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CHAPTER 1 - Do you want fries with that?
When Tanner saw the crack beneath the door darken, he rolled off the bed, taking the sheets with him, and left the naked hooker to fend for herself.
He fell beside his shotgun, took hold of it and crawled forward, to take aim at the door. It burst open and two guys with guns stood in the threshold, gazing at the hooker.
Tanner fired both barrels of the shotgun at an upward angle, hitting the big man in the gut and the short one in the balls. They both let out screams that rivaled the hooker’s and slid to the floor of the hotel hallway.
Tanner rushed over, gathered up their weapons and smashed them both in the forehead with the shotgun barrel. The short one raised a hand up to fend off the blow and wound up with four broken fingers besides.
Not that it mattered; they would both bleed out before the ambulance came.
The hooker had stopped screaming and was sitting back against the headboard with her eyes locked on the shotgun.
“I won’t hurt you, but don’t say shit to the cops.”
The blonde said nothing and Tanner snapped his fingers at her.
“Did you hear me?”
She nodded, causing her breasts to jiggle.
“Yes, yes, yes.”
Tanner was as naked as she was, however, her body was pale and soft, while his was hard, scarred, and baked brown from the Mexican sun. Tanner threw on his jeans, along with a black hoodie and tossed the hooker an extra hundred as he slipped into his boots.
Someone in the hall said, “Holy shit!” and Tanner fired four shots from the Beretta he had taken from one of Rossetti’s thugs, causing the Looky-Loo and any other nosey types to run back to their rooms.
He didn’t know how Rossetti had gotten onto his trail so soon, but he had a good idea and if he was right, that meant he would soon be going to war with The Conglomerate.
He had reloaded the shotgun and given the room a quick wipe down for prints, when the first cop car pulled up out front.
He was on the third floor of the hotel and had to get away before too many cops showed. He had been out of prison for only two days and he sure as shit wasn’t going back.
There was a utility closet at the right rear of the hotel and beside it was a laundry chute.
Tanner flipped up the lid and peered down inside a narrow metal tube.
He nodded to himself. He would fit, for he was down to nothing but muscle and gristle.
He was in Brownsville Texas, inside the Victory Hotel, but had spent the last ten weeks in a Mexican prison.
Tanner sent the shotgun down first, but only because it couldn’t be helped. He needed both hands free. The gun made a muffled sound as it hit bottom and he reasoned that there was a cart full of dirty sheets awaiting him.
Tanner leapt up, grabbed onto a cold water pipe and slipped his legs into the chute. When he let go of the pipe, he slammed his shoulder against the edge as he went in, and knew that he’d have a beauty of a bruise where it hit.
The chute was tighter than it looked, but it turned out to be a good thing as it slowed his descent. He hit bottom, landing in a cart full of soiled table cloths, and saw that one of the laundry workers was holding his shotgun and gawking at it as if it were a piece of alien technology.
The man was a young Asian and the eyes behind his glasses widened in wonder as Tanner slid into view.
Tanner yanked the gun away from the man and shoved him backwards to the floor, when the other workers saw this, they scrambled away to safety, and Tanner headed towards the daylight streaming in from the loading dock.
The laundry was hot and humid and permeated with an odor that smelled like a mixture of soap, steam, and old socks.
Someone had been about to have lunch, because Tanner found a pristine Big Mac sitting in an open carton beside a bag of fries. He scooped up the food, walked out onto the loading dock, and smacked the driver of a linen truck in the back of the head with the butt of the shotgun.
The man groaned, dropped to his knees, and made feeble sounds of protest as Tanner walked through the open rear doors of the truck, past metal shelves and wheeled carts, and into the driver’s seat.
The keys were in the ignition and Tanner started the truck and drove off. As he made a hard stop at the exit to let a car pass by, the back doors slammed shut on their own and Tanner was on his way.
He took his first bite of the Big Mac as he made the left onto a side street, while in the background, a chorus of sirens began.



CHAPTER 2 - Hold the burka
NEW YORK CITY
FBI Special Agent Sara Blake read the memo her boss handed her and smiled.
The SAC, or Special Agent-in-Charge, Martin Brewer, also smiled, while letting his eyes roam over her body.
Sara was standing before his desk in a dark, conservative women’s business suit. The suit was designed to be conservative, but Sara’s body ruined the effect. A burka couldn’t hide her curves.
Brewer was fifty-two, old enough to be Sara’s father, but not so old that he couldn’t appreciate her beauty.
Sara handed back the paper.
“So, not only has Tanner escaped prison, but he’s back in the states and doing what he does best, killing.”
“Yeah,” Brewer said, while raising his gaze to meet hers. “However, it appears he killed those two men in self-defense.”
“Any ID on the dead men?”
“Oh yeah, they were two hard cases that worked for a thug out there. The local cops say that these guys were probably loaned out for a hit, only they were the ones that got hit. I’ll email you all the pertinent facts, but right now I want you on a plane for Texas.”
“Good, this time I’m coming back with Tanner’s scalp. When do I leave?”
“You’re to meet Jake Garner at JFK Airport, and there will be a jet waiting.”
Sara made a face, as she ran a hand through her long dark hair.
“Garner? Really Marty?”
“What’s wrong with Jake Garner? He’s a hell of an agent.”
“Maybe, but he also thinks he’s God’s gift to women and he can’t go five seconds without staring at my breasts.”
Brewer chuckled.
“Hell Sara, even I’m guilty of that. You’re a beautiful woman, one of my best agents, but still a beautiful woman. Take Garner, he’s someone you want at your six when things get heavy.”
Sara let out a long breath. Brewer was right. If things went bad, Garner was the agent she’d pick to watch her back, still, the man could be annoying.
Jake Garner was so good looking that he couldn’t understand why Sara wasn’t attracted to him, and he let it be known in subtle and not so subtle ways that he wanted her.
Sara wasn’t looking to start a relationship, or even have a one-night stand. There was only room for one man in her life and his name was Tanner. Once she dealt with him, then she could think about the future, about starting over, but until she found Tanner and paid him back for what he did to her, the rest of her life was on hold.
“I’ll take Garner, hell, I’ll work with anyone if it helps me capture Tanner.”
“One more thing, the Organized Crime Unit has gotten intel from an informant. There’s a mobster in Vegas named Albert Rossetti that wants Tanner dead. It’s likely that it was this Rossetti who sent the two thugs after Tanner at that hotel.”
“Rossetti? Why does that name sound familiar?”
“Because of Johnny R, the head of the Giacconi Crime Family here in New York. The R stands for Rossetti.”
“Is he related to Albert Rossetti?”
“Albert is Johnny’s uncle, he moved out to Vegas twenty years ago.”
“Why does Albert Rossetti want Tanner dead?”
“The informant didn’t know, but he did find out one interesting tidbit. It seems that Tanner was framed on the drug charge that landed him inside that Mexican prison, and it was Rossetti that framed him.”
Sara nibbled at her lower lip as she thought things over.
“Rossetti must have been Tanner’s target when the Mexicans captured him. If so, he’ll be looking to carry out the contract,”
“Still, after all this time?”
“Tanner never gives up until he’s fulfilled his contract.”
Brewer tapped his desk with a fist.
“We tried to get him transferred back here to face murder charges, but the Mexicans kept delaying because all our evidence was based on supposition, and now it’s too late.”
“We should have two agents from Vegas watch Rossetti. It will help to know where he is at all times.”
“Why should we keep tabs on him?”
“Because he’s Tanner’s next target and you can be sure that the bastard will go after him.”



CHAPTER 3 - And a bottle of rum
Tanner wanted to kill Rossetti as soon as possible, but Rossetti would have to wait.
Tanner’s first priority was to get transportation and money and he was on the prowl for both when he spotted a pimp backhanding one of his girls.
The pimp was white, his bodyguard black, and the girl was a child, although, Tanner had to admit, with the makeup and high heels, the girl could pass for thirteen.
The girl nodded her head in acquiescence and trod back towards her corner to search for more strangers to pleasure, as the pimp climbed in the back of his silver Mercedes, with the bodyguard behind the wheel.
Tanner followed. He was still driving the linen truck but knew he had to ditch it soon or else deal with the cops. He had already wiped the linen truck down, erasing his prints, and was wearing a pair of brown cotton gloves that had been lying atop the dashboard.
Tanner watched the pimp’s car make a right and head down an alley. When he drove past it, he saw that there was already a guy there in a yellow Honda Civic. He only caught a glimpse of the man, but the dude had drug dealer written all over him.
Tanner pulled the truck to the curb, stuck the shotgun down inside an empty pillowcase and headed to the alley on foot. He knew that all he had on his side was the element of surprise and he intended to use it to its fullest.
He scooped up an old rum bottle from the gutter and, without looking, tossed it hard and high down the alley.
The bottle spun end over end and smashed apart against the back wall, showering the three men with broken glass while making them instinctively look in that direction.
By the time they realized that Tanner was running towards them, he was close enough to use the shotgun. He fired one barrel at the bodyguard and shredded the man’s face. The bodyguard fell to the ground screaming, while the drug dealer, a punky-looking dude with blond cornrows, reached under his Cowboys jersey for a gun.
Tanner blasted him in the chest and he fell against the pimp and dragged the man to the ground, where they both settled beside the screaming bodyguard.
The pimp went for the automatic that his bodyguard had dropped and Tanner gripped the shotgun like a bat and swung for a home run. It would have likely only been a triple, but it killed the pimp all the same. The bodyguard was next and after two hard whacks with the shotgun, the man stopped his screaming.
Tanner didn’t know if the drug dealer was dead or not, but the man felt limp when he kicked him in the ribs and after patting him down, Tanner came away with a bag of coke, six-hundred in cash and a Ruger, while the pimp had over five grand in small bills.
The keys were still in the Mercedes and Tanner backed it out of the alley, rolling over the pimp’s legs in the process, and headed for the highway.



