner knew that translated to a very narrow gap of time.
He found no one as he entered the second floor hallway, and ran towards the rear of the building. At the end of the hall was a large window, and Tanner fired at the glass before he reached it.
With the glass gone, he stepped up onto the windowsill, bent his knees and jumped, to land atop the dumpster in the back.
He was in his car and driving away when he spotted Vance in his rear view mirror, as the man left the alley and ran into the street.
Vance stomped his foot in frustration while keeping his gun hidden, not daring to risk taking a shot, as several other cars and pedestrians were about.
The last glimpse Tanner had of the man, he saw that he was pointing in his direction, in essence saying, there will be a next time.
Tanner agreed, but next time, only one of them would be walking away.
***
Pullo stepped out of the limo in front of Laurel’s clinic and Merle and Earl gave him a puzzled look. The clinic was located in the rear of a squat building. It was surrounded by a high fence that had an antiques shop in the front, and its entrance, an old rusty metal door, sat below a tattered green awning.
“Are you buying antiques, Boss?”
“No, now stay with the limo and I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Merle and Earl watched as Pullo input a code into a control pad near the door and entered the building.
With Pullo out of sight, both men breathed a sigh of relief.
“You still think he don’t want to kill us?” Earl said.
“I don’t know. For a while there I thought that was where we were headin’, but if that was true, why leave us alone?”
Earl thought about that and became confused, after being certain that Pullo wanted them dead.
“Damn! I like this job. Rossetti treats us right, we get to wear suits, look at hot women, and don’t have to work hard.”
“What? Are you startin’ to think that Pullo doesn’t want us dead?”
“I don’t know, but I get the willies every time he looks at me.”
Merle scratched his head, as he tried to figure out what to do.
“If we run and they don’t want to kill us, then, they might start thinkin’ that we did somethin’ and send somebody to kill us.”
Earl slapped the dashboard.
“Why can’t life be simple?”
“It is simple. If they want to kill us, we’ll be dead soon, if not, we keep this sweet job, but simple don’t make it easy.”
“What do we do, Merle?”
Merle looked over at his brother.
“I’m thinkin’.”
Earl leaned back in his seat. When Merle thought about something, it could take a long time.
***
Inside the clinic, Laurel separated from Pullo after sharing a kiss, then, she took the piece of paper from her pocket that Tanner had given her.
“What’s that?” Pullo said.
“Tanner gave it to me last night at the house.”
Pullo’s expression hardened.
“He came by to see you, and what happened?”
“Nothing, I swear, and I don’t think he was expecting anything to either, but he gave me this number where I could reach him. He said that the Giacconi Family was going to war and he wanted me to be able to reach him in case I needed him... needed him in case of trouble.”
Joe looked down at the paper and then back into Laurel’s eyes.
“Did you want something to happen? I know you still love him.”
Laurel hugged Joe.
“Tanner is a part of my past. I’m with you now and the reason I’m telling you about this is, well, I don’t want any secrets between us.”
Joe tilted her head back and stared into her eyes.
“I care about you, Laurel. These last few weeks, they’ve been the best of my life.”
Laurel smiled.
“We’re just getting started.”
They kissed again, and when they separated, Pullo pointed at the number Tanner had given her.
“Keep that. Tanner was right, there’s trouble coming, and if it comes here, between the two of us, we’ll stop it.”
Laurel smiled.
“No one would attack the clinic. We’re like the Red Cross.”
Joe took her by the hand and began walking towards the door.
“I have to get going, but I’ll be back in town in time for dinner, so why don’t we go out?”
“That sounds great, but where do you want to go?”
“Anywhere is good for me, baby, as long as I’m with you.”
Pullo opened the door and stepped outside. The first thing he saw was the empty limo, but then he spotted Merle and Earl. They were at the rear of the vehicle and headed for the fence.
Merle had finished his deep thinking just seconds ago and had concluded that they should run and hide.
“Hey! Where are you two going?”
When the boys spun around, Pullo saw the fear in their eyes, but then, something bizarre occurred, as first Earl, and then Merle, gawked at him and began pointing his way.
The two brothers then turned and stared at each other, as if to verify that they were seeing the same thing, and yes, both of them had the same wondrous look in their eyes. When they turned back around, there were tears forming, even as their faces wore wide grins.
What the hell? Pullo thought, as he took in the spectacle, but no sooner had he pondered the boys’ strange reaction, when Laurel rushed past him and ran towards the brothers with open arms, and she was shouting their names.
“Merle! Earl!”
The brothers also opened their arms to receive her, and Laurel hugged first one and then the other, before the three of them came together in a tangle of arms, while tears of joy rolled down their faces, as Merle and Earl kept asking the same question over and over.
“Laurel Lee, oh Laurel Lee, is it really you?”
Pullo broke from his trance and walked over to join them.
“What the hell is going on here?”
Laurel wrapped an arm around each of the boy’s waists and smiled at Pullo, as pure happiness radiated in her eyes.
“Joe, this is Merle and Earl. They’re my big brothers.”
Pullo stared at the three of them, as a horrified look animated his features.
“What? No, that’s not possible.”
Laurel kissed the boys on the cheek.
“We had the same daddy, and now that we’ve found each other after so many years, we’ll never be separated again. Isn’t it just the best?”
Pullo stared at the boys’ grinning faces.
“Yeah, the best,”



CHAPTER 27 - Thumpity, Thumpity, Thump,
As he drove towards Midtown, Tanner took out his phone and called Sophia.
“Where you at, baby?” she said.
“I’ve been shot. The wound is bleeding badly, but I don’t think it’s serious because the bullet just nicked me. Does the Calvino Family have any clinics in the city?”
“No, ours are only on Staten Island, but there’s one we use on West 26th, or somewhere around there, and I heard that the doctor is good. Go there, and are you sure it’s not bad?”
“I’m sure, and yeah, I’ll go there.”
“I’ll meet you after I change and shower.”
“Sophia,” Tanner said, but she had already hung up.
He had wanted to avoid seeing Laurel again, but it looked like it couldn’t be helped, as the wound on his side definitely needed attention.
He saw her face in his mind’s eye and the hint of a smile curled his lips.
***
Inside Laurel Ivy’s clinic, Pullo learned about the branches of the Carter Family tree.
“My mama married Merle and Earl’s daddy, my daddy, a few years after the boys’ mama died,” Laurel said, and Pullo noticed that her slight southern accent had deepened.
Merle took over the story.
“Daddy died when Laurel Lee was just a little thing and then she and her mama moved north.”
“I wasn’t that young,” Laurel said. “I was twelve, but small for my age, and after we moved here, to Brooklyn actually, Mama married a man named Bruce Ivy and he became my new daddy, and later I took his name.”
Pullo looked at the homely Merle and Earl and then at the walking dream that was Laurel.
“You must look just like your mother, honey, because there’s not a scrap of them in you.”
Laurel kissed her brothers on the cheek again.
“These two spoiled me rotten as I was growing up and I’ve been searching for them for years. I even went back to Arkansas once to look for them.”
“We used to move around a lot,” Earl said. “But we’re firmly planted now that Mr. Rossetti has made us his chauffeurs.”
Not as firmly planted as you would have been had we not stopped here, Pullo thought, but every time he saw the joy in Laurel’s eyes, he couldn’t help but be glad that the three of them had reunited.
“I’ll take a taxi back to the club while you boys stay here with Laurel and catch up. Take the rest of the day off, but you still need to pick Johnny up at the club tonight.”
Merle grinned.
“Thanks, Mr. Pullo.”
“Mr. Pullo? No, call him Joe,” Laurel said. “I want you three to become good friends.”
“Can we really call you Joe?” Earl asked.
Pullo forced a smile.
“Whatever Laurel wants is fine by me.”
***
Tanner pulled up outside the gate while Pullo was waiting for his taxi.
Pullo winced after Tanner stepped out of the car, opened the jacket, and showed him his wound.
“That’s nasty, but you’re lucky the round didn’t hit a rib, and why are your clothes damp?”
“That’s a long story, but you can let Rossetti know that Heinz has fewer men today than he did yesterday.”
“Where are they?”
“Uptown, the Rutherford Hotel on Randall Street,”
“How many men does he have?”
“At last count, twenty-two, mostly Mercs from Europe and one more thing, Vance is with them.”
“The Russian? Johnny will be interested in hearing that.”
As Pullo’s taxi arrived, Tanner pointed towards the clinic door.
“I think I’ll get sewn up now.”
Pullo grabbed his arm and halted him before he could take a step.
“Laurel told me about your late-night visit.”
“Then you also know why I was there, to give her that number.”
“You could have done that on the phone. I’m not a fool, Tanner. If you want Laurel, just come out and say it and, if she chooses you, well, all right then, but I just want her to be happy.”
“She’s happy with you, Joe, and I wasn’t there to make a move. If I had, she would have shown me the door. I had my chance with Laurel and I walked away.”
Pullo let go of his arm.
“That makes you a fool.”
“No, it leaves me free.”
***
After she buzzed him inside the clinic, Tanner was greeted by the sight of Merle, Earl, and Laurel holding hands, and like Pullo, he was amazed.
“I remember you telling me about your big brothers, but I never would have imagined it was these two.”
Laurel saw the way the three men were looking at each other and realized that they weren’t strangers.
“You three know each other, for how long?”
“Oh, the boys and I have had a few adventures together, isn’t that right boys?”
Merle looked back and forth between his sister and Tanner.
“You two are friends?”
Tanner smiled at Laurel.
“I like to think so.”
Laurel turned and walked towards a treatment room.
“You boys wait out here while I treat Tanner, and then we’ll go have an early lunch and catch-up.”
Tanner followed her into a small room and sat atop an examining table. Laurel grimaced with concern when she saw the wound on his left side.
“You’ll need stitches.”
“I figured that.”
Her eyes took in the rest of his bare torso and a frown of concern clouded her face.
“So many new scars, why do you live so dangerously?”
Tanner gazed into her eyes, and once again, his heart rate escalated.
Thumpity, Thumpity, Thump, his heart went.
He had been intimate with women who affected him less than Laurel did with just a glance.
“There are greater dangers than the ones I face,” Tanner said.
Laurel stitched him up, and as she was applying the bandage to his side, she paused and gazed at him.
Tanner stared back at her and became lost in her eyes, as the moment stretched on, and their lips grew closer.
“I see you’re in good hands,” said a voice from the doorway. When Tanner looked over, he saw Sophia staring at them.
Laurel cleared her throat.
“Who are you?”
“She’s Sophia Verona, she’s with me,” Tanner said.
Sophia tossed a thumb over her shoulder.
“Johnny’s chauffeurs let me in, they know me.”
When Laurel finished treating Tanner’s wound, Sophia walked over and kissed him, and then she looked at Laurel for a reaction, and saw that the doctor’s demeanor had grown colder, as she returned her stare.
Laurel then looked away from Sophia and back at Tanner.
“Um, I’ll give you something for the pain, and you’ll need to take it easy, or those stitches might tear. I also want you to change that bandage daily.”
“I’ll take care of that,” Sophia said.
Laurel looked at Tanner.
“You two are living together?”
“It’s temporary,” Tanner said, and Sophia gave him a look that said that was news to her.
Once outside the clinic and in the car, Sophia gazed at Tanner expectantly. She was behind the wheel, so that Tanner could rest.
When he realized that she was staring at him instead of starting the car, he looked back at her.
“What?”
“Don’t give me that, ‘What?’, you and the doc, you had a thing going once, didn’t you?”
“Yes, but it was years ago.”
“Gone but not forgotten, judging by the scene I saw when I walked in on you, if I had arrived a minute later, you two would have been going at it on top of that treatment table.”
“Laurel is Joe Pullo’s girl.”
“Damn, Tanner, Pullo will shoot you if you touch her... and so would I.”
Tanner sighed.
“I think it’s time we separated.”
“Why? You think I’m clingy, well I’m not. I just like you, in and out of bed. So shut up, you’re stuck with me for now, and you’re coming back to the hotel and rest up. I’ll also order some food from room service.”
Tanner smiled.
“Yes ma’am, whatever you say.”
“Damn straight,” Sophia said, and then she started the car and drove away from the clinic.



CHAPTER 28 - Too clever by half
Sara was tracking Tanner’s movements and growing suspicious.
She had gone to Laurel’s townhouse earlier, having been led there by following Tanner’s trail, and after doing a search on the property’s title, she discovered that Laurel owned it.
She assumed it meant that Tanner was sleeping with Laurel behind Pullo’s back, and that it was further proof that the man couldn’t be trusted.
The tracker data also told her that Tanner had spent the night at the Rutherford Hotel on Randall Street, but when she drove by the building, she saw that it was closed for renovation and not accepting guests.
After turning around, she found a place to park in front of a fire hydrant. After twenty minutes of observation, she could tell that something was going on at the Rutherford, and that rather than being empty of guests, it was a hive of activity.
She phoned Johnny Rossetti at the club and played a hunch.
“This man Heinz who wants to take Frank Richards’ place as leader of The Conglomerate, do you know where he is?”
“Yeah, Joe just called. Heinz is using a hotel as his base and Tanner already had another battle with his men there.”
“Tanner told you that he killed some of Heinz’s men?”
“Yeah, and he was wounded too, but not seriously.”
“Too bad they didn’t kill him, but are you certain he was really injured?”
“Joe saw the wound himself. Sara, what’s going on? You gave the man your word that you wouldn’t try to kill him.”
“Nothing’s going on, and I’ll call again later, stay safe, bye bye,”
After hanging up, Sara nibbled her bottom lip. According to the tracker, Tanner stayed at the hotel all night.
That sounds like something a guest would do, not an attacker.
Tanner was planning a double-cross. Sara was certain of it, but she would need proof before she could act on the information or convince Johnny, but she was determined to beat Tanner.
She smiled.
Tanner had made sure that Pullo could attest that he was wounded, which gave credence to his statement that he’d been in battle against Heinz.
You smart, tricky bastard,
Sara hated Tanner with a passion, but a part of her admired the man. He was devilishly cunning and had survived many times because of it. That, along with his ruthlessness and skill at killing,
You won’t win this time, Tanner. This time, you’ll be outsmarted.
Sara refreshed the tracker info and recognized the address that Tanner had recently visited. It was Laurel’s clinic. Tanner’s wound—a wound that Sara had no doubts was self-inflicted—had not only been useful in convincing Johnny that Tanner was on his side, but also gave the assassin an excuse to visit his lover.
“Tricky, tricky, Tanner.”
Sara started her car and headed off to see Laurel Ivy.