CHAPTER 4 - Straight out of Hell
In Vegas, Albert Rossetti looked at his man, Ramone, with disgust. 
Rossetti sat behind his desk in a special chair big enough to hold his bulk.
“He killed them both?”
“Yeah,”
“You said he would, I know. All right, send Aldo and his crew.”
“Four men?”
“What? Four’s not enough? Who do you think this guy is, Rambo?”
“No, Tanner is more dangerous.”
“Hell, I figured the Mexicans would keep him locked up for life. How the hell did he get out?”
Ramone took a seat on the corner of the desk. He was a slim man with a dusky complexion and dead eyes, when he moved, it was always with grace.
“I don’t know, but four men won’t do it. He’ll keep coming and unless he’s stopped, he’ll kill both of us.”
“Put out the word, five G’s to whoever bags him, and that includes Aldo and his boys.”
Ramone nodded in agreement.
“That’s a start, but ten G’s and a thousand dollar finder’s fee would bring out the hustlers and make Tanner’s life miserable.”
Rossetti thought about that for a moment and then searched Ramone’s eyes.
“This Tanner, do you think he’ll make it to Vegas?”
“I do. It’s why I’m not going after him. If I have to face him, I’d rather do it on home turf.”
Rossetti ran the back of his hand against the graying stubble of his fat face.
“Aldo will kill him. Him and his boys took out that Jamaican crew singlehandedly last year, and they were outnumbered three-to-one.”
“Tanner’s not Jamaican,”
“Where’s he from?”
Ramone’s lips curled in a sneer.
“Tanner came straight out of hell.”
***
As Tanner drove along on US 77, headed north, he thought about the events that had landed him inside a Mexican prison.
Tanner was a hit man, a hired killer who had never failed at an assignment.
A member of The Conglomerate had hired him. The Conglomerate was an alliance between the criminal underworld and certain corporate empires.
As the world became a global marketplace, traditional Western corporate tactics and practices were revealed to be ineffective in some sectors of the world.
Dictators and warlords weren’t dissuaded from committing blatant acts of theft because they were threatened with legal action, and would sometimes confiscate whole industries in the guise of nationalization.
In earlier times, Western governments would step in and remedy situations with embargos or the withholding of foreign aid. However, these threats also grew less threatening over time and the government often demanded more for their aid than would have been lost without it.
Enter The Conglomerate, a partnership formed to protect corporate profit across the world, by fighting fire with napalm. The Mafia and other organized crime factors became aligned with big business and would act as their enforcers.
While a Harvard Business School graduate might not know how to deal with thugs and extortionists, his criminal partners certainly did, and would do so, ensuring that the profit pipeline kept flowing.
Frank Richards, a corporate member of The Conglomerate, hired Tanner to kill Albert Rossetti, because Rossetti was holding back a percentage off the take of his illegal activities.
In the old system, organize crime would bleed a business dry by demanding ever increasing “protection payments”, under the new system though, everyone contributed a percentage of their income.
No casino control commission in the world would allow a man like Albert Rossetti to have ownership of a casino. However, he could profit from one owned by a corporation he was aligned with, by acting as that entity’s strong-arm enforcer and running the hooker and drug trade.
Also, if needed, a respectable corporate member could provide an alibi, while a messy and expensive divorce could simply evaporate, when an executive’s estranged spouse suffered an, “accident.”
Rossetti was part of The Conglomerate in Vegas and hid behind the facade of respectability his corporate partners enjoyed, to the enrichment of both.
Tanner had been paid well to get the job done and paid up front in full, it was the only way he worked, and his reputation was such that once money changed hands, you knew the target was dead.
Rossetti discovered that it was Tanner who was coming after him when a friend of Tanner’s betrayed him.
Tanner would deal with that turncoat all in good time, but the main thing on his mind was killing Rossetti.
He had been paid to perform a service and he would do so or die trying. Tanner didn’t believe in much at all, but he believed in himself and once he took a job, he would carry it out regardless of time or travail.
Rossetti arranged for Tanner to be driving a vehicle that had drugs hidden in its trunk, and then tipped off Mexican authorities.
After rounding a curve on Route 281 in Mexico, Tanner found himself facing ten soldiers, and minutes later, they “discovered” the heroin in the car.
After a joke of a trial, Tanner was thrown in prison and put to work at hard labor on a building project, which was located on the outskirts of the Mexican city of Matamoros.
Each day, the guards would work him and the other prisoners hard for long hours in hot sun, but Tanner kept his head down and waited for his chance to break free.
In the weeks he was there, he saw two failed attempts at escape and learned from each one what not to do.
As time passed and the building project neared completion, he thought he might have to take a chance on a desperate move, or else risk being locked behind prison walls forever, or perhaps killed.
He’d been cornered by a pair of fellow inmates just days before he escaped and the men came at him with makeshift blades, as a guard looked the other way.
They were on the work detail at the construction site and Tanner held them off by brandishing a hammer. The conflict ended when another guard came over, but Tanner watched his back even more than usual after that incident.
He had no idea why the men came after him, but thought that maybe they were paid by Rossetti to kill him.
The construction site was difficult to escape from, but the prison would doubtless prove impossible, as many had tried and never even made it past the first of three razor wire fences.
Then, two days ago, a group of prisoners stabbed a guard and took his rifle. One of the group proved to be a talented marksman and killed two other guards before he was shot in the hip and disabled. Another inmate grabbed the rifle and began shooting, but all of his shots were either high or wide and he was killed.
That last bit Tanner had watched take place through the rear view mirror of a jeep he’d stolen while the guards were fighting off the other escapees. Three bullets slammed into the jeep, but none of the shots was harmful to the vehicle’s performance and Tanner made it into Matamoros, where he ditched the jeep and hid out in a vacant apartment.
He traveled by night through the desert and crossed the border like a thief into Texas.
After robbing a two-bit pot dealer and taking the man’s wallet, weed, cellphone and shotgun, he had a steak dinner, bought a bottle of wine, and hired a hooker.
He had been enjoying his freedom, but then the two thugs appeared and it was time to go on the run again.
However, Tanner was done with hiding. He had a job to do. He had been hired to kill Albert Rossetti and killing the bastard was exactly what he was going to do.
It was inevitable. He was inevitable, as inevitable as death.
Tanner turned onto I-37 North, pressed down hard on the gas, and headed for Vegas.



CHAPTER 5 - Your average porn star
Lillian Sorrell watched her husband, Dwight, pace about their home office. They lived in a ranch-style home in Spring Valley, Nevada, near Las Vegas.
Something was seriously wrong, Lillian could tell, but she couldn’t get Dwight to open up to her. She decided to try again, walked over, and fell into his arms.
“Talk to me,” she said. She was thirty, a brunette, with large blue eyes and long legs. She had once been a showgirl, but gave it up to become an RN and was now working towards a medical degree.
Dwight was in commercial real estate, had been for years, but until recently, it had been only one of his occupations. His second business endeavor had been on the darker side of things, and he had worked with Tanner as a go-between for clients.
When Rossetti learned that Tanner had been hired to kill him, he had kidnapped Lillian and forced Dwight to turn on his friend. Dwight Sorrell traded Tanner for his wife’s safety while knowing that Tanner would not forgive the betrayal.
Lillian had known nothing about her husband’s underworld connections, but agreed to stay with Dwight if he retired from that side of things, he did so, while thinking that Tanner would spend his remaining years rotting away in Mexico, and praying that no others would come after him.
Although he was Tanner’s go-between for clients, Dwight never had knowledge of who the targets were. He was simply a middleman who passed on information from other sources, and those other sources handed over their information in sealed envelopes, such as the one he received that morning. Until that envelope arrived, Dwight had thought that Tanner was still in Mexico.
But Tanner was out, Tanner was coming, and Dwight knew that he was a dead man.
Dwight stared back at Lillian. He was a tall, handsome man who had come from a good family and been pulled into criminal activities by an ex-girlfriend. The girlfriend didn’t last, but the lure of easy money did, and as one thing led to another, he found himself working for various criminals.
Tanner had been one of his clients and he had known the man through the ex-girlfriend, who had occasionally worked for Tanner as a spotter for targets.
Dwight and Tanner became friends, of a sort, given Tanner’s innate inimical nature. Dwight believed it was because Tanner thought of him as someone non-threatening, but in the end, Dwight had proven nearly lethal.
Rossetti had wanted Dwight to kill Tanner outright by sneaking up on him and blowing his brains out, but Dwight told the man that he could never do it, and suggested setting Tanner up for the drug bust instead.
Rossetti agreed to the plan, Dwight planted the drugs, and when Tanner drove towards Rossetti’s supposed location in Mexico, it was Dwight who made certain that Tanner was arrested.
“Tanner broke out of prison,” Dwight told his wife, and then waited to let the implications of those words sink in.
It didn’t take long.
Lillian got a horrified look on her face and began pacing as her husband had done earlier.
“We have to run, hide somewhere.”
Dwight hung his head.
“No, that would just put you in danger. Tanner would find us and you might get killed along with me.”
“I don’t care. I’m not leaving you.”
“I want you to go to your mother’s while I stay here and face him, but with any luck, Rossetti will kill him before he gets to me.”
“I’ll go to my mother’s so you don’t have to worry about me, but then I want you to hide somewhere too.”
Dwight shook his head.
“No, because then, Tanner might find you first and use you to lure me into the open. You can run from Tanner, but you can’t hide from the man. I knew that last year, but I was between a rock and a hard place and I thought I could outsmart him. I was wrong and now I’m about to pay for it.”
Lillian hugged him again, as she pressed her face against his chest.
“Rossetti will stop him. Rossetti will stop Tanner and then you’ll be safe.”
Dwight kissed the top of his wife’s head, knowing that Tanner would not be stopped, and that a showdown was imminent.
***
Sara left the coroner's office in the hospital basement where the dead pimp was, with Special Agent Jake Garner following behind her down the hallway.
She could feel Garner’s eyes on her ass. The man wanted her and made no pretense otherwise. She assumed that he thought his attention was flattering, but Sara just thought the man was a pig.
As they stepped onto the elevator, Garner stood beside her. He was a handsome man whose lips curved in a perpetual smile, as if life were one big party, as if sorrow didn’t exist. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and his track record with women rivaled that of your average porn star.
Women flowed towards Garner the way the surf moved towards the shore. Sara was one of the rare ones that resisted his charms and she assumed that Garner thought she would give in to him someday, and that it was just a matter of time.
“Does that look like Tanner’s work?” Garner asked her.
“Yes, but the linen truck cinches it, even if he did wipe it for prints. Tanner likely killed them for their weapons, vehicle, and money and by now he’s probably dumped the Mercedes and moved on to something else.”
“Why don’t we just head to Vegas and stay near Rossetti? If that’s where Tanner’s headed, then that’s where we should be.”
Sara nodded in agreement.
“You’re right, but I was hoping to intercept him.”
“So, Sara, just how rich are you?”
She gave him a startled look.
“What do you mean?”
“That’s a designer suit you’re wearing, and unless you’re on the take or have a sugar daddy, you’ve got some bucks. Hell, those shoes alone cost nearly a grand.”
Sara smirked at him.
“You seem to know a lot about women’s fashion.”
“No, I just know women.”
The elevator reached the lobby and when they stepped off, Sara noticed the other women nearby gazing at Garner as if he were a movie star.
As they walked past the reception desk, the young woman that had greeted them on their arrival called Garner over and pressed something into his hand. They then exchanged a few words, and Sara saw the woman pout in disappointment.
Garner smiled at the receptionist and stuck the object she’d given him into his pocket.
Once they were back in their rental, Sara asked a question.
“Did that woman give you her phone number?”
“Yes.”
“And why the sad look?”
“I explained to her that I wouldn’t be in town long enough to hook-up.”
“But you’re keeping her number, just in case?”
“That’s right, and she also gave me a souvenir to remember her by.”
“What souvenir?”
Garner reached into his pocket and took out the pair of panties the girl had given him, with her number written in black magic marker atop the red lace.
Garner brought them to his face and inhaled deeply, before sighing and smiling.
Sara made a face of disgust, started the car, and drove towards the airport, as Garner tucked the panties away for safekeeping.