CHAPTER 29 - Obsession
Inside the Rutherford Hotel, Bruno Heinz looked on in disgust as the bodies of his vaunted hit team were loaded onto the elevator. They were being taken away, to be buried in unmarked graves.
There were more bodies in the stairwell, but those three were killed by Vance after Tanner had tricked them into thinking he was the enemy, while he made his escape.
Heinz was scarlet with rage, but he forced himself to remain silent, as he tried to think of his next move.
After downing a drink, he settled at the conference room table and looked across at Vance.
“Do you have any suggestions?”
“I do, but first, a question.”
“Go ahead.”
“As part of The Conglomerate, you have inside knowledge about Rossetti’s operations, yes?”
“That’s true, your point.”
“I think you should acquire more men, and then attack Rossetti’s key operations all at the same time. You’ll simply overwhelm them with a superior force. Rossetti’s own war with Tanner has left his troop levels low, and the men that remain aren’t the best. With enough men, you could take over his territory in one night.”
Heinz shook his head sadly.
“I don’t have nearly enough men for that, and bringing in more is always problematic.”
“That’s true, but you’re thinking about imported men from Europe, but what I’m talking about is a simple show of force. If I wanted to, I could have hundreds of local street soldiers here in a day. Of course, it would mean sharing power, but in one night, New York would be yours.”
“How could you possibly acquire hundreds of men in one day?”
“Michael Krupin, Mikhail Krupin’s son, with his father disabled by a stroke, he now leads the Russian gangs in New York, and he is willing to join forces with you in order to take over Rossetti’s territory.”
Heinz stood, walked over to the window, but then thought about Tanner and closed the drapes.
“Your plan sounds feasible, but there is no way that I will give up my power, and even if I was willing to join forces with this Russian, it would all be for nothing if Rossetti attacks before we’re ready.”
Vance smiled.
“I can make sure that Rossetti holds off on taking further action by pretending to want to make a deal.”
“A face-to-face meeting? You would risk that?”
“I would, it would also give me a chance to see Tanner up close.”
“You want the pleasure of killing him, don’t you?”
“The man is the best. Once I kill him, that title will be mine. As disastrous as it was for you, his killing of the hit team was masterful. He killed the men one by one as they were discussing how to track him down. He’s completely unconventional and I’ll have to be just as unorthodox to beat him.”
“How so?”
“I don’t know yet, but I won’t come at him head on. He’s too good for that.”
“A meeting to delay things might work; however, I’ve already set in motion a new plan. If it’s unsuccessful, then we’ll try your approach.”
“What plan?”
Heinz smiled.
“The old-fashioned kind, and Rossetti won’t see it coming.”
***
Inside his office at the club, Johnny offered his hand to Jade Taylor and studied the woman as they shook hands. Pullo had told him that she was not only beautiful, but also exotic, and Johnny had to agree.
“Before you tell me why you’re here, Agent Taylor, let me first offer condolences on the death of your friend, Agent Geary.”
Jade Taylor blinked in surprise.
“Thank you, Mr. Rossetti. That was unexpectedly civilized of you.”
“I have my moments,” Johnny said, and then the two of them settled in their seats, on opposite sides of his desk.
The new doors had been installed, and while the rear door only offered a tinted view of the alley behind the building, the door leading to the hallway gave a partial view of the bar area.
“I’m certain that Mr. Pullo told you my intent.”
“He did and I’ll tell you right now that you’re wasting your time. I’ve had six audits in the past seven years, and three of those times, it was discovered that I had overpaid my taxes. I run a legitimate business here and that’s the truth.”
Jade laughed, the sound was musical and reverberated within the small office.
“You make millions in illegal income and we both know it, so don’t play innocent, and know this, I’m a very patient woman. No matter how long it takes, I’ll nail you.”
Johnny stood.
“I guess there’s nothing else to say.”
Jade headed for the door.
“I’ll show myself out, but I’ll be back.”
Johnny watched her as she headed down the hallway and saw her acknowledge Pullo with a nod, as she passed him near the bar.
When Pullo entered the office, Johnny checked his watch.
“That was quick, what did you do, dump the Carter brothers in the East River?”
Pullo sat in the chair recently occupied by Jade Taylor and let out a long breath.
“You’re not going to believe this.”
***
By the time Pullo was finished telling him the story of Merle and Earl’s reunion with Laurel, Johnny was laughing.
“If you kill them it will break Laurel’s heart, and if she ever found out that you were the one who pulled the trigger, she’d—”
“I know. It’s why they’re still breathing.”
“You know what this means, right?”
“What?”
“Those two are now your responsibility. If they screw up, I’ll hold you partly to blame.”
Pullo sat up straight.
“How do you figure that?”
“You’re the one who said that they were a threat and that they needed to go. What’s changed? I mean, other than the fact that they’re Laurel’s brothers.”
Pullo thought that over and cursed.
“If only we hadn’t stopped at the clinic.”
“Don’t sweat it, the boys aren’t the brightest bulbs you’ll find, but they’re not greedy or looking to cause trouble either. They’ll be fine.”
Pullo smiled.
“They made Laurel happy; I never saw her smile so wide.”
“Good, now what about Tanner, you said on the phone that he wasn’t hurt badly?”
“A bullet creased his ribs, but he’s tough.”
Johnny smiled and then laughed again.
“What’s funny now?”
“I was just thinking, if you and Laurel ever marry, then you, Merle, and Earl would be family.”
“That’s what I get for not dating an Italian girl.”
***
Laurel looked at the monitor that was connected to the camera, and saw Sara staring back at her from the gate outside. When she let Sara into the clinic, she was surprised to learn that Merle and Earl also knew her.
“Oh, but I guess they met you through Johnny?”
“No, I first met Merle and Earl in Las Vegas, but that’s a long story.”
Merle smiled at Sara.
“She arrested me once, back when she was a Fed, but the charge was dropped, and did ya’ll know that the Vegas jail has really good food?”
Laurel looked pained.
“No, but you’ll have to tell me all about it sometime.”
Laurel and Sara talked in a treatment room while the boys were busy hitting on Laurel’s nurse, Maya, and asking the young woman if she had a sister.
“What brings you here?” Laurel said to Sara.
“I’ll just come out and say it. I know that you and Tanner are sleeping around behind Joe Pullo’s back, but what I need to know is, how serious is it?”
Laurel’s mouth dropped open.
“Tanner and I... that’s... nothing is happening between us, and even if there were an intimate relationship, what business would it be of yours?”
“I saw you two the other day and that didn’t appear to be nothing. Tanner doesn’t love you, but he cares about you, doesn’t he?”
Laurel looked as if someone had punched her, as she bent over slightly and her eyes became moist.
“Why do you say he doesn’t love me? Is it that obvious?”
Sara’s mouth dropped open as the truth hit her.
“You love him. You’re in love with Tanner?”
Laurel wiped her tears away.
“Nothing is going on between us, not now, but at one time, we were close, at least I thought so.”
“When I said Tanner didn’t love you, I meant that he didn’t love anyone. He’s not capable of it.”
“What?”
“The man is a sociopath. It’s not possible for him to have feelings.”
“No, Tanner, he’s... he’s imperturbable? Yes, but he’s not heartless.”
“I think Tanner wants you and I think he’s willing to kill for you. If you have any feelings for Joe Pullo, you might want to break things off with Tanner before he decides that Joe is in the way.”
“You’re crazy! Tanner would never hurt Joe, they’re friends, and I told you, I’m not sleeping with Tanner.”
Sara gathered her purse and stood.
“You’ve been warned.”
Laurel walked Sara to the door, and as she watched the former FBI agent stride back to her car, she wondered just what it was about Tanner that obsessed the woman so much.



CHAPTER 30 - Rampage
The last of the patrons left the Cabaret Strip Club with bellies full of overpriced beer and minds brimming with unfulfilled fantasies.
Pullo had left hours earlier, and after Carl the bartender said goodnight along with most of the staff, the head bouncer, Bull, was the only man left with Johnny. The office door was open and Bull stuck his head in.
“The Carter brothers are here with the limo. They’re in the alley.”
“Is everything locked up out front?”
“Yeah, so why don’t we go out the back way here?”
Johnny agreed, and after turning out the lights, he opened the rear door of the office and stepped into the alley.
He didn’t see the limo, and when he turned to look at Bull, he saw that he was pointing a gun at him.
“What the fuck, Bull?”
Bull shrugged.
“Sorry Johnny, I really am, but Heinz is paying me a fortune for this. It’s enough to open my own club.”
“You scumbag! You sold me out for a few dollars?”
“No, I sold you out for a shitload of dollars. Now close your eyes and I’ll make this quick.”
Headlights brightened the alleyway, as the limo entered from the street. Johnny tried to take Bull’s gun away, but the big man was too strong and shoved him to the ground. When the limo rounded the bend in the alley, Bull was locked in indecision between shooting Johnny or firing at the limo, but when the vehicle kept coming, he turned to fire at it.
Brakes squealed as the gun went off, but the bullet went high as the limo slammed into Bull and sent him flying backwards, to land on his butt near the dumpster.
Johnny snatched up the fallen gun and walked over to stand above Bull, who was cradling his broken right leg. Bull gazed up at him and then raised a hand in pleading.
“No, don’t!”
Johnny fired two shots, one that struck Bull in the head, while the other hit his heart.
When he had dealt with the traitor, he turned to see Merle and Earl gawking at him.
“You boys just saved my life, consider your pay doubled, and shut and lock the gates.”
Merle and Earl were still staring at Bull’s body when Johnny went back inside to make calls.
“Merle.”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t tell Johnny that your foot just slipped off the pedal, okay?”
“Okay.”
***
Despite the early morning hour, the doorbell rang at Laurel Ivy’s townhouse.
Pullo was staying over, and he went with Laurel to see who had come to call and woken them.
It was Laurel’s nurse, Maya, a young Asian woman, and her eyes looked red from crying.
“Maya, what’s wrong?”
“I’m so sorry, Laurel, but I really need to speak to you and it can’t wait until morning.”
Pullo yawned as he walked off towards the kitchen.
“I’ll let you two talk while I get a drink of water.”
After Pullo walked down the short hallway and disappeared into the kitchen, Maya reached into her jacket pocket and took out a gun.
Laurel backed away from her so fast that she bumped the entryway table and knocked over a vase.
“Maya... why?”
“A man offered me money, so much money, to kill Joe, but... I can’t leave a witness, I’m sorry.”
An instant later, Maya had dropped the gun and was gagging on the carving knife that Pullo had thrown from the kitchen doorway.
Eight inches of razor sharp stainless steel entered her throat, severed her trachea, and cut off her air supply.
For several moments, Laurel simply watched in shock and horror, but as Maya began thrashing about on the floor and desperately ripped the knife from her throat in an attempt to get air, Laurel moved towards her to help, but was held back by Pullo, who grabbed up the gun and kicked the knife from Maya’s hand.
“Let the bitch die,” Pullo said.
Laurel did so, but refrained from watching it take place, as she buried her face against Pullo’s chest and cried.
It took several minutes, but Maya died, and as if to mark her passing, Pullo’s cell phone began ringing upstairs in the bedroom.
He placed an arm around Laurel’s shoulders and led her up the steps, and then grabbed the phone off the nightstand and answered it on the sixteenth ring.
It was Johnny, who had just survived his own attack and betrayal.
Pullo told him what had just happened and they agreed to meet at the club.
Minutes later, Pullo and Laurel were in his Hummer and headed away from her townhouse.
Laurel had stopped shaking and took out her phone.
“Should I call Tanner? Is this what he was talking about when he gave me his number?”
“I don’t think he expected this, not an attack by a friend, but yeah, I guess he didn’t put anything past Heinz.”
“They wanted you dead, not me. Maya was just going to kill me because I was a witness and, what do we do with her body?”
“I’ll have it taken care of. The next time you go home there won’t be a sign of trouble.”
“Oh my God, I nearly died. You saved me, Joe.”
“I heard the vase break, if not for that...”
“Should I call, Tanner?”
“Yeah, tell him what happened and have him meet us at the club.”
***
Tanner had assigned Laurel’s number a special ring, and he awoke from a sound sleep after it rang only once.
“Laurel, are you all right?”
She wasn’t, and he could hear the tears in her voice as she told him what had happened. Afterwards, she passed the phone and Pullo filled him in on the attempt on Johnny’s life as well, and told him that they would all meet at the club, where they would plan a counter attack.
After ending the call, Tanner saw that Sophia had awakened and was staring at him.
“That was that doctor?”
“Heinz sent someone to her home to kill Pullo... and her.”
“Shit, are they all right?”
“Yeah, Joe handled it, also, someone tried to kill Rossetti, one of his own people, but he’s okay too, but they were all very lucky.”
Tanner grew silent as Sophia put on a light and rose from the bed.
“We’re safe here, right?”
“Yes, but we’re leaving anyway. Rossetti wants to meet at the club.”
Sophia put on her robe and went into the bathroom. When she emerged a minute later, she saw that Tanner hadn’t moved, but that his face had grown red with rage.
“Tanner... are you all right?”
He stood and grabbed his clothes.
“Get dressed; I’m putting you in a cab and sending you to the club.”
“Where are you going?”
Tanner’s intense eyes blazed and Sophia spotted the hate burning in them.
“I’m going back to that hotel of Heinz’s and I’m going to kill them all.”
***
Sophia pleaded with Tanner not to face Heinz’s men alone, but her appeals to reason fell on deaf ears.
After seeing that she was in a taxi and on her way to the club, Tanner drove six blocks and entered an underground parking garage.
The attendant was in the middle of telling him that he couldn’t park his car himself, when Tanner told him to pull up a file on the company computer. The young man gave him a strange look, but when the file was found, the man saw that it contained a photo of Tanner, and that it identified him as one of the owners of the property.
He wasn’t the owner, but had made a deal with the woman who did own it. The deal allowed him a permanent parking space in several of the garages she owned. In the space at this garage was a van, and that van held supplies and an arsenal.
In ten minutes, Tanner had donned body armor and wore a tactical vest over it.
He parked in the alley that ran behind the Rutherford Hotel and left the car carrying an AR-15, while an Atchisson assault shotgun was slung across his back. The tactical vest held a Beretta in its holster and there were spare magazines and shells for the three weapons.
He entered the hotel by the same second-story window he’d left it by the day before, after kicking in the plywood that had been fastened in place over it.
The noise brought three men stumbling into the hall with eyes puffy from sleep and Tanner shot them all and went looking for more. Only one man had been wise enough to carry a gun, but he never got off a shot.
Tanner assumed that Heinz would be in his suite, on the top floor of the sixth story building, but he needed to clear it before heading up, and so he went downstairs to the ground floor.
He was met by a group of men who had been playing a late-night game of poker.
Tanner opened up with the AR-15 on full automatic and killed three of the six men right away. As he reloaded, two bullets struck him in the chest, and despite the body armor, the pain was maddening and caused his eyes to tear up.
Tanner blinked the water of pain away and opened fire again, this time using three-round bursts, and after killing another man, the last two dived behind the oak reception counter.
If they had hoped that the massive and ornate service desk would protect them, they were sorely mistaken. The ammo from the AR-15, the .223 Remington’s ripped through the wood, the men, and the wall behind them.
After clearing the ground floor, Tanner heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs, but to his amazement, the elevator chimed and the old man who had been wearing the bathrobe the previous night emerged from the machine wearing the same again, but this time he was carrying a shotgun.
Tanner hit him with a burst from the AR-15 and the fool fell back into the elevator car with his feet sticking out, and the shotgun laying atop his body, while the doors of the elevator repeatedly opened and closed upon his legs.
Tanner took off at a run up the stairs and began firing the instant he spotted movement.
There were four men in their underwear on the second-floor landing. His shots caught them in their bare legs, taking the fight out of all but one of them. That man fired a shot that hit the web of flesh between the thumb and forefinger on Tanner’s left hand, causing it to drip blood and sting like a sonofabitch.
Tanner shot the man in the face and moved on, as the other three men moaned in agony from their wounds. Two of the men he recognized as his drinking companions from the night before, but he felt no pity for them, not after Laurel Ivy had nearly been killed.
As he opened the door to the third floor, the floor where most of the men were housed, Tanner got what he expected, as a brutal barrage of gunfire perforated the metal door with over a dozen holes, while four more rounds found Tanner’s vest, knocking the breath from his lungs.
Tanner recovered quickly, and his intent had not been to enter the floor, but to deliver a surprise and shut the door again.
The grenade exploded, causing the door to blow open and hang from one hinge, as the bottom hinge had been blown off by the explosion, even as the blast ripped apart several men.
Tanner slid the rifle around the edge of the doorframe and emptied its final magazine down the corridor, before trading the AR-15 for the Atchisson assault shotgun. Particles of debris and dust filled the air, but Tanner could make out four torn bodies lying atop the carpet, with two more casualties farther down the corridor.
That meant that he had encountered twenty men since entering the building, and he knew from his stay at the hotel the day before that there should be at least two more somewhere, not counting Heinz and Vance.
If the men were hiding, then so be it. Time was short, and doubtless someone passing nearby the building had heard the noise. Yet, he still had to get to the top floor and kill Heinz before the authorities appeared.
One of the missing men fired at him as he opened the door to the sixth floor. Before he could fire back, the man tackled him, and the two of them went tumbling down the stairs together.
Both the man and Tanner had lost their weapons during the fall down to the landing, and Tanner had banged his head on the wall as he landed, and was momentarily stunned.
The other man recovered first, and that’s when Tanner realized that it was the Frenchman who spoke only a little German.
The Frenchman’s eyes also widened in recognition as he grabbed the weapon nearest to him, pointed it at Tanner, and pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened, because the man had grabbed the AR-15, which was out of ammo.
After realizing his mistake, he made a leap to retrieve his own weapon, which was laying behind him on a stair, but when he turned back around to fire, Tanner tossed a knife that entered his left eye.
The Frenchman screamed in agony, but his pain was short lived, as Tanner ripped the gun from the man’s hand and shot him in the head twice.
“Heinz!” Tanner called, his voice filled with fury, as he ached to kill the man who had dared to threaten Laurel Ivy’s life.
However, vengeance was to be denied, because when he made it back up the stairs and onto the sixth floor, he found that the suites and conference room were empty.
Heinz had been wise enough to move somewhere else after Tanner’s destruction of his hit team, and the assassin would have to wait to get revenge.
Tanner made his way back down the stairs, where he found that two of the men wounded on the second floor landing still lived, but were too weak from their wounds to fight. He shot them with the Beretta to finish them off.
To his surprise, no sirens greeted his ears upon reaching the lobby, but he remembered that the once elegant hotel was well built and also surrounded by warehouses, which were closed for the night, while the street saw little traffic after daylight hours.
The sound of the grenade going off might have reached the restaurant on the corner, but he recalled that there was music playing inside, and it was an even chance that no one heard the sound, or if heard, they didn’t consider it menacing.
Whatever the reason for the lack of a police response, it was so much the better, and Heinz could return to find his nest in ruins.
The sound of running footsteps came from the area of the front doors after they crashed open, and Tanner nearly shot Johnny Rossetti and Joe Pullo as they came towards him with their guns up and ready.
They both stopped and stared at him, noting the blood dripping from his hand and splattered over his armor and clothing, and their guns fell to their sides.
“Heinz?” Johnny said.
“He’s not here, just his men.”
Pullo was swiveling his head about, searching for danger.
“How many men?”
“There should have been at least twenty-two, but I only encountered twenty-one.”
Pullo and Johnny glanced at each other, before looking back at Tanner.
“They’re all dead?” Johnny asked, and his tone was laced with amazement.
“Yeah,” Tanner said.
Johnny nodded at the body of the old man, which was lying in the doorway of the open elevator. The shotgun that had been lying atop the body was gone.
“The old man was unarmed?”
Tanner turned his head to look at the old man’s body, and saw another man step from the recesses of the elevator holding the shotgun.
Pullo knocked Tanner to the floor, as Johnny raised his weapon and fired.
The twenty-second man had been in the elevator and had been pointing the old man’s shotgun at Tanner’s back.
Pullo tackled Tanner just before the man fired. The pellets whizzed by overhead, missing the back of Tanner’s skull by mere inches, as Johnny fired three rounds into the man and killed him.
Tanner rolled out from beneath Pullo and the two men sprang up to their feet.
“I guess that was number twenty-two,” Johnny said.
“Thanks Rossetti, you too Joe, but what about Sophia, she made it to the club didn’t she?”
“Yeah,” Pullo said. “She’s why we’re here; she said that you were going after Heinz alone, which was stupid, Tanner, even for you.”
Tanner looked back at the man Johnny had shot, the one who had nearly blown his head off.
“I can’t argue the point, but Heinz needed to know that some things aren’t acceptable.”
“You’re talking about Laurel,” Pullo said, and Tanner acknowledged it with a nod.
Johnny turned and headed for the door.
“Let’s get out of here.”
The three men made their exit and headed back towards the club, leaving behind a slaughterhouse, and a lesson well taught.



CHAPTER 31 - Envious eyes
Tanner had thought he might find Sara Blake at the club, but Johnny explained that he didn’t want her to know about the latest attack on his life, as she was still upset that he had nearly been killed once that week.
Tanner was glad she wasn’t there, as he had little patience for her, and with the truce in place, he hoped to never see her again.
Johnny had left half a dozen men to guard the club, but Merle and Earl still stood on either side of Laurel like personal sentries. When Tanner walked into the club, Laurel went to him after spotting the wound to his hand.
Sophia greeted him with a kiss, but when she went to hug him, she felt him tense up, as a hissing sound escaped his lips.
When she rolled up his shirt, she spotted a slew of purple bruises.
“Damn Tanner, how many times were you shot?”
“It’s why I wore the body armor.”
Laurel opened her medical bag as she winced at the bruises.
“Oh my God, it looks like you’re lucky to be alive; you’ve also torn your stitches open, and let me see that hand.”
“Are you all right, Laurel?”
“I’m a little shaken, but I’ll be fine.”
“Good.”
Laurel repaired his old stitches and placed new ones in his hand, while also making a face of concern at the bump on the back of his head, which was acquired from his tumble down the stairs with the Frenchman. When she offered him an ointment to put on the bruises, Tanner declined.
Sophia stood off to the side watching them. Tanner could tell that she was unhappy about Laurel touching him, even if it was in a utilitarian manner.
When he replaced his bloody shirt with a sweatshirt given to him by Johnny, which advertised the club, Sophia stood beside him and thanked Laurel for treating him. Laurel took the hint and moved away.
Tanner was seated on a stool at the bar, and Sophia moved between his legs and spoke in a quiet voice.
“That bitch wants you.”
“Laurel had her fill of me years ago.”
“Why?”
“She wanted to be loved and I couldn’t give that to her.”
“Commitment scares you, don’t I know it, but no one can help falling in love.”
Tanner said nothing, but he sincerely hoped that Sophia was wrong.
***
One of Heinz’s men had managed to call him before falling to Tanner’s onslaught, and the German arrived at the hotel with Vance just minutes after Tanner had left the building with Johnny and Pullo.
Heinz reacted to the scenes of death with amazed and horrified expressions, but Vance’s eyes were filled with pure wonder.
“This was Tanner, all of it. I can feel it.”
They had been upstairs and were now back down in the lobby, where Heinz turned in a circle while gesturing at the carnage.
“One man, all this?”
“Most of it, I’d bet on it. You can read his trail by the cartridges left behind.”
Heinz walked over to a chair and sat in it heavily.
“This is disastrous. My men are all dead.”
“You still have the offer from the Russians.”
Heinz sighed, the last thing he wanted was a partner, but controlling half of something was better than not having control over any of it.
“I’ll meet with the Russian, this Michael Krupin, but I want to maintain control as well.”
“I’ll tell him you’re ready to talk, but he’ll want to know what you can add to the deal. Are you certain you know the inner workings of the Giacconi Family’s enterprises?”
“I do, and with that information and the Russian’s men, we’ll make an unbeatable pair.”
Vance nodded. Knowledge was power, and he began to wonder just how much it would take to extract that knowledge from Heinz’s bald head.
He had been Richards’ lackey and had now become Heinz’s; perhaps it was time that he started working for himself.
His musing about upper mobility was interrupted by Heinz speaking again.
“I have to stay alive long enough to meet with the Russian and that means that I have to avoid Tanner.”
“I’ll buy time. I’ll meet with Rossetti and pretend you want to compromise.”
“The man will kill you. They must know that I’m without men now, and to that point, how do I dispose of these bodies before they’re discovered by the authorities?”
“Such services can be bought, although, they’re not cheap, particularly when dealing in a quantity such as this.”
Heinz held his head in his hands.
“This war will bankrupt me if this keeps up.”
“No, as soon as you make the deal with Krupin, we’ll attack Rossetti’s businesses. By tomorrow night, you’ll own every brothel, drug den, and bookmaking operation now run by the Giacconi’s. Once Rossetti has fallen, the others will get back in line and The Conglomerate will be in control once again.
Heinz seemed invigorated by Vance’s words, but doubt still clouded his expression.
“What if Rossetti kills you at the meeting?”
“He won’t. He thinks he has nothing to lose by talking to me.”
“Set up the meeting with Rossetti, and if you never return from it... I’ll assume that things went badly.”
Vance laughed.
“Yes, that would be a safe assumption.”
***
The intercom buzzed in the office at the club and Johnny was informed that he had a call. When he answered it, he heard a voice he remembered well.
It was Vance, whose real name was Rurik Varanov.
“Why the call, comrade? I hope you’re not looking for work; I don’t hire assholes.”
“It’s good to hear your voice again as well, Rossetti, but I’m calling to set up a meeting. Bruno Heinz has empowered me to seek peace with you.”
“Peace talks? I’m not surprised; Tanner put more than a little dent in Heinz’s forces.”
“On the contrary, it’s I who have put a dent in Tanner, or don’t you know that he was wounded when we met.”
“It’s a scratch, and Tanner will pay you back for it someday soon.”
“Not if we make peace, so why not meet and talk things over?”
“When and where?”
“I’ll show good faith and come to your club at two. Make sure that Tanner is there. It’s time that we were properly introduced.”
“You’re really willing to come here, unarmed?”
“I am, if I have your word that I’ll be allowed to leave in one piece.”
“You got it, but Vance, if this is a trick you’ll be the first to die.”
“No tricks,” Vance assured him and then the line went dead.
Johnny looked over at Tanner, who was sitting on the green sofa with Sophia. The call had been on speakerphone and he had heard every word of it, along with Pullo, who was seated in front of the desk.
“Will you be at the meeting?”
Tanner stood and Sophia did likewise.
“I’ll be here and if we’re meeting here tomorrow afternoon, I guess that means that you’re closing the club. That’s a good idea with what has been happening.”
Johnny nodded.
“Heinz already sent hitters here once, and I won’t put the people that work here or the customers in danger.”
Pullo spoke up from where he sat in front of the desk.
“This meeting is a trick. Heinz is just trying to buy time until he can hire more men.”
“I know that,” Tanner said. “But he’s run out of time.”
“You have a plan, don’t you?” Johnny said.
“I do, and if it works, Heinz will be too busy fighting the law to worry about anything else.”
“Explain that,” Johnny said.
Tanner hesitated for a moment. He wasn’t used to working as part of a team and sharing his plans, but Rossetti was the man who hired him to put an end to the war with Heinz, and so he didn’t see the harm in letting him in on his plans.
“The financial records that Tim Jackson took from Richards’ computer also included info on Heinz’s money laundering. I’m going to contact that IRS agent that’s been sniffing around and hand Heinz over to her.”
Johnny looked worried.
“Her name is Jade Taylor, but won’t those records implicate us as well?”
“No, Tim Jackson is going to supply me with redacted copies; anything concerning the Giacconi Family will be erased. Also, the IRS will have to pass this on to the German authorities, so he’ll have two governments giving him grief.”
Johnny grinned.
“That’s clever, Tanner, but I want to see this info before you pass it on.”
“I’ll send it to you as soon as I get it, and after you’ve seen it, I’ll make contact with Agent Taylor.”
“If this works, the war will be over by the time we meet Vance for the meeting. Good, I want to see his face when he finds out his new employer no longer needs his services.”
Laurel appeared in the doorway and spoke to Pullo.
“Is it safe to go home yet?”
Johnny nodded.
“It is, thanks to Tanner, but there will be someone on guard every minute anyway.”
Pullo took Laurel by the hand as they left to go to her townhouse, and possibly her bed.
And although Tanner tried to hide it, there was a look of envy in his eyes.