CHAPTER 6 - Those meddling kids
Tanner stopped for the night at a crappy motel outside Las Cruces, New Mexico.
The place was an absolute shithole, but it would do for one night and there was only one other car parked in the lot.
The desk clerk was drunk and getting drunker, but he accepted Tanner’s cash with a smile and went back to watching a ballgame.
Normally, Tanner would have driven straight to Vegas and did the deed he was hired to do, but ten weeks of hard, backbreaking labor under the hot Mexican sun had left him in less than peak condition, and he decided to grab some sleep before moving on.
He woke early, at first light. The night before, he had dumped the pimp’s Mercedes in the parking lot of a diner a mile away, before walking back to the motel.
He needed to steal another car before the other guests stirred, because it was their car he planned to steal.
He could tell by the sounds coming through the thin walls that they were a couple, an energetic couple, judging by the hours of on-again, off-again sex they had engaged in.
He was about to leave, after wiping down the room, when he heard a vehicle roll to a stop outside his door, despite the fact that the driver had cut the engine.
He peeked past an outer edge of the curtain on the room’s only window and watched as three men exited a large, white pickup truck, while leaving their doors open to aid in a quick exit.
The men were all heavyset, but also had the look of hard men. They each wore faded jeans with denim jackets and boots, and one of them was sporting a cowboy hat. 
The fattest of the three nodded towards the motel and took a gun out of a shoulder holster, the gun was big, a Desert Eagle, and Tanner knew he had to take the fight to them while they still believed he was asleep.
Tanner stuck the Ruger he’d taken off the drug dealer in his side pocket and the automatic that had belonged to the pimp’s bodyguard, he tucked behind his back.
With the shotgun pressed against his shoulder, he ripped open the door to his room and fired one barrel. Tanner watched bright blue eyes widen on the face of the fat man with the Desert Eagle an instant before his shotgun pellets obliterated them, and turned the man’s head to red mist.
To his shock, the door to the room beside his had been kicked in while he was opening his own door, and the man with the cowboy hat was nowhere in sight. A scream came from the room, followed by a gunshot, but Tanner only took note of these things peripherally, because he was too busy emptying the second shotgun shell into the third man.
The man fell atop his fat friend’s corpse, where he moaned, thrashed about, and died. Tanner dropped the empty shotgun and grabbed up the Desert Eagle, as cowboy hat came stumbling out of the other room, while struggling with a kid in blue boxer shorts for possession of a gun.
The gun went off again and flattened a tire on the couple’s car, but the fresh-faced kid was doing his damndest to wrest it away.
A topless girl in pink lace panties appeared in the doorway, saying, “Be careful, Billy!” When she spotted Tanner, she shrieked and covered herself with her arms. “Please don’t kill us, mister. Ricky getting hurt was an accident. I swear it.”
Tanner didn’t know what she was talking about and didn’t care; he just knew that he had to leave before the cops came.
He fired the Desert Eagle once into the side of the man in the cowboy hat and watched as the exit wound exploded in a shower of gore.
After retrieving his shotgun, Tanner headed for the white pickup truck.
The boy called to him. The kid was barely out of his teens and had dark hair and curious green eyes.
“Why did you help us?”
Tanner smirked.
“Help? I’m pretty sure I killed all three of them, kid.”
The girl came out of the room while shrugging on a flower print dress, and tossed the boy his clothing. When she looked at the flat tire and the dead men, her face collapsed and she cried.
The kid went to her.
“It’s all right, Cindy, we’re safe.”
Tanner looked around. The interstate was too far away for anyone to have seen or heard anything, but the desk clerk was likely calling the cops.
As he settled behind the wheel of the pickup, the kid called to him.
“Hey! Take us with you, please?”
Tanner opened his mouth to tell the kid to go to hell, but then realized that they would make good cover when he entered Vegas.
Rossetti’s men would be looking for a man on his own, not a trio.
“Get in,” Tanner said, as he started the truck, and afterwards, he tossed out the half can of beer that was sitting in the cup holder.
When the girl disappeared back into the room, he nearly took off, but she emerged just seconds later with a duffle bag and ran towards them with her long blonde hair trailing behind her. Tanner told her to toss the bag in the bed of the truck, and off they went.
As he drove by the motel office, he saw that the clerk was asleep in a chair with a beer bottle still gripped in his hand.
When the man woke, he’d have an interesting day.
Tanner headed for the highway, for Vegas, and for revenge.



CHAPTER 7 - Dumb and Dumber
Earl and Merle Carter were sitting at a booth inside Pogo’s bar in Vegas and talking excitedly about the price on Tanner’s head.
Ten grand was huge money to their way of thinking, and although they had never killed anyone, they had hurt people for far less money, as they traveled through life trying to escape the hand fate had given them.
Neither of them was very bright, nor good looking, or personable. They weren’t blessed with any discernible talents and as far as friends and family went, all they basically had was each other.
The Carter boys did have one thing going for them though, animal cunning, and that, plus an unending desire to be rich, was what powered them through their empty and meaningless lives.
They looked out the window at the activity taking place in front of the pool hall, where Rossetti’s men were gathering to go after Tanner.
“That big guy in the suit is named Aldo,” Merle said. Merle was five-foot-eight and scrawny, with a long face, thin lips and dull gray eyes. His brother Earl was a carbon copy of him, except for the color of his hair. Merle’s hair was dark brown, while Earl’s was two shades lighter.
They weren’t twins, but they were born the same year. Merle popped out of his mother’s womb on a bitter January day and Earl followed on a similar day the following December.
Earl leaned across the table.
“You think Aldo will lead us to Tanner, but so what? That just means we’ll get to see him kill Tanner.”
“Maybe, but I hear that this Tanner is a badass, so maybe he’ll get a chance to run from Aldo and his boys and straight towards us, wounded and ripe for the plucking. Anyway, Aldo will have more luck finding him. I have no idea where to look for him, do you?”
Earl leaned back in his seat.
“Hell, he could be anywhere for all I know, so yeah, we’ll tail Aldo and his boys and hopefully get a shot at Tanner.”
Merle reached across the table and punched his younger brother playfully on the shoulder.
“We’re gonna get that money and then it’s party time.”
Earl grinned back at him, for like his brother, he had no real clue who they were going after. But they would learn, and the lesson would be a bitter one.
***
Sara and Garner were in the FBI’s Las Vegas Division awaiting word on Tanner.
Sara stared at Garner and wondered when the man slept. She had seen him disappear into his hotel room in the company of two blond sisters he’d met in the casino, and both women looked tired and, Sara had to admit, sated, as they left his hotel room early that morning.
Sara was about to knock on Garner’s door to hassle him and tell him to get his shit in gear, when the man opened the door, fully dressed in a charcoal hued suit, and smiled at her from a freshly shaved face.
“I’m ready when you are, partner,” Garner said, and the way he said it, as his eyes roamed over Sara, she knew that he meant he was ready for more than just work.
She had ignored the double entendre and headed for the elevator.
“Special Agent Blake?”
Sara broke free of her memories and turned to face an agent named Whitman. Whitman was twenty-three and a rookie, but Sara thought the man seemed professional.
“Has something happened?” Sara asked, as both she and Garner rose to their feet, ready to move.
“Yes ma’am, our two agents in the field are reporting that several of Rossetti’s men are heading out of Vegas and that there are now rumors that Rossetti’s placed a price of ten grand on Tanner’s scalp.”
Garner whistled softly.
“That kind of money will bring out any hood with a gun.”
Sara thought for a moment before speaking.
“We’ll wait here. If Rossetti’s men or anyone else bags Tanner we’ll hear of it, and if he makes it to Vegas, then we’ll be here and ready for him.”
The agent excused himself and Sara and Garner sat down again.
Garner stared at her, and for once, he was looking into her eyes.
“You want this Tanner badly, don’t you?”
“Marty spoke to you, didn’t he?”
“Yeah, he said it was personal for you, but he didn’t say why.”
“Just know one thing, Garner.”
“What’s that?”
“I’ll do my job and try to bring Tanner in so that we can question him and gather info on the people who have hired him, but if he resists at all, I’ll kill Tanner, and a smart man wouldn’t get in my way.”
“I hear you, Sara, and I’ve got your back all the way.”
Sara smiled at him.
“Thanks, Jake; it’s nice to know you’re not a total jerk.”
Garner smiled back at her.
“Nobody’s perfect.”