CHAPTER 32 - Achilles’ heel
Sara slept fitfully that night, and after waking from yet another bad dream, she grabbed her phone and checked the tracker again.
She knew that Tanner was staying at a Midtown hotel with Sophia Verona, but her eyes grew large with alarm when she saw that Tanner had been back to the Rutherford Hotel, and in the early morning hours at that.
The alarm escalated to fear, when the tracking data told her that after leaving Heinz, Tanner had traveled to the Cabaret Strip Club, but only stayed there a short time before leaving.
She knew that the club should be closed at the hour of his visit, and in her imagination, she saw Tanner planting a bomb in Johnny’s office.
She cleared her phone’s screen and dialed Johnny’s phone.
“Sara, why are you awake so early?”
“Are you all right? Has something happened?”
There was a pause, and after sighing, Johnny answered.
“There was some trouble, but we handled it. How did you find out?”
“Where are you?”
“I’m still at the club, but getting ready to leave.”
“What sort of trouble? Did someone try to kill you again?”
“Yes, and Joe too, but don’t worry, we’re all safe.”
“It was Tanner.”
Johnny laughed.
“It wasn’t Tanner, trust me on that, and I thought you weren’t going to think about him anymore.”
“Tanner and Heinz are working together behind your back. That’s why you and Joe were attacked when he was nowhere around. He wanted to claim his innocence, and once you were dead, he would kill me.”
“Sara, calm down. You’re so wrong it’s almost funny, Tanner is on our side.”
Sara wanted to tell him about tracking Tanner’s movements, but knew that it would just make him angry, and that he’d accuse her of breaking her word to leave Tanner alone. He would be right of course, but it was obvious to her that Tanner had no intention of keeping his word, and so she felt justified. Still, it was best if she didn’t share that knowledge yet, or else Johnny might tell Tanner about the tracker.
“Don’t trust him, Johnny, and if it’s proof you need, I’ll get it.”
“Listen, I’m dead tired and have to sleep, but I’ll come by your place later tonight and we’ll talk.”
“Don’t go to your apartment. Stay at a hotel instead.”
“I think I’m just going to catch a few hours of sleep on the sofa in my office, and calm down, you don’t have to fear Tanner anymore.”
“Don’t trust him. Promise me that you won’t be alone with him.”
“I promise, now go back to sleep, it’s early, and hey?”
“Yes?”
“I love you, baby.”
Sara grinned at hearing those words, and for a moment, Tanner was forgotten.
“I love you too, Johnny.”
After they said goodbye, Sara knew that she’d never go back to sleep. She activated the tracker software again and saw that Tanner had returned to his hotel.
Sara headed for the shower. She would keep a watchful eye on Tanner, and the next time he met with Heinz, she would get close and take pictures. That way, Johnny would have to believe her and it would justify her spying on the man as well.
An hour later, she had eaten a light breakfast and was parked three blocks from Tanner’s hotel. She didn’t need to tail him closely, because the tracker would do the work for her.
She knew that if she called the police or FBI that Tanner would be arrested, but had little faith that the man could be held captive for long.
He had escaped a Mexican prison and a locked jail cell in the time she’d been after him, and if the legal system was ever foolish enough to grant bail to the man, he would surely flee, only to return when least expected and kill her.
No, Tanner was too dangerous to be left alive, and taking his word for anything was insane as far as Sara was concerned.
Nothing had changed.
Tanner had to die.
And once she had proof that the man’s word was worthless, she would be free to use any means at her disposal to bring about his death.
And, in fact, she had already put such a plan in motion.



CHAPTER 33 - Plan to be lucky
On the Upper East Side of Manhattan, Vance met with Michael Krupin inside Krupin’s limo.
Michael Krupin was twenty-three, with dark good looks, but rarely smiled. He wore a suit worth more than most wardrobes and there was an air of entitlement about him.
Vance had been friends with his father and had known Michael since he was a boy. The boy was a man now, and the man craved power.
“Heinz, the German, can he be trusted?” Krupin asked.
“He can be trusted,” Vance said. “But I’ll be your partner, not Heinz.”
Krupin stared at Vance as he pondered the meaning behind those words. Michael Krupin was a young man, but he had an older man’s patience, and rarely spoke without thinking things through beforehand.
“You have plans for Heinz?”
“I do.”
“And if those plans work out, I suppose the German will never see his homeland again.”
“Thanks to Tanner, Heinz has no more people around to protect him, but the man does have something of value.”
“And what would that be?” Krupin asked.
“He has knowledge, and once I get it out of him, I’ll have knowledge.”
“And so you want a partnership, is that it?”
“Yes, I want a percentage of everything now controlled by the Giacconi Family.”
“That’s quite a lot, their marijuana importing is worth over a hundred million a year, but that’s because they have a strong distribution network. If possible, I would like to keep Rossetti’s people in place, at least in the beginning, and later on, we’ll move our people in.”
“Our people? So you’re saying we have a deal?”
“By ‘our people’, I meant the Russian people, but yes, if you give me a blueprint of the Giacconi Family’s inner workings, their systems and what properties they own, if you deliver all that, we have a deal.”
“I’ll get it and I’ll also kill Tanner.”
Michael Krupin almost smiled at Vance.
“Please deliver the information to me before you go against Tanner, otherwise, you just might take it to your grave.”
“You should have more confidence in me, Michael. Tanner is great, but I’m better, and once I kill him everyone will know it.”
“You could try to recruit him. I’d be willing to pay serious money to have a man with his skills, if even half of what I’ve heard is true.”
“It’s true. You should see what he did to Heinz’s men last night.”
“Could you have done the same?”
Vance laughed.
“Face twenty men on my own? I wouldn’t be stupid enough to try.”
“So you think he’s a lucky fool?”
“I certainly hope so, and I also hope that luck comes to an end if I ever have to face him.”
“I prefer planning over luck,” Krupin said.
“So do I, but if I had to choose, I’d choose luck.”
“But we don’t get to choose, do we?”
Vance thought about Frank Richards and how close the man had come to gaining undreamed of power and influence, only to have his ambitions and his life snuffed out by Tanner.
“No, sometimes fate just isn’t on our side.”



CHAPTER 34 - Wheels within wheels
Tanner persuaded Jade Taylor to meet with him by telling her he had information about money laundering. They arranged to rendezvous at an outdoor cafe near Central Park, which also offered a view of the famous Dakota Building.
He had told her on the phone that his name was Smith and Jade Taylor said that many men named Smith had passed on information to her over the years.
Pullo had described Jade Taylor to Tanner, and so he spotted her right away and joined her at a table. After saying hello, they both ordered coffee from a waitress already wielding a carafe and once it was poured, they ignored it and got down to business.
Tanner was actually pressed for time, as it took longer than planned for the information to be formatted without referencing anyone but Heinz, and then Johnny had to peruse it before giving approval.
The time for meeting with Vance at the club was coming up fast and Tanner planned to be there.
Jade Taylor offered Tanner a guarded smile.
“Mr. Smith, exactly what is it that you wish to pass on to me?”
Tanner slid a flash drive across the table with a gloved hand.
“Have you heard of The Conglomerate?” Tanner said.
“I’ve heard rumors,” Jade said.
“The rumors are true. There’s information on that drive detailing the laundering of money by one of its members, although, The Conglomerate is actually in shambles now.”
Jade studied the drive in her hand.
“What do you want in return?”
“Other than swift action, not a thing, but perhaps I’ll get a warm feeling from being a good citizen.” Tanner stood and pointed at the untouched beverages. “I’ll let Uncle Sam pay for the coffee.”
Seconds later, and Tanner had disappeared into the crowd.
Jade Taylor rose from her seat, dropped money on the table, and walked off in the opposite direction. After turning a corner, she walked two blocks and stepped inside a van that was waiting for her.
Once the van pulled into traffic, Jade removed the wireless transmitter hidden beneath her hair, and asked the driver if the conversation had recorded.
“We got it all and the client will be very pleased with your performance. Tanner is not an easy man to fool, and neither are Pullo and Rossetti.”
“I was so tempted to just shoot him. I can’t believe that he gave you so much trouble the other night.”
“Don’t underestimate the man; everyone who has is dead, and you can’t spend the bounty if you’re dead.”
“What bounty?”
“There was fifty grand up for whoever killed him and no one even came close.”
“The client, whoever they are, they’re still willing to pay to see him dead, right?”
“Oh yeah, now that Tanner has proven he can’t be trusted all bets are off, but don’t get any ideas, the man would eat you alive.”
The van stopped in front of Grand Central Terminal.
“You did good work playing Jade Taylor, June, now take the train back to Connecticut and I’ll contact you soon, and oh yeah, expect a bonus.”
Special Agent Jade Taylor, who was actually a con woman named June Thompson, stepped out of the van and walked towards the terminal’s entrance.
The driver of the van moved back into traffic and activated his Bluetooth to make a call.
Sara Blake answered on the first ring.
“Duke?”
“You were right! Tanner is trying to sell out Rossetti to the Feds. I’ve not only got the conversation on tape, but also the evidence he passed along to our phony IRS agent.”
There was an audible sigh of relief, and then Sara spoke again.
“I knew that bastard wouldn’t keep his word and now it’s time to put an end to him.”
“What’s your plan?”
“I’m not sure, any suggestions?”
“Yes, let Rossetti handle Tanner. Tanner won’t expect anything to come of the information he passed on until later today. That means there’s a window of opportunity where he’ll think Rossetti still knows nothing.”
“No. That’s too risky for Johnny, unless... Tanner trusts Joe Pullo; maybe Pullo can kill him. He’d be wise to anyway. I think Tanner wants that doctor he’s seeing.”
“Fine, pass on what you know to Rossetti and have him give the job to Pullo, with any luck, Tanner will never see it coming.”



CHAPTER 35 - All ears
Tanner arrived back at the club just moments before Robert Vance appeared.
Before his arrival, Johnny had received an email on his phone that contained the audio recording of Tanner’s conversation with the phony IRS agent, Jade Taylor, but Johnny didn’t have time to listen to it before the meeting.
Sara had written a short note to go with it.
Call me back after you listen to this and I’ll explain.
Love, Sara
Although curious, Johnny had to hold off listening to the recording, because of Vance’s arrival.
Pullo patted Vance down for weapons and found that he had none.
Johnny was standing with his back against the bar and Vance sent him a nod, but then he stared at Tanner, who was seated at one of the tables.
“Why didn’t Heinz come himself?” Johnny asked.
“I am the one you will deal with, Rossetti, and what’s that saying, I have his ear?”
Vance walked over and stood before Tanner.
“Hello Tanner, although we traded shots in the hallway at MegaZenith and again at the Rutherford Hotel, I can’t say that we were formally introduced, also, I believe you were masquerading as someone else at MegaZenith.”
“You should talk, Vance?” Johnny said. “Or should we call you, Rurik Varanov?”
Vance smiled and turned towards Johnny.
“As a matter of fact, Rossetti, I’ve recently embraced my Russian roots. I’ve made contact with an old friend. Perhaps you know him, Mikhail Krupin?”
“The leader of the Russian mob, what about him?”
“He has agreed to lend a hand in Heinz’s crusade to take over the city, as a partner of course.”
“Krupin has thrown in with Heinz? If that’s true, he’s just made a big mistake, and so have you. Heinz is soon to be history.”
“Actually, Heinz is already history. The old fool was powerless without his men.”
“You’ve pushed Heinz out?” Pullo said.
Vance slowly reached into an inside pocket, and when his hand emerged, he was holding a handkerchief, which, when he opened it, contained a severed human ear.
Vance grinned.
“When I said I had Heinz’s ear, I meant it. You’re now dealing with me, Rossetti, and I’ve got Mikhail Krupin backing me up.”
Johnny made a face as he took in the blood-speckled ear, but then shook his head in disagreement.
“Krupin is too smart to start trouble, not after all the losses we both had in the last war.”
Vance tucked the ear back in his pocket as he spoke.
“That’s ancient history, and I’m talking about the son, Mikhail Krupin Jr., who goes by the name Michael. Unfortunately, his father suffered a serious stroke recently. Unfortunate for you that is, very fortunate for me, as the son is more adventurous.”
Johnny smiled as he tried to appear unconcerned.
“If the kid wants a war, he’ll have one, and his men will wind up the same as Heinz’s men.”
Vance spoke to Tanner again.
“Speaking of that, that massacre at the Rutherford, that was all you, wasn’t it?”
“All but one,” Tanner said.
Vance grinned with pleasure.
“Magnificent, and someday, it will be just you and me,”
“Anytime you’re ready,” Tanner said.
“I’m always ready, Tanner, but I don’t want to overstay my welcome or tempt anyone to forget their pledge to keep things civilized.”
Vance headed for the door.
“You’ll be hearing from us.”
After Vance left, Johnny thumped the top of the bar with his fist.
“Damn it! Just when we had Heinz where we wanted him, Vance has to change the players.”
“What’s this mean? More trouble or less?” Tanner asked.
“More,” Joe said. “The Russians outnumber us bigtime. It’s out of the frying pan and into the fire.”
Johnny walked over and looked down at Tanner.
“Are you still with us?”
“Yes, Rossetti, same deal.”
“Call me Johnny, Tanner, after all, we’ve saved each other’s lives, although, I still owe you one.”
Tanner stood and offered his hand.
“Johnny it is.”
They shook, and Johnny moved behind the bar. After opening three bottles of beer, Johnny slid two of them towards Pullo, who handed one to Tanner, where he had retaken his seat at the table.
Johnny held up his bottle.
“The Russians are coming, let’s make them wish they were never born.”