CHAPTER 8 - It’s just Tanner
As Tanner drove along, Billy and Cindy told him their story.
They had both lived on a ranch in Colorado that was bigger than most towns. Billy was a drifter who hired on as a ranch hand, while Cindy’s family had worked on the ranch for generations.
The owner of the ranch was a man named Hank O'Grady and Hank’s only son, Ricky, had become obsessed with Cindy.
Cindy never liked Ricky much, because he was spoiled and had knocked up a friend of hers when the girl was fourteen and Ricky was eighteen. Cindy’s friend had an abortion and her family moved off the ranch, while Ricky went off to some fancy college.
When he returned to the ranch to stay, he went after Cindy, practically stalking her, while threatening to have her father, the ranch foreman, fired.
Meanwhile, Cindy had fallen in love with Billy, a fact that Ricky ignored. Eventually, the two boys fought, and Cindy claimed that Ricky fell on his own knife, but Tanner suspected that maybe Billy helped him to fall on it. In any event, they were on the run.
“Ricky’s dead?” Tanner asked.
“No. Billy and I took him to the ranch infirmary and they said he’d be fine, but we ran anyway, because Mr. O'Grady would have had Billy hauled off to jail, or probably worse.”
“So what’s your plan?” Tanner said.
“We were going to Mexico,” Billy said. “But then we figured we’d go to Vegas and hide there until things died down some, and Cindy has always wanted to see the Grand Canyon, so we’ll go there soon too.”
The three of them sat together in the front seat, as the truck’s back seat was so cramped that it could cripple a midget.
The young and tasty Cindy was seated beside Tanner, with Billy to her right, and Tanner could feel himself growing horny. The whore in Brownsville had taken the edge off, but after having been locked away for months, he needed more than one woman.
Cindy had been eyeing him now and again, and at first, Tanner thought it was sexual interest, but then he realized it was just fascination with him because he had killed three men.
She was wary of him, which made her smarter than Billy, who accepted him as a friend right away.
Not smart, Tanner thought.
There were men out there who would kill Billy to get to Cindy, either to rape her, or to sell her to white slavers for a tidy profit.
Tanner had never been into either activity, but if he had been, he would have murdered Billy upon meeting him and Cindy would have been his, to do with as he pleased.
The road curved right and the slight centrifugal force made Cindy lean against Tanner. He felt her softness, smelled her scent and felt his cock stir.
As soon as Rossetti was dead, Tanner planned to head somewhere tropical and bang the crap out of anything hot, blonde, and female.
“Mr. Tanner,” Cindy said.
“It’s just Tanner.”
“Oh, okay, thank you for helping us, Tanner, and we can pay for the gas and food along the way.”
Tanner would have preferred it if Cindy repaid him with her body, but he kept that to himself.
“I actually thought those men had come for me. There’s a man named Rossetti that wants me dead.”
“Why does he want to kill you?” Cindy asked.
“Self-preservation, he’s trying to kill me before I can kill him.”
Cindy’s eyes widened. “Oh,”
“This O'Grady, he sent men after you instead of the law, so I guess that means he’s a mobster of some kind?”
Billy nodded.
“He’s not fully legit. He owns a whorehouse and probably deals in weed too, but he ain’t connected or nothing like that; he just owns a lot of things and people.”
“He owns my daddy,” Cindy said, while making a face. “My daddy was actually trying to get me and Ricky together. He said we’d be set for life if Ricky married me, nevermind what I want.”
“But O'Grady will send more men after you, right?”
“Yeah, if they can find us,” Billy said.
“He sent three the first time, so he’ll probably send more?”
“I guess. O'Grady runs the county and he’s got hundreds of men working for him.”
Tanner thought about that and a plan formed in his mind, a plan that might help him kill Rossetti.



CHAPTER 9 - The 90 pound lot lizard
When Sara learned that a man fitting Tanner’s description was a suspect in a multiple homicide at a New Mexico motel, in her mind, it reaffirmed the fact that Tanner was headed towards Vegas.
However, when she learned that the dead men were all employees of a Colorado rancher named Hank O'Grady, she became confused.
She then talked to an agent in Colorado who provided her and Garner with background on Hank O'Grady, while saying that he would get back to them with more detail once he talked to a friend who worked on O'Grady’s ranch.
“It sounds like Tanner’s stumbled into more trouble,” Garner observed.
“Those men could have been after the reward money Rossetti’s placed on Tanner’s head, but it’s not likely since they were from Colorado. The desk clerk at the motel said that there was a young couple staying there too, and the car they left behind had Colorado plates. It was registered to a William Benton, age 20.”
“Then it sounds like Tanner could be driving a car with Colorado plates if he took the dead men’s ride.”
“Yeah, but I wouldn’t bother looking for them, I’m sure that by now he’s switched them out.”
***
Sara was correct, because Tanner, along with Cindy and Billy, was inside a diner off I-10, north of Phoenix, Arizona.
He had already replaced the Colorado plates for a different set he’d taken off another pickup truck, but held on to the Colorado plates, which he figured he could use later on.
The diner was full of truckers, because it was part of a truck stop that offered diesel engine repair and a truck wash.
Every man in the place eyed Cindy with lust in their eyes, but they’d take one look at Tanner and keep their distance.
After eating a large breakfast, Tanner told the kids that it was time to get back on the road.
As Tanner pulled out of the exit and onto the highway, he hadn’t noticed the woman watching him from the cab of a big rig, a woman that knew him, and also knew that there was a price on his head.
***
Two years ago, Tina had been one of the best pieces of ass that money could buy.
She’d been a high-priced call girl then, working out of Las Vegas, and many men had paid upwards of five grand a night to sleep with her.
But that was before she became a meth addict.
Now she was a 90 pound lot lizard, with scabs on her lined face, and she traveled around to different truck stops giving blowjobs for twenty a pop, no pun intended.
She had just raised her head up from the lap of a black trucker who stank of cheap cigars, when she spotted Tanner walking towards the pickup.
Tina studied Tanner while swallowing the trucker’s load, no pun intended, again. The man had paid ten dollars extra for the service and a stick of gum would mask the taste later.
It was Tanner she was seeing, she was sure of it, although the man looked thinner and darker than she’d remembered him. And Tina did remember him, as a smile crossed her wet lips.
She’d been comped to Tanner on several occasions and he had been one of her favorite clients, because the man actually knew how to fuck. She’d even come once or twice with Tanner, a rare event for her.
Still, Tina couldn’t say she ever really liked him. Tanner was a cold man, not cruel, and he never hurt her the way some men had, but she knew that she had been something to fuck for Tanner and nothing else.
There had never been a hint of cuddling after sex, no sense of affection and, thank you Jesus, the man never asked her how she became a hooker, as so many others had over the years.
As Tanner drove out of the lot, Tina kept repeating his license plate to herself until she had it memorized. Afterwards, she climbed down from the rig and went inside the ladies room of the diner, where she sat in a stall. After removing the gum from her mouth, she made a call.
“Hey Eddie, it’s me Tina. Yeah yeah, how’s tricks? That one never gets old, Eddie, but listen, isn’t there a finder’s fee for spotting that guy Tanner?”
There was a pause on the line and then Tina heard Eddie shouting a question at someone. When he spoke to Tina again, he told her there was a thousand dollar finder’s fee to anyone who knew where to find Tanner.
Tina’s hand trembled. With that much money, she could keep herself in crystal for weeks without having to suck one dick.
She told Eddie what she knew and told him that she’d hitch a ride to Vegas to collect her money. She tried not to think about what would happen to Tanner because of her, even though she could guess why Rossetti was looking for him. No, all Tina was thinking about was her next hit of ice, but then, that’s what made her an addict.
***
Aldo learned of Tina’s tip an hour later, when Ramone called and gave him the details.
Ramone had also passed orders down through their network of dealers that they’d pay a grand to anyone who spotted Tanner’s pickup and kept it in sight. They didn’t have people in Arizona, but they knew people there and Ramone told Aldo to be on standby near the border, and wait for Tanner to enter the state.
Aldo agreed and he and his men were waiting for news inside a coffee shop in Boulder City, Nevada.
Aldo was forty and had been a thug for hire since high school, when he would help his old man shake down late payers for a loan shark. He had large hands with prominent veins and a naturally mean face, and although he didn’t get off on hurting people, he also didn’t mind doing it either.
He had no fear of Tanner despite Ramone’s warning that the man was a hard case. Aldo knew Tanner was a hit man and he thought that such men were all punks who would rather shoot you from the shadows than face you head on. To Aldo, Tanner was just another jerk who needed planting out in the desert, and he had already begun to plan how he would spend the bonus.
He looked over at his three men, saw that they all looked relaxed, and knew that they considered Tanner an easy kill, just as he did. Once Tanner was spotted, they’d run him down, whack him, take a picture of the corpse as proof, and then plant him.
The planting would be the hardest part of the whole thing, but that was his men’s problem. Aldo didn’t dig graves anymore; he only made sure that there was something to toss in them.
He leaned back in his seat and took a sip of coffee, while thinking that the day would be a good one.
He couldn’t have been further from the truth. 



CHAPTER 10 - Call me Ramone
Earl and Merle Carter sat in a stolen Chevy Impala, while taking turns watching Aldo and his men through a pair of binoculars.
Earl had gone inside a nearby donut shop and gotten coffee, and now they were waiting for Aldo to make his next move.
While Earl was gone, Merle had called a blackjack dealer he knew that sold a little pot on the side, and the word on the street was that Tanner was headed their way in a white pickup.
Merle figured that Aldo must be waiting for someone to spot Tanner and call in his location. That was good. It meant that things were moving along and that maybe they’d be over by the end of the day.
But Merle had learned something else, had gained more knowledge about Tanner’s rep, and if what he heard was true, it made him nervous.
He filled his brother in on what he had learned and waited for his take on things.
Earl gave a shrug.
“There’s two of us. We can handle Tanner if we’re careful.”
“They say that the dude has killed a lot of people, so we’d better watch our asses around him.”
“Yeah, but first he’s got to get past Aldo and his boys.”
“The dude broke out of prison. He’ll slip away from Aldo and then we’ll surprise him, but I ain’t dying for ten G’s.”
Earl stared at his older brother.
“You’re scared of Tanner, ain’t you?”
Merle broke eye contact and went back to watching Aldo. After nearly a minute passed, he spoke.
“Remember Johnny Cato?”
“Yeah, the foreign dude who tried to muscle Bo Manderelli and take his turf in Florida. That was about three years ago, right?”
“Right, and after fucking that up, him and his men went to Jersey, to try and muscle in there. There were sixteen of them, Earl, sixteen stone cold killers. Manderelli hired this guy Tanner to kill Johnny Cato and said he’d pay an extra three grand for every one of Cato’s men. Tanner killed them all in one night and it wasn’t until the maids smelled the rot of the bodies that anyone even knew it had happened.”
“Sixteen dudes at once, how?”
“He got them in their sleep with a silenced gun, just went room to room like a ghost, popping them.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah, and yeah I’m scared, and you should be too.”
Earl didn’t say anything back, but ten G’s didn’t sound like a lot of money anymore.
***
As he drove towards Vegas, Tanner got the number for O'Grady’s ranch from Cindy and after being jerked around by two of the man’s flunkies, he was able to speak to Hank O'Grady.
“Who are you?” O'Grady said. Tanner thought the voice sounded gruff and wondered if the man was in a bad mood. If he was, Tanner was about to make it worse.
“I’m the guy who killed your men in New Mexico.”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“Why did you kill them?”
“You sent three goons with guns after two unarmed kids; that told me that you wanted the kids bad, so I figured they were worth something to you.”
“You have them, Billy and Cindy?”
“I have them, and it’ll cost you fifty grand to get them back.”
“Listen punk, you tell me where you are and I’ll send someone to get them, otherwise, I’ll send men to get you, a lot of men.”
“I’m not alone in this, O'Grady. I work for a man named Albert Rossetti, in Vegas, and Albert Rossetti doesn’t take shit from anyone.”
“I don’t know any Rossetti, and what’s your name?”
Tanner searched his memory and came up with a name.
“My name is Ramone. Fifty grand, O'Grady, and we want it today. Send a man to Vegas with it and I’ll call this afternoon and tell you where to meet, okay hayseed?”
When O'Grady replied, Tanner got exactly what he was hoping to hear—rage.
“I don’t take orders from anybody asshole! Do you hear me? And I don’t give a fuck who this Rossetti is. Goddamn Italians think they’re hot shit, but I don’t scare.”
“Just get the money ready, pal, and then you’ll get the kids back, it’s just business.”
O'Grady began speaking again but Tanner ended the call. When he looked over at Billy and Cindy, he saw worried faces.
“Tanner, are you really gonna sell us to O'Grady?” Cindy asked.
“No, that was me starting a war between him and Rossetti. If I can get them fighting each other, It’ll distract them and make it easier for me to kill Rossetti, and for you to get away.”
“That’s smart,” Cindy said, then, she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.
Tanner glanced at her, and again, he felt desire rise.
Billy leaned forward and caught his eye.
“What if Mr. O'Grady sends men after you? And I mean a lot of men.”
“They’ll die,” Tanner said, and his voice was so cold, so matter of fact, that it made Cindy reach over and take Billy’s hand.



CHAPTER 11 - It’s personal
Sara had heard back from the FBI agent in Colorado and learned that William Benton, age 20 and Cindy Preston, age 19, were wanted for questioning by local authorities, concerning an assault on the son of Colorado rancher, Hank O'Grady.
O'Grady claimed to have no idea why the three men that worked for him had been after Billy and Cindy, but guessed that it was a misguided sense of loyalty that sent them in pursuit of the kids.
When asked why the assault hadn’t been reported earlier, O'Grady said that he hadn’t wanted to get them in trouble.
Sara wasn’t buying any of it, especially after learning that O'Grady was suspected of being involved in illegal businesses, and that he laundered their profits through his legal enterprises.
Garner finished reading the report and rested his feet atop the desk that Sara sat behind. They were still in the Vegas field office of the FBI, waiting for news.
“This O'Grady sent men after these kids, Billy and Cindy, and Tanner must have thought they were coming for him, if it was Tanner,” Garner said.
“It was Tanner, and yeah, that’s my thinking too,” Sara said.
The young agent, the one named Whitman walked over to speak with them. The word was out that Tanner was drawing closer and that Rossetti’s men were going to intercept him before too long. Sara thanked Whitman for keeping them informed and then asked for Rossetti’s address.
“Why do you want to speak with Rossetti?” Garner said.
“I’m going to try and convince him to hand Tanner over to us if his men get the chance to take him alive. It’ll not only cut down on the bloodshed, but we’ll be able to question Tanner as well.”
“I got the impression that you wanted the man dead?”
“I’d prefer it personally, but I also realize that Tanner could help bring others to justice.”
Garner smiled.
“You’re a good agent, Sara, but you do know that Rossetti doesn’t care what we want.”
“Oh, I know that, but this will also give us a chance to see inside Rossetti’s place, and if I know Tanner, he’ll make it past Rossetti’s death squad and come after the man in his home. This way, we’ll have an idea of the battleground before the shit hits the fan.”
Garner grabbed his jacket, Sara gathered her purse, and they headed for the elevator.
As they were riding down, Garner stared at her.
“Do you know Tanner? Is that why it’s personal for you?”
“He killed one of my Civilian Informants, my CI, a man named Brian Ames.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be; just help me make the bastard pay.”
“You got it.”
As they drove towards Rossetti’s, Sara glanced at Garner from the corner of her eye, wondering if he believed her about wanting to capture Tanner alive if possible.
She didn’t give a damn about Tanner’s safety, or about his worth as a source of information. She just wanted him to stay alive long enough for her to get to him, so that she could fire a bullet into his murderous heart.
Sara hated Tanner and had vowed to herself that she would be the one to kill him,
Sara sighed, sat back in her seat, and took in the sights of Las Vegas Boulevard, as Garner drove them towards Albert Rossetti.



CHAPTER 12 - Meanwhile, back at the ranch
In Colorado, Hank O'Grady handed a glass of bourbon to Cindy’s father, Joe Preston.
Preston accepted the drink with a tight smile.
“It’s early to be drinking, isn’t it Hank?”
O’Grady smirked.
“Trust me. You’re going to need that drink.”
Preston took a sip of the excellent bourbon and awaited O'Grady’s words with trepidation.
He watched as O'Grady poured himself a drink and settled near him, by resting a hip on the corner of his massive oak desk. Behind the desk was a picture window that granted a view of a wide green field, and beyond that, the edge of the snow-capped Rocky Mountains.
Preston loved that view, had always loved it and envied O'Grady for having ownership of it. He’d grown up on the ranch just as O'Grady had, but his father was just a ranch hand and O'Grady’s father had been Jacob O'Grady, lord and master of the Triple-E Ranch.
Hank O'Grady was a hard case, but his father, Jacob, had been a cold-hearted bastard. Joe’s father had hated Jacob O'Grady, but he worked for the man all his life and called him sir, and now Joe was working for the son. However, Joe was ranch foreman, a respectable position, and was doing work that he loved.
When he first realized that O'Grady’s son, Ricky, was in love with Cindy, he thought that good fortune had kissed him at last.
If Cindy married Ricky O'Grady, then he would no longer be just an employee, but family, and someday it would be his grandson that ruled the Triple-E and he would spend his later years inside the ranch house with servants, instead of being shuffled off to some old age home. But Cindy didn’t like Ricky and had never liked Ricky.
Still, the boy was determined to marry her someday, and would have worn her down, but then that damned Billy came along and stole her heart.
Preston hated Billy. If not for that son of a bitch he could have talked Cindy into accepting Ricky, he knows he could have, but now they’ve run off to God knows where and Preston’s job, his very way of life, was hanging by a thread.
Hank O'Grady raised his cut crystal glass up to catch the light from the window and studied the rainbow of colors.
“I sent the Cooper brothers to fetch Cindy and bring her back.”
“Did they find her?” Preston asked.
“Oh yeah, they were staying at some fleabag motel in New Mexico, but when they went to grab Cindy, someone shot them dead.”
Preston had taken his second sip of bourbon as O'Grady spoke. The liquid warmed him as the first sip had, but this time it felt like he had swallowed acid.
“They’re dead? All three of them? Shit, was it that kid Billy that killed them?”
O'Grady laughed.
“Billy Benton couldn’t have killed any one of those men, much less all three of them. No, it was someone else, some asshole named Ramone, and he says he works for a man named Rossetti. Rossetti is a Las Vegas mobster and he wants fifty thousand for Billy and Cindy.”
Preston was trying to absorb the news when something occurred to him.
“How did the Cooper brothers track down Cindy and Billy?”
O'Grady’s lips formed into a cruel, but knowing smile. He was about fifty, a few years older than Preston was, and he had a softness to his middle that the lean, hardworking Preston would never have.
“I’ve got a way to track them down and I want you to go and bring them back.”
“You’re going to pay the money?”
“You’ll hand over the money, get the kids, and then my boys will teach this Rossetti a lesson and take the money back.”
“So I won’t be going alone?”
“Hell no, you’d just wind up dead too. No, I’ll send a bunch of the boys with you and we’ll get payback for the Coopers.”
“I don’t want Cindy hurt. I don’t give a damn what happens to Billy, but I want Cindy back here safe and sound so she can make things right with Ricky.”
O'Grady stood up from the desk and hovered over Preston.
“If you want to make things right, you bring Cindy back here and have her marry Ricky. My boy wants her and no one else, and by God, he’s going to have her. If you come back here without her, I’ll kick your ass off the ranch.”
Preston placed his glass atop the desk as he nodded in understanding.
“I’ll bring her back and she’ll do as she’s told. I can get her to listen once Billy is out of the picture, I know I can.”
O'Grady walked behind his desk and settled into a leather office chair. Preston took that as a dismissal and headed for the door. When he reached it, O'Grady spoke again.
“There’s one more thing, Joe.”
Preston swallowed hard, as he felt his palms grow slick with sweat.
“Yes sir?”
“I want you to kill Billy. I want that punk dead for hurting my boy.”
“Hank, ah, I’ve never killed anything but an animal. I’m not sure I can do it.”
“This is me you’re talking to, Joe. Do you really think I bought that bullshit about your wife running off with that short order cook?”
Preston opened his mouth to respond and then closed it and stared down at the carpet.
“You killed your cheating whore of a wife, didn’t you?” O'Grady asked.
“Lydia... Lydia ran away,” Preston said, in words barely louder than a whisper.
He had killed his wife, had taken her up into the mountains, stabbed her to death and buried her in a shallow grave.
“You’ll kill Billy too, and then I’ll know that you can be trusted. It’ll also show Cindy that we’re not fucking around. I mean hell, there are girls that would love to marry Ricky. He’s rich, he’s handsome, why is she being such a bitch about it?”
Preston shrugged.
“She said that she didn’t love him.”
O'Grady leaned back in his seat and made a sound of derision.
“Young girls are so stupid, but she’ll learn, by God that girl will learn.”
Preston left the office and walked to his quarters, a four-room cabin near the main bunkhouse.
He no sooner closed the door than he had to rush to the toilet and vomit.
He would kill Billy and might even enjoy it, but he knew that Cindy would then hate him. He could live with that too if he had to, after all, her mother had grown to hate him and he lived with her for years before killing her. He could live with anything if it meant he stayed on the ranch, for it was the only home he’d ever known.