CHAPTER 36 - How hard can it be?
June Thompson, the con woman who had pretended to be Special Agent Jade Taylor, left the train station and hailed a taxi.
Fifty grand, fifty thousand dollars for killing just one man,
June had killed men before, the first time to survive, as the man who taught her how to be a grifter was prone to violence when he was drunk.
That proclivity to harm women began to show itself when he wasn’t drinking, and the man tried to rape her, after he’d grown angry at her latest refusal to sleep with him.
June killed the fool with a knife she kept in her purse, and then ran to her lover for help. Her lover at the time was an older female grifter named Annie, and Annie helped young June dispose of the body.
Later in life, one of her marks caught on that he was being swindled and June killed him before he could call the police.
That time she had used a gun, a weapon she later planted inside the car belonging to the man’s estranged wife. As far as June knew, the wife was still serving a life sentence.
There had been two other men as well, partners in a complicated con. She and the other woman involved in the scheme killed the men.
They had overheard the men planning to cheat them out of their share of their ill-gotten gains, and so they shot them together as the men were watching a ballgame, and then of course, June turned the gun on the other woman and killed her as well.
The woman had a tendency to run her mouth and June didn’t want to take a chance. At least, that’s what she told herself, and it left her alone with all the money.
June had studied Tanner when they met and found him to be unimpressive. While he was of a good height, six foot or so, he was hardly a big man, and she marveled that so many people had failed at killing him.
When they were sitting at the table, she was tempted to just take out her gun and shoot him. It would have been so easy.
After Duke dropped her off at the terminal, she bought her ticket, fully intending to use it, but she couldn’t get Tanner out of her mind.
Fifty thousand dollars, just to kill Tanner, amazing,
When her train was called, June sat unmoving, and it left the station without her.
She had been thinking, thinking of how easy it would be to just walk up to Tanner while he still believed that she was the law, and blast his ass into next week.
Two minutes after her train left the station, she had a plan in mind, a simple plan.
Find Tanner and shoot him dead.
For after all, how hard could it be?



CHAPTER 37 - Unintended consequences
Johnny, Pullo, and Tanner, were on their second beers and the talk had veered away from business and onto sports.
Tanner knew that Joe Pullo was a football fan, but Johnny Rossetti surprised him by having a vast knowledge of the sport.
“Oh yeah, Tanner, I almost never miss the Giants when they play at home. I was also a quarterback in high school. I wasn’t very good though and we lost most of our games, but man I loved playing.”
Pullo then spoke of the day he first met Tanner, when the hit man delivered the severed head of mob informant Vincenzo Righettleto to the funeral parlor owned by Sam Giacconi.
Tanner looked around at the club.
“This is that same building, isn’t it?”
Johnny nodded.
“It is. Sam sold it to me cheap when he got out of the funeral home business, and when I told him that I was opening a strip club, he said that the place was going from dealing with bones, to dealing with boners.”
“The place had been a bar anyway before it was a funeral parlor,” Pullo said. “And back in the 1920s it was a speakeasy.”
“The place has some history attached,” Tanner agreed. 
Johnny’s phone rang while he was leaning on the bar and talking about the Pop Warner Football team he helped to sponsor. Both Tanner and Pullo were seated at a table just a few feet away.
It was Sara calling from her apartment, and Johnny excused himself and moved down along the bar.
“Did you get my message?”
“I did, but I haven’t had a chance to listen to it. What is it?”
“It’s proof that Tanner isn’t keeping his word. He met with the woman he believed was an IRS agent and tried to pass on evidence that you’ve been money laundering.”
Johnny moved even farther down the bar, where he couldn’t be overheard.
“What do you mean that Tanner believed she was an IRS agent, are you saying she’s not?”
“I... I hired her, through Duke. Once I learned that Tanner had information that he could use to hurt you, I placed her there to make it easy for him to do so and today I was proven right.”
Johnny moaned.
“What was that groan about?” Sara said.
“Tanner went to Jade Taylor for me; we were going to use her to take down Heinz. Didn’t you even look at what he gave her?”
“I... hold on, let me load this in my laptop.”
As he waited for Sara to view the file, Johnny looked over at Tanner, who was talking to Pullo. Sara had crossed the line again, but with luck, Tanner would never find out about it.
When Sara came back on the phone, she sounded confused.
“You’re right; this file is all about Heinz and his company’s activities here and in Germany.”
“Yes, Sara, now please, let it go. Tanner isn’t trying to outsmart or double-cross us. He just wants you to leave him alone, and so do I.”
“No, no, there’s more than this, much more. Tanner is working with Heinz, he must be, the man spent the night at that hotel where Heinz lives.”
“Yes, he did, he infiltrated Heinz’s headquarters and killed an elite team of assassins the next day, and last night he went back and finished the rest of Heinz’s men off.”
“Are you certain?”
“I was there last night. Sara, he killed over twenty men by himself. Joe thinks that he became enraged because Laurel was nearly killed when Heinz tried to kill Joe.”
“You think that Tanner really cares for her?”
“I don’t think anything is going on, nothing like that, but from what I hear, they have a past, but, wait a second, how did you know that Tanner spent the night in that hotel?”
There was no answer, although Johnny could hear her breathing.
“Sara?”
“The other night, Duke, he managed to place a tracker on Tanner and, I’ve been following his movements.”
“Jesus.”
“I know, but I don’t trust him.”
“You gave your word that you were through hounding the man. Doesn’t that mean anything, Sara?”
“Of course it does, but I wasn’t going to blindly trust that his word was just as good.”
“Honey, from where I’m sitting, it’s better.”
There was silence, and then, Sara spoke in a resigned tone.
“I’ll tell Duke to stand down. Tanner never has to know about any of this.”
The door to the club swung open and Johnny watched as the woman he knew as Jade Taylor walked in. She was headed towards Tanner with a smile on her face.
“Your phony IRS agent is back, what’s that about?”
“She’s there?”
“Yeah, you didn’t send her?”
“No, Duke said that she was on a train.”
“Shit, she’s got a gun!”
Sara heard a string of gunfire, such as the sound a fully automatic weapon made while firing. That sound was followed by the clatter of the phone as it hit the floor.
Afterwards, she could hear someone shouting, but could only distinguish the voice as male, and that was followed by a woman screaming. The screaming ended, to be replaced by the sound of weeping. More muffled voices, the shouted word of, “Don’t!” spoken in a woman’s tone, and sounding desperate, and finally, silence.
“Johnny! Johnny what happened? Is Tanner dead? Did she shoot him? Johnny!”
Over a minute passed and then Sara heard the shuffle of feet. That sound was followed by the sound of crying, but it was the deep soulful cry of a man in mourning.
She shouted into the phone once more, and seconds later, she was rewarded by a voice answering, Tanner’s voice.
“Blake?”
“Tanner? What happened? What’s going on there?”
“Rossetti is dead... Johnny is dead, and he was murdered by the bitch you sent to kill me.”
“No! You’re lying! Johnny, put Johnny on the phone.”
“Blake!”
“Tell me he’s not really dead, please? Oh God, please tell me he’s alive.”
“I’m coming, Blake.”
The phone went dead, and inside her apartment, Sara collapsed to the floor and wept.



CHAPTER 38 - It makes the world go around
Tanner’s hands had been resting atop the table when June Thompson, known as IRS agent Jade Taylor, brought up the Glock 19, which had been concealed behind her purse.
The gun held sixteen rounds in total, and had been modified to fire fully automatic.
Tanner had wondered why the IRS agent would be at the club, but hadn’t felt threatened by her presence.
June was smiling; half of it was a ruse, while the other half was joy at how easy the hit would be. She saw no weapon near Tanner’s hands and was glad that she hadn’t believed the stories about the man being a killing machine.
By the end of the day, she expected to be fifty-thousand dollars richer; however, she wouldn’t live to see the end of the day, or even the next five minutes.
When Tanner saw the gun emerge, he kicked the empty chair that was opposite him and it slammed into June’s legs with enough force to knock her off-balance, even as her finger tightened on the trigger of the gun, which sent bullets flying about the bar.
At the same instant that Tanner had kicked the chair at her, Joe Pullo had flung his beer bottle at June. It struck her in the forehead and shattered, and between that and the impact of the chair, June fell backwards and became tangled amid the barstools.
Tanner was on her in a flash, to rip the gun from her hand, before landing a solid kick into her stomach.
“Johnny!”
Pullo cried out his friend’s name in shock and fear, as he saw that Johnny Rossetti was sprawled on his back near the middle of the bar.
When Pullo reached him, he viewed the line of bloody holes stitched across his friend’s torso, and knew that he was dead.
There had been two men guarding the front door, and they were mostly there to shoo away people, while informing them that the bar was closed for the day.
June had made her way past them with the help of her phony Federal Credentials, and one of the men had seen her at the club before and believed she was an agent.
The two men entered the club and stood looking about helplessly at the tragic scene, and Tanner instructed them to go back outside and make sure that no one else entered.
One of the men looked like he wanted to be sick when he realized that Johnny was dead, but he and the other man returned to their post on shaky legs.
June had vomited in reaction to Tanner’s kick, and was bent over at the waist, but he gripped her one-handed around the neck and jerked her head up.
“Who do you work for?”
June spat up blood.
“I think you broke something inside me.”
“You think I broke something? Let’s leave no doubts.”
Tanner gripped June’s right arm with one hand behind her elbow, while the other grabbed her wrist and then he brought her arm down hard atop his knee. The bones in her forearm made a dry, cracking sound as they splintered, and June let out a scream as her wide eyes took in the bone jutting from her torn and bloody flesh.
For long seconds, the only sound in the bar was that of weeping, the pain-filled whimpering of June, along with the agonizing sobs of grief coming from Pullo.
After June had swallowed several big gulps of air, Tanner questioned her again.
“Who do you work for?”
“I... I was, I was hired by a man named Duke and he works for someone else, I don’t know who.”
“I do,” Tanner said.
He looked along the bar, where Pullo sat on the floor, cradling Johnny’s body in his arms, and Tanner knew that Rossetti’s death was caused by Sara.
Tanner grabbed June by the hair, flipped her over onto her stomach, and with one smooth move, he reached around and sliced open her throat with the top half of the jagged beer bottle.
June had spotted the shard of brown glass in Tanner’s hand and cried out for mercy by shouting the word, “Don’t!”
There was no mercy, for however improbable and nascent the friendship between himself and Rossetti had been, it had been forming, and Tanner had grown to like the man.
After slitting her throat, Tanner left June to die in agony, as she gagged and thrashed like a fish without water, while her lifeblood spread into a puddle around her.
Afterwards, Tanner knelt beside Pullo with a hand on his shoulder. When he heard Sara’s tinny voice come from Johnny’s phone, he picked it up and informed her of Johnny’s death, while insinuating that she would soon join him in the afterlife.
Pullo took a deep breath and managed to gasp out words from a face covered in tears.
“Sara did this? She sent that woman to kill you?”
“I don’t know if she was sent by Blake, but she worked for her, and as far as I’m concerned, she’s broken our truce.”
“Oh God, Tanner, look at him, he must have been hit six times.” Pullo gazed over at June, who had died and lay in her own blood. “Oh, you, fucking, bitch!”
Tanner squeezed Pullo’s shoulder, stood, and took out his phone.
When Sophia answered, he asked her to take a taxi to the club.
“What’s going on?”
“Johnny Rossetti is dead; I’m sorry, Sophia.”
“What? How?”
“Sara Blake, someone working for her, but it was an accident. The woman was gunning for me.”
Tanner heard Sophia sobbing and he let her cry until she was able to talk again.
“I loved him, Tanner, you know? I wasn’t in love with him anymore, but I still loved him and he was a hell of a friend.”
“I know, but please come, Joe needs someone and I have to go soon.”
“Are you all right?”
“I will be once Blake is dead. This was her doing and this shit ends today.”
“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Sophia said, and then the call ended.
Tanner sat on a barstool, looked about the club, then, back down at Rossetti’s lifeless form, and realized that the man had been killed because of the actions of the woman he loved, actions spawned from the woman’s loss of a previous lover, whose death she sought to avenge.
If it weren’t so tragic, the irony would almost be humorous.