CHAPTER 13 - Partners
Ramone eyed Sara with lustful interest, as he escorted her and Garner into Rossetti’s home.
Rossetti’s place was an old ranch house that pre-dated the casinos, but which had been modernized over the years. It was one level, but sprawling and L-shaped. The top of the L was at the rear of the home, and a large pool separated it from what used to be a bunkhouse for the ranch hands, but was currently used as an occasional barracks for Rossetti’s goons.
The front of the property faced a county road, while the rest of it was surrounded by a hill on three sides, beyond which laid scrubland.
To reach the home, you had to cruise down a winding driveway, and there were places to park out front and on the right side.
A woman stepped out of a hallway on the left and informed Ramone that Rossetti wanted to speak to him. The woman was young, with red hair, and wore a short skirt. She was one of Rossetti’s call girls. She would be switched for another of her ilk and put back to work on The Vegas Strip whenever the fat man grew tired of banging her.
Ramone asked the two FBI agents to stay where they were, and then told the woman, who he called Joy, to stay and watch them. Ramone had barely left the foyer when Garner elicited a smile from Joy, and within seconds, the redhead was laughing and touching him, her fingers walking along his chest, as they whispered to each other.
Sara shook her head in irritation as she watched them and wondered if Garner ever thought with anything other than his dick. They had come there to scout the place and feel out Rossetti, not to try to hook-up with one of the man’s high-priced whores.
Garner and Joy separated as the sound of footsteps approached, and Ramone reappeared with Rossetti. Sara had seen pictures of the man and expected him to be fat, but the photos didn’t do his girth justice. She looked at Joy, as the whore turned to leave, and hoped that Rossetti was paying her a fortune to sleep with him. She had earned it.
Once the four of them were alone, Rossetti looked Sara over.
“You’re right, Ramone, she’s a hot piece of ass, but what I want to know lady, is if you’re here to hassle me, or to help protect me?”
“Protect you from what?”
“Don’t play games, you know that a man named Tanner is gunning for me or you wouldn’t be here.”
“I also know that Tanner never fails to carry out a hit. So if you want protection, we’ll give it to you.”
Rossetti squinted his eyes.
“What’s the catch?”
“Come back to the office and spill your guts about everything you know, and we’ll place you in Witness Protection. I guarantee that Tanner will never find you once we make you disappear.”
Rossetti laughed.
“Turn snitch on my friends? Fuck that, I’ll handle Tanner my way.”
Sara moved closer to Rossetti.
“How’s it feel to only have hours left to live?”
“Tanner is the one about to become extinct. He’ll never make it here and even if he did, Ramone could handle him.”
Sara looked Ramone over and thought that he looked capable, but she knew Tanner, had studied the man and was certain that Ramone would die if he faced off with Tanner.
Sara smiled, as she tried another approach.
“Why don’t you invite me and my partner into your office for a drink? Perhaps we can work something out?”
Ramone’s phone rang before Rossetti could answer her. He spoke to someone and then listened, followed by a smile. When he put his phone away, he whispered something to Rossetti.
Rossetti’s grin looked more like a grimace in his jowly face.
“I think my problem is about to be solved.”
“You know where Tanner is? Tell us his location and I’ll chopper there and arrest him.”
“Arrest him? Lady, when my boys get done with him it’ll be like he never existed, now, get the fuck out of my house.”
***
Sara slammed the passenger door as they got back in the car.
Tanner was out there somewhere and Rossetti knew where. The man also seemed confident that his men would kill Tanner, and Sara wondered how many men Tanner was going up against.
She looked at Garner and gave him a look of disgust.
“You were certainly useless in there.”
Garner appeared taken aback by her anger but then shrugged.
“You should be happy; I got what we came for.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The girl, Joy, she told me the layout of the house.”
“When?”
Garner reached over and took Sara’s hand. She resisted at first, but then relented and he extended her index finger and began moving its tip along his chest, as he traced the layout of Rossetti’s home, just as Joy had done.
“Past the living room, there are five rooms off the hallway. One is a bathroom and the other four are bedrooms. The hallway leads to the kitchen, where another hallway branches off to two more bedrooms, the last of which is Rossetti’s, and he keeps his office at the back of the home, facing a pool.”
Sara took her hand back and stared at Garner.
“Why did Joy tell you all that? Do you know her?”
“I never met her before.”
“Then why would she help you?”
Garner stared into her eyes, holding her gaze.
“She wanted to please me, Sara, women love to please me.”
Sara gazed at him a little longer and then broke eye contact. She didn’t speak until they had left the secluded home and were back on the highway.
“Not all women want to please you.”
“Right,” Garner said.
“I find you completely resistible.”
“Uh-huh,”
“Thanks for getting that info. It may come in handy.”
“You’re welcome, partner.”
Partners, Sara thought, That’s all we’ll ever be to each other, partners.
Still, it bothered her that she had felt a thrill when Garner took her hand and that her fingers tingled from his touch.
She pushed Garner from her mind and thought about Tanner, about Rossetti’s goons closing in on him, and wondered if the man would survive long enough for her to kill him.



CHAPTER 14 - Trapped
Tanner spotted the car following him in Arizona, but when he saw that there was just one guy, he’d began to question whether or not he was imagining it.
As he crossed into Nevada, the car fell back and Tanner relaxed. That didn’t last for long, because before a minute passed, a silver Land Rover with four guys in it rode up on his tail, and when Tanner spotted the barrel of a shotgun sticking up, he knew shit was about to go down.
***
Aldo told his man to move closer to Tanner’s pickup and then he spotted Tanner’s intense eyes in the rear view mirror.
“All right, that did it, he knows we’re here.”
The driver spoke.
“Who are the other two? They look like kids.”
“Tanner must have been using them for cover. Once we run them to ground, you stay with them while we kill Tanner, but don’t kill them. I want to talk to them first.”
“He’s speeding up!”
“Stay with him,” Aldo said. “It’s time for Tanner to die.”
***
Merle and Earl were having a hard time keeping up, but they could tell that Aldo and his men were tracking a white pickup truck.
“Get closer,” Merle said.
“I’m trying, but we ain’t got the right engine for this, and them dudes are flying.”
“Just stay ready and hope we get a break. With a little luck, we’ll get Tanner.”
“A little luck?”
“All right, a lot of luck, but just stay close and don’t lose them.”
“Merle?”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t want to die, so I say we just stay back and watch what happens.”
Merle agreed and then gripped his weapon tighter.
***
Tanner cut across a lane and exited the highway so quickly that Aldo’s man was unable to keep up and missed the exit.
Aldo’s driver told everyone to hold on and he took the Land Rover across desert landscape at high speed, while bumping over brush and sand dunes.
Tanner had placed a gap between them, but was still in sight and headed down a road where ranch land stretched out to either side, with homes spaced far apart.
The pickup had a good engine, but the Land Rover was better, and before they traveled a mile, the gap had shrunk.
When Tanner made a skidding right turn into the driveway of a home surrounded by land, Aldo tapped a fist on the dashboard.
“We got the fucker!”
***
Cindy let out a scream as Tanner made the turn and then grunted when the pickup came to a hard stop near the front porch of the home.
Before either she or Billy could respond to what had happened, Tanner was out of the truck and moving up the stairs, where he ran into the front door without slowing and slammed it with a shoulder.
The door banged open, Tanner went inside and an instant later, Aldo and his men slid to a stop at the entrance to the driveway, and ran towards the pickup.
Aldo’s driver pointed his weapon at Billy and Cindy and told them to get out of the truck. The two kids did as ordered while raising their hands above their heads.
“Stay with them, Benny,” Aldo told the driver, before clapping a hand on the shoulder of another man. “Craig, you take the back.”
The man ran low along the side of the home, and after pausing at the rear corner, he disappeared around the back of the house, which was two-stories high and well cared for.
Their vehicles were the only ones on the property, and Aldo hoped that meant the owners were out, or at work. He didn’t need a simple killing to turn into a bloodbath.
Aldo took one measuring glance at Billy and Cindy and then headed for the home with the fourth man flanking him on the left. Aldo carried an old Mossberg 500 shotgun, while the man with him sported a new Glock.
The home’s front door hung in a frame that was splintered where the lock had torn free and the door was sitting halfway open.
Aldo craned his neck as he reached the stairs and could see what looked like a living room. A noise came from inside the home. It sounded like someone banging on sheet metal or something, but just as Aldo cocked his head to hear it better, the noise ended, and the house fell silent.
Aldo and his man climbed up the stairs with caution and soon they were standing atop the porch, where through the half-open door, they could make out more of the living room and glimpse the dining room table beyond it.
The house looked well lighted, as the blinds had been left open and the day was bright, but Aldo saw no moving shadows that would give Tanner’s position away.
More sound came from inside the home, a clattering noise, but the sound was indistinct and brief.
Aldo took out his phone and dialed Craig, the man he had sent to cover the rear.
“You see anything?”
“No man and the back door is locked, but did you hear that banging?”
“Yeah, I heard it, but I don’t know what it means.”
“Do you want me to kick the back door in?”
“Yeah, but wait until after I ring you again to do it.”
“Got it,” Craig said, and then they both hung up.
Aldo slipped the phone into his pocket, nodded towards the man at his side, and let his shotgun lead the way into the house.
Tanner was trapped.