CHAPTER 39 - Confession
Thanks to the tracking device hidden on the bottom of Tanner’s boot, Sara was able to stay one step ahead of him and knew that he had already been to both hers and Johnny Rossetti’s apartment while looking for her.
Oh, Johnny,
Sara was devastated by Rossetti’s death and realized that she was to blame for it. Tanner had been telling the truth when he gave his word that he wouldn’t kill her, and had she not sought to trap him in a lie, Johnny would still be living.
At one point in the day, she called the club and spoke to Joe Pullo while crying.
Pullo listened as she told him everything, even revealing that she had planted a tracking device on Tanner. As Johnny had earlier, Pullo realized that she had more knowledge than she should about Tanner’s movements over the last few days, and so she admitted the offense.
“Johnny is dead because of you, Sara.”
“I know, Joe.”
“I think he loved you, and because of that, I won’t harm you, but I can’t say the same for Tanner and I won’t stand in his way.”
“I fucked up, Joe, plain and simple. I gave my word and I broke it, but I just could not imagine that Tanner would keep his word.”
“You know, you see Tanner as this great evil, but he’s not. He just kills people for a living because it’s what he’s good at, like a military sniper, and believe it or not, he’s about the best man I know.”
There was silence on the line after that, but Pullo ended it.
“Goodbye Sara, I don’t think I’ll be seeing you again.”
“Goodbye Joe, and I’m so, so, sorry.”
Just minutes later, the tracker went dead.
Sara had called from the passenger seat of a van driven by Duke, who assumed that he too was on Tanner’s kill list.
However, they had a plan, one devised by Sara.
Tanner had to die, but first, Tanner had to be survived.
And as she spent the day hiding from Tanner, a plan had formed on just how to accomplish that, a bold plan and perhaps a foolish one, because for her plan to work, Tanner would have to be capable of love, and that love, that caring for another human being would prove to be his Achilles’ heel.
Is it possible for the Devil to love? Sara asked herself.
If it wasn’t, she knew that she might be living her last hours on earth.



CHAPTER 40 - It ends!
Laurel had learned of Johnny’s death from Joe, but had been unable to leave the clinic because she had patients that needed treatment, and due to her nurse’s treachery, she was working alone.
She had liked Johnny a great deal, as had most of those who knew him, and his death saddened her.
Merle and Earl had been with her earlier in the day, but after Johnny’s death, Pullo had asked them to come back to the club, because they would be needed to perform various chores, and also fulfill their duties as chauffeurs.
As darkness fell, Laurel had just finished with her last patient. He was a leg breaker from the docks who had met up with a late payer who fought back.
The deadbeat had broken three fingers on the collection man’s left hand, but the leg breaker had stayed true to his name and had broken his adversary’s kneecaps in retaliation.
Pullo had left a man to guard Laurel, although he didn’t believe that she was in any real danger, as she had not been the target of Heinz’s would-be assassin, but only a bystander who needed to be dealt with by necessity.
The guard escorted the last patient out, and after watching the gate close behind the departing vehicle, he stayed out front for a smoke.
There was a van parked across from the fence with no one in it, and the guard, named J.T., idly wondered who had left it there, as he puffed away.
But, his mind was occupied by thoughts of the coming days, because with Johnny Rossetti gone and war on the horizon, the Giacconi Family were looking at dark times ahead.
As he was about to go back inside, he spotted the woman walking towards him from the right.
She was beautiful, had long dark hair, and was unbuttoning her blouse as she drew closer.
With his eyes riveted to the ever-increasing exposure of soft flesh, J.T. never noticed Duke coming up on him from the left.
Duke pressed a gun against the J.T.’s head and issued instructions.
“Open the gate with your remote and then punch in the access code for the door, or so help me, I’ll blow your head off.”
J.T. was a practical sort, and was much wiser than his brutish appearance might lead one to believe. He opened the gate and punched in the code without blustering or hesitation, in the hopes that all the pair wanted was to rob the clinic and not harm anyone.
Sara had her blouse refastened, and she retrieved the van and drove it into the parking lot. Once they were inside the clinic, Duke smashed the gun against the side of J.T.’s head, and the big man fell to the floor, stunned.
Laurel appeared and ran to the guard’s side to help him.
“Oh God, what are you doing?”
“He’ll be fine,” Duke said, and he flipped the guard over and used zip ties to bind the man’s hands behind his back, before placing larger ties around his ankles.
Laurel had been down on the floor beside J.T., checking the cut on his scalp, but Sara pulled her to a standing position and pointed a gun at her.
“I want you to get Tanner here. Call him!”
Laurel looked down at the gun and then up at Sara.
“Wasn’t killing Johnny enough? Does Tanner have to die as well?”
“It’s kill or be killed when it comes to Tanner, and I don’t intend to die.”
After saying this, Sara’s expression softened and she sniffled and took a deep breath.
“I’m so sorry that Johnny had to pay for my mistakes and I’m sorry that I have to use you too.”
“Use me?” Laurel said.
“Yes, you’re the bait that will place Tanner in my trap, and if I’m right, he’ll snap it shut on himself.”
“You want to kill Tanner, but it won’t turn out that way, he’ll kill you instead.”
“You’d better hope not.”
“Why?”
“Because if I die, then so do you.”
***
Tanner arrived within minutes of receiving Laurel’s call, and he came alone.
He and Duke kept their guns pointed at each other as Duke let him inside, and he stepped past the now fully aware, but bound and gagged, J.T.
However, as soon as Tanner spotted Laurel and Sara, all else faded into the background.
Sara was standing with her left forearm locked around Laurel’s throat, while with her right hand, she pressed her gun firmly against the side of Laurel’s head.
The situation was nearly identical to one Tanner faced days earlier when the assassin Gerda held Sophia hostage.
Tanner had ended that standoff with a well-placed shot to Gerda’s throat, and luckily, the woman had not fired in reflex and killed Sophia.
Such an act now seemed not only dangerous to Tanner, but cavalier as well, and he could not imagine risking Laurel’s life in a similar fashion.
“I tried not to underestimate you, Blake, and I wound up overestimating you. I really believed that you would keep your word, but you’re just a lying little bitch, aren’t you?”
“I had every intention of keeping my word, it’s just that the situation... I... what does it matter? This is where we are now.”
Tanner looked at Laurel and searched her for signs of abuse.
“Has she hurt you, Laurel?”
“No, but I believe her when she says that she’ll kill me.”
“Let her go, Blake. This is between you and me.”
“No Tanner, this, is between you, me, and Brian Ames, the man you killed, the man I loved.”
“The way you loved Rossetti? Johnny is dead because of you, Blake, because you couldn’t keep your word and let the past be.”
“I know I’m to blame, but it was only because I believed, no, because I knew that you wouldn’t keep your word and that you couldn’t be trusted.”
“You were wrong. My word is about all I have in this world. When I say I’m going to do a thing, I do it.”
“I see that now, and as amazing as it is to me, I believe that you would have let me live.”
“It’s too late for that now,” Tanner said, and he raised his gun and pointed it at Sara’s head.
Duke moved towards him, and the guard, who was seated on the floor with his back against the wall, thrust out his bound feet and tripped Duke, who stumbled, but kept his balance.
Tanner spun on Duke in an instant and caught the man across the bridge of his crooked nose with the barrel of his gun, which broke the nose once more, and then he wrenched Duke’s gun out of his hand.
Duke cried out in pain from the blow, as he leaned against the wall, while Tanner, after using his knife to free J.T.’s hands, gave the big man Duke’s gun.
Sara saw that her plan was falling apart and she issued an ultimatum.
“Stop Tanner, or I swear I’ll blow Laurel’s brains out.”
With the guard keeping an eye on Duke, Tanner walked back over to Sara, and once again pointed his gun at her.
“Let her go. She’s an innocent, and I can understand you breaking your word while in the grip of paranoia, but Blake, I don’t think that you would kill an innocent.”
Sara let out a laugh that teetered on the edge of hysteria.
“She may be an innocent, but she’s also karma.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“An eye for an eye, Tanner, you killed someone that I loved and now I’ll kill someone that you care about. I’ll still die, but I’ll have a little payback as I go.”
Tanner lowered his arm after hearing those words, as a chill ran down his spine.
Laurel spoke as tears fell from her eyes.
“I don’t think this is going to work out well for me, is it Tanner?”
Tanner grimaced after hearing the tone of desolation in Laurel’s words, and with his left hand, he reached up and brushed her tears away.
“I won’t let anything happen to you.”
Laurel smiled, opened her mouth, and bit down hard on Sara’s forearm.
Sara yelped in pain, but she tightened her grip and then jammed her weapon sideways into Laurel’s mouth.
“No!” Tanner screamed, even as he thrust his gun against Sara’s head.
“Do you love this woman, Tanner?” Sara asked. “Because if you do, the only way to save her is to give yourself up.”
Tanner pressed his gun into the side of Sara’s head as he spoke through gritted teeth.
“Let her go, Blake!”
“The only way that happens is if you surrender. She might live if you pull that trigger, but given where my gun is located, I doubt that outcome.”
Tanner looked at Laurel. She was gagging on the gun and her eyes were filled with the fear of death.
Tanner removed his gun from Sara’s head, took a step back, and spoke to Laurel.
“You asked me if I loved you and I didn’t answer... but I’m answering you now.”
Tanner’s arm lowered, and he let his gun drop to the floor.
Sara sighed with relief and removed her gun from Laurel’s mouth.
“Duke?” Sara said, and Duke held out his hand towards the bodyguard.
“Give him back his gun,” Tanner said, and J.T. reluctantly complied.
Sara still held her gun on Laurel and she kept it there until Duke had Tanner’s hands cuffed behind his back. Still, when Laurel moved towards Tanner, Sara held her back with a hand on her arm.
Tanner glared at her.
“Are you going to keep your word and let Laurel live, or are you going to break it like you did last time?”
The question stung Sara, who always thought of herself as a person of honor, and she considered her severing of their truce as an anomaly, one that was spawned by desperation and fear.
She released Laurel and lowered her weapon.
“I won’t hurt her, ever.”
As Duke was herding Tanner towards the door with a gun pressed against the back of his head, Laurel called to him.
“I love you, Tanner!”
He turned, ignored the gun now pointed at his face, and spoke words that hurt every bit as much as they healed.
“I love you too, Laurel, and I always have.”
And then he walked out into the night, a captive not only of love, but also of a woman who wanted him dead.
***
Tanner was propped up against the right wall in the rear of Duke’s van, with his shackled hands behind his back and chained to a ring in the floor.
His ankles were bound together as well and a second chain was around his neck and connected to the wall behind him.
Tanner felt not only defeated, but broken.
He had long believed that love was for fools and he had never counted himself among their ilk. Now, he knew that he was not only one of them, but possibly their king.
He handed himself over to an enemy he knew would kill him, and he did so out of love, while placing another’s welfare in front of his own survival.
In his eyes, that made him just another fool, no different from his father, whose love for a woman brought about not only his own destruction, but that of his family as well.
Tanner thought of Laurel, knew that he’d never see her again, and that thought was bitter and more grievous to him than the knowledge that his death was imminent.
***
Sara, her arm bloody from Laurel’s bite, sat across from Tanner with a gun pointed his way, and with her long sought victory now a reality. However, her triumph was a pyrrhic one, costing her not only her honor, but also the life of Johnny Rossetti, a man she had come to love.
“Tanner?”
He didn’t answer her. He saw no point in talking, but she called his name once more and he pulled his gaze from the floor and stared at her.
“What is it, Blake?”
“I won’t torture you.”
Tanner gazed at her, as a bittersweet smile played at the corners of his mouth.
“You already have.”
The van rolled on, headed towards a place of execution, and Tanner’s only hope was that fate somehow showed him mercy. However, like himself, fate was not known to be so inclined.
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CHAPTER 1 - A man with a plan
Tanner could feel the stitches in his side strain against the wounded flesh they held together, but ignored the pain and just kept working on the bolts.
He was in the basement of a restaurant that had been closed for many years and he’d been taken there after surrendering to Sara Blake, in order to save the life of Laurel Ivy.
After wallowing in unaccustomed melancholy and despair for a time, Tanner went to work doing what he did best and thought up a way to kill his captor, namely, Sara Blake.
He wasn’t in a room, but was on the inside of a huge walk-in freezer that still retained the faint scent of raw meat, although, he would guess that none had been stored there for years.
There was a long metal table just feet from him that was attached to the opposite wall of the freezer and someone had welded wrist and ankle restraints at its corners, which could be swung closed on hinges and secured with padlocks.
Beneath the table was a drain that was already stained red from the years of butchered meat that had dripped blood, and it would act as a drain for human blood if so needed.
Despite Sara’s earlier assertion that she wouldn’t torture him, Tanner still didn’t like the look of that table and had spent hours trying to ignore it, while working on a plan of escape.
He had come up empty.
The handcuffs he had been wearing were connected to a chain that ran down from the ceiling and they had been no problem, not once he managed to maneuver his hands from behind his back.
Sara Blake’s lackey, a man named Duke, had checked him over for weapons but had failed to find the handcuff key he had hidden on his person.
The key was part of the shoelaces of his boots. It sat at the tip of the lace and was hidden by a black rubber cap.
The laces were acquired from a spy shop on the Internet, had cost him $15, and Tanner considered it some of the best money he had ever spent.
Once his hands were free, he went to work on the leg irons, but found that the handcuff key was useless in opening them.
Still, with the cuffs off, he was free of the chain and could move around, although, due to the leg irons, his movement was restricted to a hesitant shuffling gait, but he had made his way to the door to see if he could breach it.
It was useless.
The door was thick, made of metal, and he had seen on his way inside the freezer that there were two iron bars slid across its width to keep it from opening.
He would not break out, but he would also not give up.
That was why he was clinging to a pipe after having climbed up the chain hand over hand, to investigate what the ceiling had to offer and in particular, he was interested in the large cooling fan attached there, which sat above the door.
The chain he climbed was padlocked to the length of metal strut that supported the heavy machine and he felt the whole structure shake with every pull he gave.
Tanner guessed that the machine weighed over three-hundred pounds and despite the fact that sixteen separate screws, washers, and nuts held it to its support strut, the strut itself was attached to the ceiling by only eight long bolts, two of which were ready to fall out, while three of the remaining six were loose.
Not too surprising, Tanner thought, because he had been listening to the frequent rumble of subway cars since entering the room and had surmised that train tracks laid on the other side of the basement wall.
Years, and possibly decades, of day and night vibration generated by the trains had caused the bolts to loosen and several years more would likely cause the machine to come loose and fall from its perch.
Tanner went to work accelerating that process and was blessed with a bit of luck, when he discovered that the inside diameter of the chain links fit snugly over the hexagon-shaped heads of the bolts and could be used like a wrench.
And although it took hours and left his fingertips raw, when he climbed back down the chain he was no longer just a beaten man awaiting his execution, but rather, he was a man with a plan.