CHAPTER 15 - Room number four
In Spring Valley, Lillian wiped at tears as Dwight loaded luggage into her car.
She turned and kissed her husband.
“Come with me. Tanner’s just one man and even if Rossetti doesn’t stop him, we can still hide from him.”
Dwight caressed her cheek.
“I told you before that I won’t put you at risk and I meant that. Go to your mother’s house, be safe and... I’ll stay here and wait for Tanner.”
“We can hire bodyguards. Six men, more even.”
“It won’t do any good. Tanner would cut through them and still kill me, but I’m hoping that he’ll give me a chance to talk if I’m alone.”
“Talk? What good will that do?”
“I don’t know, maybe nothing, but I have information that Tanner can use to get in and out of Rossetti’s home safely, maybe I can trade it for my life.”
Lillian wrapped her arms around Dwight for a long while before releasing him with a kiss.
“I’ll call you,” she said.
“All right, but only once each night and... if I don’t answer...”
“Don’t think about that, Tanner will take the trade, but can he be trusted?”
Dwight thought about that and a thin smile formed on his face.
“You know, in an odd way, Tanner is an honorable man. He’ll do what he says he’ll do.”
They said their words of goodbye, and Lillian drove away while watching Dwight’s form dwindle in her rear view mirror, as she neared the four-lane road at the end of their block.
***
Lillian never left the area.
She took room number four at the motel that sat across the road from the entrance to her block, and as she hoped, the view from the window gave her the sight line she needed to see her front door and the right side of her home.
Satisfied with the view, she unpacked one of her bags and took out the Beretta 92 that had belonged to her father. She had never fired the weapon, or any other weapon, but the gun was loaded and she was ready to use it to save her husband’s life.
She settled herself in front of the motel window with binoculars and began watching her house.
When Tanner showed, she’d run across the road and slip back inside the house through the window she left unlocked in the dining room. If Tanner wanted Dwight’s head then he would have to go through her to get it, and Lillian was certain that the element of surprise would work in her favor.
And unfortunately, for Tanner, the lady was right. 



CHAPTER 16 - It’s always the last place you look
Aldo stood in the quiet house holding a shotgun, as he stared down the hallway that led to the kitchen. Without taking his eyes from the hall, he whispered to the man at his side.
“Ronny, check out the upstairs, but be damn careful when you raise your head above the level of the landing. The son of a bitch could be lying beneath a bed just waiting for something to shoot at.”
“Got ya,” Ronny said, and then the thin man drifted up the stairs slow and easy, while making no more sound than a cat.
Aldo left the living room and stepped through the dining area, where there was a short alcove near the back that had a marble counter with green shutters.
The counter was likely used to pass food from the kitchen into the dining room. Aldo took the time to stack several dining room chairs into the alcove, and was confident that Tanner would be heard if he tried to leave the kitchen that way.
A floorboard creaked above his head and told him that Ronny was conducting his search. Aldo moved into the hallway, where he came across the first door. It was on his left and after standing to the right of it, he turned the knob and pushed it inward.
Nothing happened, and when he peeked around the corner, he saw what looked like a guest bedroom. After searching beneath the bed and checking out the room’s tiny closet, Aldo moved on, and found an open doorway on the other side of the hall that turned out to be a bathroom.
He winced while looking at the toilet. He’d been headed to take a leak when the call came in that Tanner was spotted, and now his bladder wanted to burst.
It’ll have to wait, Aldo thought, and then he smiled, as he imagined relieving himself on Tanner’s corpse.
There was no one in the shower stall, and so Aldo moved on. The last doorway opened up onto a home office that had dozens of family pictures on the walls. Several of the women in the photos were hot blondes and it reminded him of Cindy.
Why the hell is Tanner traveling around with those kids?
Aldo shrugged at his own question. He could find out the answer to that once he killed Tanner.
No one was hiding behind the desk or in the office closet and as he walked back into the hallway, he studied the door set in the opposite wall, and saw that there was a slide bolt locking it from the outside.
It was the basement door and Aldo dismissed it. There was no way Tanner could have slid that bolt in place from the other side.
Aldo could see part of the kitchen from where he stood and in a corner of it was the back door, still shut.
He took out his phone to call his man, Craig, at the rear of the house, just as Ronny returned from upstairs.
“There’s no one up there,” Ronny whispered. “He’s got to be in the kitchen, right?”
Aldo nodded and made his call, let it ring once, and waited for Craig to kick the back door in. He didn’t have to wait long, and after the sound of breaking wood, he rushed into the kitchen with the Mossberg at the ready and found... nothing.
“What the fuck?” Ronny said.
Aldo swiveled his head around in a wild jerky motion, as he looked around for a place big enough to conceal a man. When his eyes fell upon the doors beneath the double sink, he sent a blast from the shotgun their way and shredded them, then pumped the shotgun and fired again and again.
When he was finished, Craig reached over and ripped one of the ruined doors open, revealing an assortment of leaking containers that held cleaning products, along with a garbage pail with more holes than a cheese grader.
Aldo lowered the shotgun and stared at his men.
“Where the fuck did he—”
Aldo never finished the sentence, but rather, his speech morphed into a scream, as metal pellets perforated his legs, causing both he and Ronny to fall atop the linoleum floor in agony.
And yet, even through the pain he marveled at what he was seeing, as Tanner stuck his head out of the oven and fired his next shot at Craig, ripping holes in the man’s throat and killing him.
***
After banging through the front door, Tanner had two plans for survival.
The first plan was to use anyone in the home as a diversion for a rear attack, but once he realized the house was empty, he went to his second plan, which was to take cover and launch a surprise attack.
He went through all the rooms on the first floor as Aldo would later do, but his pace had been quicker, more frantic and with an eye solely towards seeking a place of concealment.
After checking out the kitchen, he returned to the locked basement door and slid the bolt aside to flick on the switch, illuminating a set of wooden stairs, and walls made from unfinished wallboard.
That’s when he heard voices out front shouting at Billy and Cindy and knew his time was growing short.
Tanner estimated the distance in his head, went down six steps and used the butt of his shotgun to batter through the wallboard that sat flush behind the stove. The gypsum broke apart easily under the assault, and Tanner widened the hole and kept going, ramming the shotgun against the aluminum backing of the oven, causing it to bend inward at the middle and gap outward at its sides.
With that done, he placed the shotgun atop a step and, with both hands, he wrenched the back of the oven off and through the hole in the wallboard, bending it downwards between two wall studs, where it laid suspended above the stairs like a shelf.
Then, he listened for movement and after hearing only silence, he went back up the stairs, where he closed and locked the door, before entering the kitchen, opening the oven door and climbing into it backwards, sending the oven racks through the hole, to clatter down the basement steps.
As he reached out to close the oven door, he heard footfalls towards the front of the house and settled inside his place of concealment to wait.
He had to keep his legs straight and still, otherwise the aluminum backing from the oven would rattle and make noise, and he knew that anyone opening the basement door would see his lower half suspended above the steps, and tear his legs to pieces with gunfire.
Tanner listened for any sound, even as his eyes searched for movement through the smeared, thick glass rectangle set in the oven door. The cramped space was hot and stank of grease and burnt meat, and Tanner realized that when he fired the shotgun in the tight space the sound would be deafening.
He waited like that, as his legs cramped from strain and sweat ran down his face and into his eyes.
When the wait ended, it was abrupt, as first, Aldo’s shadow appeared, then the back door was kicked in, and then Aldo and Ronny joined Craig in the middle of the room.
The first blast from Aldo’s Mossberg made Tanner grit his teeth and after Craig ripped open the door beneath the sink, Tanner knew it was time to act.
He was right about the sound, as the blast from his own gun deafened him and set his ears to ringing, but he followed it up with another shot as he shoved open the oven and blasted Craig.
***
Tanner crawled out of the oven, his head swiveling about for signs of movement, as the ringing in his ears blocked out all other sound.
The man who had kicked open the back door was dead, but one of the other men was reaching for a Glock. Tanner beat him to it and used the gun to place two bullets into his head.
He wanted to ask the remaining man where the fourth man was, but knew he would never hear the answer over the ringing in his ears, and he suspected that the man had been left to guard Billy and Cindy.
Tanner tossed his empty shotgun away and grabbed up Aldo’s superior Mossberg. With practiced efficiency, he pumped another shell into the chamber and placed the gun against Aldo’s chest.
***
Aldo found it hard to focus on anything other than the agony in his shredded legs, but moaned in disgust as he watched Tanner blow Ronny’s brains out.
When he saw that Tanner meant to kill him with his own gun, he cursed, and then he asked Tanner a question.
“How the hell did you fit inside that oven?”
There was no answer. Tanner just stared down at him with a set of cold eyes, and for Aldo, the world ended.
***
Outside the house, Aldo’s man, Benny, was smiling, as he heard the familiar blasts of Aldo’s Mossberg. Benny was the youngest and newest member of Aldo’s crew, and was a muscular man with prison tatts on his neck and a single braid hanging down his back.
He smiled at Billy and Cindy, who were sitting on the ground while propped against the side of the pickup.
“Your asshole friend Tanner is dead, and if I had to guess, Aldo will want to plant you too.”
Cindy responded to his words by crying, while Billy tensed up, as if he was about to leap to his feet.
Benny pointed his gun at him.
“Try it. Try it and I’ll blow your head off.”
Billy settled back against the pickup and Cindy reached over and took his hand.
A minute passed, then two, and then nearly five, and Benny’s eyebrows knitted together.
He wanted to call Aldo, to find out what was happening, but just in case things hadn’t ended inside, he didn’t want to distract his boss or give away his position by causing Aldo’s phone to ring or vibrate.
Benny reached down and grabbed a fistful of Cindy’s hair, causing her to rise to her feet, while keeping his gun leveled at Billy.
“Stay seated, kid, me and the sweet piece are just going to take a look inside the house, but if you try to run, I’ll kill her.”
Billy put up a hand.
“I won’t move, just please don’t hurt her.”
“Stay seated and she’ll be fine, now c’mon Blondie, let’s see what’s going on in there.”
Benny guided Cindy along by the grip he still held on her hair and as they stepped towards the house, something caught his eye. A car was coming. Benny turned back towards the road and watched as an old Chevy pulled to the curb and parked. Benny studied the car and thought the driver was alone.
The kid by the pickup twitched and Benny pointed his gun at him, but the kid wasn’t looking at him, he was staring at something behind him and the kid was smiling. Benny jerked his head around, saw Tanner rushing towards him and then felt the carving knife enter his chest. He released the girl, sank to his knees, and as a chill passed through him, he actually felt his heart stop beating and knew he was dead.