CHAPTER 2 - Suicide or death
Tanner had been locked inside the freezer for the better part of a day, when Sara returned and peered through the tempered glass, which was set at eye-level in the door.
Tanner had considered breaking the glass earlier, but the slot was too small to reach an arm through and the glass was reinforced with a wire mesh.
During her absence, Tanner had relieved his bladder and watched the liquid flow down the drain beneath the long table, but with no food or water, he had wondered if Sara had simply left him alone to die of thirst.
When he finally heard the door that led down to the basement squeak upon opening, he got into position and was standing back against the opposite wall where she had previously seen him, and except for the handcuffs laying open on the floor, he looked as defenseless as the last time she saw him.
Sara’s eyes widened when she noticed that his hands were free, but she entered without hesitation and Tanner saw that she was holding a gun.
He was about to kill her when she did something that made him stay his hand.
After opening the door and stepping into the room, Sara leaned down and slid her gun across the floor to him.
“I know you have no reason to trust me, Tanner, but I’m hoping that you’ll at least let me talk, that you’ll hear me out and... I’m hoping that you won’t kill me.”
Tanner stared down at the gun and then back up at her face. She looked like hell and he wondered if Johnny Rossetti’s death was the cause of it, or... was there something else?
Tanner was standing with his arms up and was grasping the chain. He tightened his grip and spoke.
“What’s going on, Blake?”
Sara looked down at the gun and her face showed surprise that he hadn’t reached for it, but then she met his eyes.
“I want to make a deal.”
“What deal and why should I ever trust you again?”
“I could have opened the door and shot you to death or just left you here to die, but instead, I gave you my gun. Doesn’t that tell you that I’m serious, desperate even?”
“Alright, what’s the deal?”
“Your life in exchange for your help, my sister, Jenny, she’s being held for ransom by a group of religious extremists and I want you to get her back, to free her. If anyone could do it, it would be you.”
Tanner adjusted his grip on the chain again, as he pondered her words.
“Where is she being held?”
“She’s... she’s in Guambi.”
“Guambi?”
“It’s a small country located—”
“—near Indonesia, I know and these aren’t normal kidnappers, are they?”
“No, they call themselves the RRK, but it translates to the People’s Freedom Fighters and there are estimated to be hundreds of them.”
“You want me to travel halfway around the world, fight hundreds of armed men and free your sister. Is that the deal you’re offering? It sounds more like a suicide mission, and anyway, isn’t it something the government should be handling?”
“The State Department is in talks with the government there, or rather, what’s left of the government, but the people that have Jenny, my sister, they’ve already killed two hostages, they hacked them to death with machetes and time is running out.”
“Why should I care what happens to your sister? And you’ve already proven that you can’t be trusted.”
Sara stared at him with defiance in her eyes.
“I could have killed you and I didn’t, and I also gave you my gun as proof of my sincerity. I love my sister, Tanner, and you’re the only one I know who would even have a chance of getting her back. If you want me to beg, I’ll do it.”
“Come here.”
“Why?”
“I’ll consider the deal, but I want you to come over here now.”
Sara hesitated for just a second and then walked over and stood before Tanner with a questioning look in her eyes.
He let go of the chain and the massive cooling fan swung down from the ceiling and smashed the spot that Sara had been standing on.
The sudden noise and crash of metal frightened her and she grabbed onto Tanner’s arm without realizing it.
“Good God! That could have crushed me.”
“That was the plan,” Tanner said, as he picked up the gun with one hand and grabbed Sara by the neck with the other.
Sara swallowed a cold lump of fear, as she looked into Tanner’s eyes.
“You’re going to kill me anyway, aren’t you?”
“You stuck a gun in Laurel’s mouth and your own lying lips got Johnny killed.”
Sara’s legs gave out as she began to sob. Tanner released her and then watched as she slid down to the floor.
Her crying was harsh and made of her face an ugly mask, as she fell over onto her side while gripping her hair, as if she meant to rip it from her head.
Tanner stared down at her in bewilderment.
Sara Blake was one of the toughest people he had ever known and the only one ever to best him, even if her method to accomplish the task was unconventional. To see her fall apart was unnerving and he found his hatred for her dissipating, to be replaced by pity.
Nearly a minute passed before Sara sat up against the wall. She wiped away tears and mucus with the sleeve of her blouse, and after swallowing several times to clear her throat, she gazed up at Tanner with a sorrowful expression.
“I loved him, Tanner. I loved Johnny and because of me, he’s dead. My sister, Jenny, she always said that my hate for you would destroy me and she was so right, but it destroyed Johnny as well and I’m not sure that I can live with that, so if you want to kill me, just kill me... it’s what I deserve.”
Ten full seconds passed before Tanner spoke and they were seconds in which his finger twitched twice upon the gun’s trigger, but did not squeeze it.
He nodded towards the cooling fan.
“We’ll have to crawl over that thing to get out of here, so I hope you have the key for these leg irons.”
Sara stared up at him for a moment, before reaching into a pocket of her jeans. She then removed the key, leaned over, and freed Tanner from the shackles.
When she stood, she touched Tanner on the arm.
“Will you help me get my sister back? I’ll pay you anything you want.”
“All I want right now is food and a shower, but you can tell me everything you know about what happened to your sister after that.”
Sara headed for the door.
“I have a car outside; we’ll go to my apartment.”
Before he could comment, Sara had climbed over the fallen cooling fan and was headed for the basement steps. Tanner followed, but looked back at the place he thought he might die in, had expected to die in, even after rigging the machine to fall, because Sara could have shot him the instant the door opened, or, simply never have returned and left him to die.
Tanner took a final look, and then he followed Sara up into the fading light of a day he thought might be his last.



CHAPTER 3 - Surreal
Tanner stayed in Sara’s shower a long time, as he washed away the grime of the freezer.
While on the way to her apartment, she had ordered food from a favorite restaurant of hers that offered delivery, and Tanner had eaten steak, along with a salad and baked potato, after first downing four bottles of water.
Sara had left him alone after the food arrived, and he had eaten while gazing about at her apartment and asking himself why he agreed to help her, why he hadn’t just killed her and escaped his prison. He had no answers for himself, but the image returned to his mind of her sliding her gun towards him and he knew that the act had taken courage, but must have been fueled by desperation.
There were family photos all along the hallway leading to the bedroom and he spotted several where Sara and a woman with blond hair were smiling together, and surmised from the strong resemblance that this was the sister she hoped to save.
He had failed to save his own sisters, but like Sara, he had risked his life to save someone he loved, to save Laurel Ivy, and also like Sara, he had given up his weapon and surrendered to an enemy he knew would kill him.
That they were both still alive was against the odds, but the odds seemed greater still that her sister could be found inside a vast jungle and then rescued, but he had beaten the odds his entire life and hoped to do so once again.
In the bedroom, atop a side table, there was an unframed photo of Sara with Johnny Rossetti and yes, they appeared to be in love. Yet, it was her hate that had caused Johnny’s death, and Tanner knew that the woman blamed herself for his demise, and rightfully so.
After taking a long, hot shower, Tanner left Sara’s bathroom wearing only a towel around his waist and she entered moments later carrying packages.
When she spied the stitched-up wound on his left side, she made a face.
“I heard you’d been shot. That’s not infected, is it?”
“No, only reddened from the hot water, but I should cover it with a fresh bandage.”
“I have some in the bathroom,” Sara said and after walking into the room that was still steamy from Tanner’s shower, she returned and told him to raise his arm.
While applying ointment and a bandage to his wound, Sara stared up into Tanner’s eyes and saw that he was giving her a strange look.
“This is all a bit surreal, isn’t it?” she said, and Tanner grunted his agreement.
When she finished with the bandage, she pointed at the bags she had piled atop the bed.
“The small bag contains a toiletry kit, while the big bag contains new clothing. Everything is in the sizes you asked for and they’ll be delivering the suitcase and the rest of the supplies to the airport within the next hour.”
“When will the plane be ready?”
“It’s a private jet and it will be taking off for Jakarta in three hours.”
“It’s a long flight, how many stops will we make?”
“Just one before we land in Jakarta, we’ll be refueling in South Korea and after that, we’ll have to spend the night in Jakarta.”
“And from there we go to Guambi?”
“No, the airport there is closed, but the resort we’ll be staying at in the neighboring country of Telunas will fly us from Jakarta on their plane. It’s a tight schedule, but we should make it.”
“I see.”
Tanner opened a bag and took out a pair of jeans.
Sara spoke from the doorway.
“I’ll be out on the balcony.”
Tanner answered her with a nod and Sara left the room.
When he joined her twenty minutes later, he was wearing the new jeans along with a black long-sleeved T-shirt and had shaved as well.
The city was a blaze of artificial lights and the cacophony of sounds it produced drifted up to them from the busy streets below.
Tanner poured wine into a glass and sat across from Sara in a wicker chair.
“Tell me everything you know about what happened to your sister.”
After sipping her own wine, Sara spoke.
“Jenny runs a non-profit organization and was there on a humanitarian mission. The government had recently stabilized, or so it seemed, but rebels still loyal to the old leader killed the new president and plunged the country back into civil war.”
“You said that they were religious extremists?”
“Yes and it’s the extremists who were responsible for the anarchy and assassination, but the US State Department informed my father that they weren’t certain if that core group was behind all the kidnappings.”
“Why the doubt?”
“The group is fractured, most of them are driven by their idea of religion and practice it fanatically, but then, there are those committing kidnappings as a way to enrich themselves.”
Tanner nodded.
“I see, both groups ask for money, one to get rich and the other to fund their ideals. If that’s true, then there’s probably no way to know who has her.”
“Yes, but I pray that the extremists have her. Their religion is very strict in matters dealing with sex... which means that she’s less likely to have been raped.”
“How much is the ransom?”
“Ten million.”
Tanner cocked an eyebrow at the figure.
“Your family has that kind of money?”
“We can raise it, yes, but it will take time and during the last conflict in the country, it sometimes took months before they released the hostages, even after the ransom had been paid. They were also known to arbitrarily kill hostages for reasons only they understood, but it was usually when the hostage had offended them somehow, such as the men whose bodies were found. They were gay.”
“And once the ransom is paid, they ask for more, right?”
“Yes, and again, sometimes, they just, just kill their hostage.”
The doorbell rang and Sara stood.
“That’s Duke, please don’t harm him; he was only following my orders.”
Sara waited for Tanner to reply, but he said nothing, and after sighing, Sara went to open the door.
Duke’s eyes grew wide with fear as the door opened and Tanner reached past Sara and pulled the older man into the apartment, tripped him, and as Duke fell onto his back, Tanner placed his gun against Duke’s forehead, right above the broken nose he had inflicted upon him in their previous encounter.
“Please don’t kill him, Tanner,” Sara said.
Tanner ignored her and spoke to Duke.
“You do things for her, from now on, you’ll also do things for me. Do you understand?”
“I do,” Duke said and Tanner was impressed that there was no tremor in the man’s voice.
Tanner put the gun away and Sara helped Duke from the floor.
“I’d much rather work with you than against you, Tanner,” Duke said.
Tanner raised up a finger.
“For me, you’ll work for me, not with me.”
“Whatever you say, I’m just glad that you two aren’t still trying to kill each other.”
Sara suggested that they move back onto the balcony and, once there, Duke told them what little he knew.
“As you can guess, Guambi isn’t exactly a place where I have a lot of contacts and so the two of you will be going in blind.”
Tanner stared at Sara.
“The two of us? You’re not planning on coming along after we get there, are you?”
“Of course I am. This is my sister we’re talking about and I think you know that I can take care of myself.”
“Yes you can, here in the city, but the jungle is different and as a woman you won’t be able to keep up.”
Sara’s eyes blazed.
“That’s sexist!”
“No, that’s a fact and simple physiology. I’m faster than you, Blake; my legs are longer and I have greater stamina. I may need to cover long distances quickly without resting and if I do, you won’t be able to keep up.”
Sara made a face of displeasure, followed by a nod of assent.
“That’s all true and I may lag behind, but I’m still coming with you to find my sister, and I’ll be responsible for myself. Your only job is to find Jenny and get her to safety, agreed?”
Tanner didn’t appear pleased, but he nodded in agreement and spoke to Duke.
“Fine, now what about weapons?”
Duke grimaced.
“I do have contacts in Jakarta through an old friend and he says that the con artists and thieves in the region outnumber the legitimate gun dealers. So be advised, my friend says that this arms dealer in Telunas can be trusted, but not always and that you’ll have to check your weapons carefully to make sure that he’s not trying to sell you junk.”
“That’s not reassuring,” Tanner said.
Duke shrugged.
“It is what it is.”
“How well armed are the rebels?”
Duke brightened, as he rubbed his palms together.
“There’s one piece of good news there. When they attacked the capital, they were unable to breach the armory and the military there remains loyal to the government. Few of the rebels will have guns and most of them will be armed with machetes or knives.”
“What about the passports?” Sara said.
Duke reached into an inside pocket of his suit coat and his hand emerged with an envelope that contained two complete sets of phony ID’s.
He laid them out on a glass-top coffee table before Sara and Tanner and after reading them, they both jerked their heads up and asked Duke the same question.
“We’re supposed to be married?”
Duke grinned.
“It will arouse less suspicion.”
His hand went into a side pocket and this time it emerged with two gold bands.
“I guessed on the sizes; I hope that they fit.”
They tried the rings on and saw that they were about the right size and then they both removed them until they would be needed.
Duke typed on Sara’s laptop for a few moments and brought up a map of Guambi. Afterwards, he pointed towards a large section of the northwestern part of the nation, which was bordered on two sides by the Indian Ocean and the country of Telunas.
“It’s believed by some that most of the rebels are based in this area, although satellites have been unable to verify that and they’ll likely move their camp frequently. Aside from the kidnappings, they’re also suspected of pirating small pleasure craft. The area is just a mess right now.”
“How do we get to Guambi, by plane?” Tanner asked.
“The airfield is still closed and the State Department is advising all Americans to stay away, so you’ll have to travel in on foot. This chaos all broke out while Sara’s sister was in the air, and if she had left a day later, her flight would have been cancelled.”
Duke looked up from the screen and stared at both of them.
“What you two are planning to do is hopeless. A native of the country would have a problem locating the rebels and if you did find a group of them, there’s no guarantee that they would be the ones that took Sara’s sister.”
“What do you think Jenny’s odds are, Duke?”
Duke sighed loudly.
“The truth, fifty-fifty, and that’s only because your father is willing and able to pay. Most of the time, the negotiations fall apart because the rebels ask too much, but luckily for your sister, your old man is loaded.”
“I’m not willing to sit back and just hope for the best,” Sara said, and looked at Tanner. “I studied you when I was tracking you down and over the last few weeks I’ve seen you do some incredible things, including today inside that freezer. If anyone can find and free my sister, it’s you.”
Duke looked at Tanner and then Sara.
“What happened inside the freezer?”
“Tanner got free from the cuffs and rigged a trap. Once I stepped inside, he could have killed me.”
“And she could have stayed outside the freezer and shot me to death, but she didn’t,” Tanner said. “Instead, she gave me her gun.”
Sara leaned towards him.
“I need you to trust me again. I really think you’re the only chance my sister has.”
“I’ll do my best, Blake, but honestly, a team of Mercs might be a better option.”
Duke cleared his throat.
“Not so, I heard a news report on the way here. The father of one of the other hostages is Conrad Burke, as in Burke, the multi-national, the defense contractor. He allegedly assembled a team of ten men and sent them in after his youngest daughter. One of them stumbled out of the jungle today with third-degree burns and said that they were ambushed and slaughtered, as far as they know, he was the only survivor.”
“An ambush that was set up that quickly tells me that they have eyes everywhere,” Tanner said.
Duke nodded in agreement.
“Yeah, Burke’s group had been headquartered in the neighboring country of Telunas, which is where you’ll be staying after your night in Jakarta, at their resort area, and the extremists are gaining ground there as well. Someone on the hotel staff, a taxi driver, or even someone at the airfield could have tipped the rebels. Trust no one.”
Tanner pointed at the map.
“From what part of the country was Blake’s sister kidnapped?”
“She and two other hostages were at a relief center in the eastern part of Guambi,” Duke said.
“How certain are you that she and the other hostages are being marched northward?”
“I’m not certain at all. This is all just extrapolation from known facts, but the mercenaries were attacked north of the area where the hostages were taken, which does indicate that they’re moving in that direction.”
“That’s good; it means that we’ll have a chance of intercepting them.”
***
Duke wished them luck before leaving, and soon after, Tanner and Sara left the apartment and climbed into the limo that would take them to the airport.
Sara offered Tanner her phone.
“Do you want to call someone, maybe Laurel?”
“No.”
“Why not? You should let her know that you’re alive.”
“I’ll do that if I live through this, otherwise, what’s the point?”
Sara turned in her seat until she was facing him.
“You’ll find my sister and then we’ll go our separate ways. I hated you for a long time, Tanner, but I never doubted your abilities. I locked you in a room with your feet shackled and your hands cuffed behind your back and I returned to a death trap. Most men would have surrendered, one or two might have gotten free of the cuffs, but only you could turn the tables like that. Use that devious brain of yours to find my sister and bring her home.”
Tanner said nothing in return and Sara shifted back in her seat until she was staring forward once more. Five minutes passed before she spoke again.
“I don’t hate you, not anymore. I don’t have the strength for it and it was my hatred for you that caused Johnny’s death. I have to live with that.”
She cried softly, as Tanner watched her impassively, but as the taxi drove onto the Grand Central Parkway, he offered some advice.
“You’ve stopped hating me, now stop hating yourself.”
“That’s easier said than done,” Sara said.
“Yes, but then, what isn’t?”
Sara pondered those words, and despite her somber mood, she smiled.
END OF FREE SAMPLE OF SUICIDE OR DEATH – TANNER – BOOK 7



A PLEA
Thank you, precious reader, for spending time with Tanner. I hope you enjoyed the book. If you did, please consider writing a review. Without reviews, an author's books are virtually invisible on the retail sites. Let other readers know what you thought! You can leave a review by visiting the book's page and I will greatly appreciate it.
Thank you!
—Remington Kane



ALSO BY REMINGTON KANE
The TANNER Series in order
 
	INEVITABLE I - A Tanner Novel - Book 1
	KILL IN PLAIN SIGHT - A Tanner Novel - Book 2
	MAKING A KILLING ON WALL STREET - A Tanner Novel - Book 3
	THE FIRST ONE TO DIE LOSES - A Tanner Novel - Book 4
	THE LIFE & DEATH OF CODY PARKER - A Tanner Novel - Book 5 
	WAR - A Tanner Novel - Book 6
	SUICIDE OR DEATH – A Tanner Novel – Book 7
	TWO FOR THE KILL – A Tanner Novel – Book 8
	BALLET OF DEATH – A Tanner Novel – Book 9
	MORE DANGEROUS THAN MAN – A Tanner Novel – Book 10

Also
 
	DESOLATION LAKE

And written as Donald Wells
 
	TAKEN! - LOVE CONQUERS ALL
	TAKEN! - SECRETS & LIES
	TAKEN! - STALKER
	TAKEN! - BREAKOUT!
	TAKEN! - THE THIRTY-NINE
	TAKEN! - KIDNAPPING THE DEVIL
	TAKEN! - HIT SQUAD
	TAKEN! - MASQUERADE
	TAKEN! - SERIOUS BUSINESS
	TAKEN! - THE COUPLE THAT SLAYS TOGETHER
	TAKEN! - PUT ASUNDER
	TAKEN! - LIKE BOND, ONLY BETTER
	TAKEN! - MEDIEVAL
	TAKEN! - RISEN!
	TAKEN! - VACATION
	TAKEN! - MICHAEL (Available October 31)

 
	REDEMPTION - Someone's taken her




LEARN ABOUT NEW RELEASES FROM
REMINGTON KANE
http://www.remingtonkane.com/contact.html



TO CONTACT:
www.remingtonkane.com
tannerseries@gmail.com



Did you love The TANNER Series - Books 4-6? Then you should read Suicide or Death by Remington Kane!

Sara Blake offers Tanner a no-win proposition.
Meanwhile, Joe Pullo must cope with the aftermath of tragedy, as war looms on the horizon.
Read more at Remington Kane’s site.



Table of Contents
Title Page
Copyright Page
LEARN ABOUT NEW RELEASES FROM | REMINGTON KANE
THE FIRST ONE TO DIE LOSES | By | REMINGTON KANE
CHAPTER 1 - The greater of two evils
CHAPTER 2 - Man on the run
CHAPTER 3 - Scared rabbit
CHAPTER 4 - Help from above
CHAPTER 5 - Finders keepers
CHAPTER 6 - Hunted
CHAPTER 7 - Ryder on the storm
CHAPTER 8 - ... but you can’t hide
CHAPTER 9 - Checkmate!
CHAPTER 10 - Straightjacket
CHAPTER 11 - Nosy, Nosy
CHAPTER 12 - Caged
CHAPTER 13 - Lucky
CHAPTER 14 - Like looking in a mirror
CHAPTER 15 - Run!
CHAPTER 16 - New beginnings
CHAPTER 17 - Sour puss
CHAPTER 18 - Won’t somebody please think of the children!
CHAPTER 19 - Career change
CHAPTER 20 - The eyes have it
CHAPTER 21 - Bye bye, bitch
CHAPTER 22 - A fine day indeed
CHAPTER 23 - Nobody does it better
CHAPTER 24 - Not just another pretty face
CHAPTER 25 - Ask questions later
CHAPTER 26 - A smile would have looked weird
CHAPTER 27 - Former Agent Blake
CHAPTER 28 - Hard to swallow
CHAPTER 29 - Treed
CHAPTER 30 - Jingle all the way
CHAPTER 31 - “Yeah, like I’m gonna fall for that,”
CHAPTER 32 - The evening commute
CHAPTER 33 - There’s got to be a morning after
THE LIFE & DEATH OF CODY PARKER | By | REMINGTON KANE
CHAPTER 1 - King of the road
CHAPTER 2 - Cody Parker
CHAPTER 3 - The old and the new
CHAPTER 4 - Indecent proposal
CHAPTER 5 - Entrance exam
CHAPTER 6 - Fair warning
CHAPTER 7 - Regrets
CHAPTER 8 - Hell hath no fury
CHAPTER 9 - Killing is so much easier
CHAPTER 10 - Friends with benefits
CHAPTER 11 - Round two
CHAPTER 12 - Pablo
CHAPTER 13 - Guilty or innocent?
CHAPTER 14 - Centavo-wise and Peso-foolish
CHAPTER 15 - Risky business
CHAPTER 16 - Red sauce
CHAPTER 17 - Punk ass
CHAPTER 18 - Hero
CHAPTER 19 - Sorry hurts too much
CHAPTER 20 - Sometimes a rock is all you need
CHAPTER 21 - Home is where the heart is
CHAPTER 22 - Many pawns
CHAPTER 23 - Hard or easy?
CHAPTER 24 - A rat abandons his ship
CHAPTER 25 - Me first
CHAPTER 26 - A waste of a good room
CHAPTER 27 - Dragon slayer
CHAPTER 28 - They’re coming
CHAPTER 29 - No appeals
CHAPTER 30 - Massacre
CHAPTER 31 - Coming clean about being dirty
CHAPTER 32 - The gift
CHAPTER 33 - Matchmaker, matchmaker
CHAPTER 34 - “I’m Death.”
CHAPTER 35 - “Say my name.”
CHAPTER 36 - Apprentice
CHAPTER 37 - It’s good to be home
CHAPTER 38 - Lost and found
CHAPTER 39 - Shades of the future
CHAPTER 40 - Rabid bitch
WAR | By | REMINGTON KANE
CHAPTER 1 - It begins!
CHAPTER 2 - The curse of the human race
CHAPTER 3 - The other Ms. Blake
CHAPTER 4 - Meet & Greet
CHAPTER 5 - There’s a thin line...
CHAPTER 6 - Pets or Pests
CHAPTER 7 - Reunited
CHAPTER 8 - Invasion
CHAPTER 9 - The thug and the stud
CHAPTER 10 - Just how many former Navy SEALs are there?
CHAPTER 11- The heir unapparent
CHAPTER 12 - Weak links
CHAPTER 13 - Give him my regards
CHAPTER 14 - Confit?
CHAPTER 15 - Rumors of war
CHAPTER 16 - Catch me if you can
CHAPTER 17 - Peace in our time
CHAPTER 18 - Wrapped to go
CHAPTER 19 - Words fail him
CHAPTER 20 - Fool me once...
CHAPTER 21 - Just one of the guys
CHAPTER 22 - Saint Brian
CHAPTER 23 - Dead men driving
CHAPTER 24 - Bathroom break
CHAPTER 25 - Cold sweat
CHAPTER 26 - The best
CHAPTER 27 - Thumpity, Thumpity, Thump,
CHAPTER 28 - Too clever by half
CHAPTER 29 - Obsession
CHAPTER 30 - Rampage
CHAPTER 31 - Envious eyes
CHAPTER 32 - Achilles’ heel
CHAPTER 33 - Plan to be lucky
CHAPTER 34 - Wheels within wheels
CHAPTER 35 - All ears
CHAPTER 36 - How hard can it be?
CHAPTER 37 - Unintended consequences
CHAPTER 38 - It makes the world go around
CHAPTER 39 - Confession
CHAPTER 40 - It ends!
A SPECIAL BONUS!
CHAPTER 1 - A man with a plan
CHAPTER 2 - Suicide or death
CHAPTER 3 - Surreal
A PLEA
ALSO BY REMINGTON KANE
LEARN ABOUT NEW RELEASES FROM | REMINGTON KANE
TO CONTACT:
Further Reading: Suicide or Death


cover.jpeg
=)
T
o
=
=
5

NN

RN e A

~

:ﬂ
Z
2
==
E
%
E
Z
7






images/00003.jpg
REMINGTON

*3»1/@,? i
4 "'“'5“‘% i

7! .

SUICIDE
ORDEATH

A TANNER NOVEL