CHAPTER 17 - Just when you think you got it made
After Tanner killed Benny, the Chevy that had been parked out on the road jumped the curve while making a harsh scraping sound, and headed across the uneven ground of the lawn.
Tanner swung the Mossberg up to blast it, but Billy was blocking his shot as he ran over towards Cindy. Tanner cursed and then, not being a fool, he swiveled his head about, looking for other attackers, and that’s when he spotted Earl sprinting towards him from a corner of the house.
When he spun in that direction, Cindy was blocking his shot, and before he could adjust, Earl plowed into her and shoved her into Tanner, causing him to lose his balance just as the car driven by Merle clipped Billy and knocked him down.
Tanner recovered, rolled and was bringing the shotgun up when he saw Cindy frantically gesturing behind him, and Tanner dived out of the way just in time to avoid being run over by Merle.
He hadn’t been aware the car had changed direction because his ears were still ringing from the shot he had fired inside the oven.
Earl tried to wrest the shotgun away, even as Merle exited the car. Tanner kicked Earl in the chest, forcing him away, but Merle reached out with a stun gun and blasted Tanner, causing him to drop his weapon and collapse atop the grass.
Billy came limping over just as they loaded Tanner into the backseat of the Chevy, but Earl swung the Mossberg around and Billy froze in his tracks.
The Chevy stuttered as if it were about to cut off, but it kept running, and Merle headed the car down the lawn and back towards the road.
The vehicle gave off white smoke as it hemorrhaged engine coolant and when Merle drove it off the curb, the muffler ripped loose.
***
Merle felt like his heart was doing a thousand beats a minute, and he kept checking the backseat, where Earl was holding the shotgun on Tanner.
When the muffler came off the Chevy, Merle stopped the car in the middle of the street and the engine died.
“This car is done. We’ll take Aldo’s Land Rover.”
Earl looked horrified by the suggestion.
“Are you crazy?”
“Aldo’s probably dead. I’m pretty sure he won’t mind.”
Tanner was still groggy from the first blast when Merle gave him a second taste of the stun gun, and then he was carried to the Land Rover.
Merle pointed back at Billy and Cindy.
“Go make sure those two don’t follow us.”
Earl took out a knife and ran back towards Billy and Cindy.
Billy pushed Cindy behind him and put up his hands to fight, but Earl stopped short of them and plunged the blade into a rear tire of the pickup, causing a flat.
And then the Carter brothers took off, leaving Cindy and Billy to look on with sad eyes, as they worried over Tanner’s fate.



CHAPTER 18 - That smile
Merle handed his brother a large plastic zip tie and Earl bound Tanner’s hands together.
Merle gazed at Tanner in the rear view mirror and it thrilled him to see the man dazed and helpless.
“We got him! Goddamn it, we got him!”
Earl patted him on the shoulder. He was so giddy that he was giggling, but when he looked over at Tanner and met the man’s eyes, the giggle died in his throat.
“Who are you two? Do you work for Rossetti?” Tanner asked, and was glad that he could hear his own voice, and that the ringing in his ears had faded away.
“We work for ourselves and we’re gonna get a shitload of money for you.”
“How much?”
“Ten grand,”
“Dead or alive?”
Earl shrugged.
“Either one,”
“Rossetti will pay more for me alive, especially when he finds out I killed four of his men back there. You can probably get twenty.”
Earl caught his brother’s eye in the mirror.
“He’s right. He’s worth more alive than dead, because that way Rossetti can kill him himself.”
Merle stared at Tanner.
“He’s just saying that so we won’t kill him, still... after whacking Aldo and his boys, yeah, Rossetti will probably pay more.”
There was a phone sitting in the cup holder and its shrill ring made the brothers jump in their seats.
“Rossetti’s calling,” Tanner said.
Merle reached for the phone as if it was too hot to touch, but after six rings, he answered it.
“Hello?”
“Who’s this, Benny?”
“Um, my name is Merle Carter, is this Rossetti?”
“This is Ramone, why are you answering Benny’s phone?”
“It was in the Land Rover.”
“Where the fuck is Aldo?”
“Aldo’s dead, Tanner killed him and his whole crew.”
The line went silent and Merle rode on with the phone pressed against his ear, as he drove along US-93.
“Listen, Merle, or whoever you are, do you have any idea where Tanner might be now?”
“We got him. My brother and me, we got Tanner and we took him alive. He’s right here in Aldo’s ride.”
More silence as Ramone processed the news, but then Merle could hear him speak to someone else, but couldn’t make out what was being said. Then, a new voice came on the line.
“This is Albert Rossetti, if you got Tanner, put him on the phone.”
“Ah, yeah, um sure thing Mr. Rossetti, hold on a second.”
Merle passed the phone over his shoulder, as he spoke to his brother.
“It’s Rossetti himself and he wants to speak with Tanner.”
Earl took the phone clumsily with his left hand and then held it up next to Tanner’s right ear.
“Hello? Tanner?”
“Hello Rossetti.”
“Listen, how do I know it’s you?”
“It’s me. I was hired to kill you and that’s just what I’m going to do.”
“Hey, tough guy, I don’t think you’re gonna do shit, and you know what’s really funny? The guy that hired you, we’re best buds now, and I’m under The Conglomerate’s protection, so everything you’ve done is for nothing.”
“I was hired to do a job and I’m going to do it. Nothing changes that, Rossetti, nothing.”
“We’ll see, punk, now put that Merle guy back on.”
Tanner jerked his head away from the phone and Earl handed the cellphone back to his brother, who received instructions on where to meet up with Ramone.
Merle slipped the phone back in the cup holder and spoke to Earl.
“We’re taking him to a house on Stewart Avenue in Vegas. A dude named Ramone will meet us there.”
Tanner gazed out at the desert landscape, content to let himself be ferried to Vegas by the Carter brothers, for after all, that’s where his target was, and Rossetti would be that much easier to kill if he thought he had nothing to fear.
“Merle,”
Merle looked at his brother via the mirror.
“What?”
“Tanner’s smiling, why’s he smiling,”
“Just keep that shotgun on him.”
“All right, but I don’t like that smile.”
Merle moved his head until he could see Tanner in the mirror, and no, he didn’t like that smile either.



CHAPTER 19 - He must be dead
Sara and Garner jumped from the helicopter and then squinted their eyes as protection against the sand billowing about in the wake from the chopper’s blades.
The house was several hundred feet away and Sara spotted the body on the front lawn as soon as she drew near. He was a muscular man with a braid hanging down his back and a knife sticking out of his chest.
“Looks like he got it in the heart,” Garner said. “There’s not much blood.”
Sara nodded in agreement and then saw the local PD approach. The cop was a forty-something woman with short dark hair and blue-green eyes. She ignored Garner, but looked Sara over with much interest.
“I’m Detective Gladstone and I understand that you know who caused all this chaos?”
“Yes, we believe it was a man named Tanner, but I understand you have a witness?”
Gladstone pointed at a hill across the road.
“Mr. Howard, his house is on the other side of that hill, but he didn’t witness any violence.”
“What did he see?” Sara asked.
“He saw two men carry another man into an SUV from that car abandoned in the street there. He also saw a young male and a young female, both Caucasian, standing near our first corpse, the man on the lawn there.”
“Do you have the man and woman in custody?”
“No, Mr. Howard says that the boy changed a tire on a pick-up and hauled ass away from here, and he says it had Arizona plates, so they might be headed out of state.”
Garner spoke up.
“We’d like to take a look in the house when we can.”
“Sure and I understand you have a forensic team on the way as well, correct?”
Garner smiled.
“Yes and we appreciate your help.”
Gladstone smiled back at him.
“Always happy to help,”
After Gladstone left, Garner looked at Sara and saw worried eyes above a frown.
“What’s wrong?”
“She said that the witness saw a man being carried away. It sounds like Tanner’s luck may have finally run out.”
Sara’s phone vibrated and she answered it. It was Agent Whitman and Sara placed the call on speakerphone.
“Go ahead, Agent Whitman, what’s this news you have?”
“It’s Rossetti. He and another man left his home together, but our agents lost them after they entered a casino.”
“Anything else?”
“Yes, the four bodies on the scene there were all employees of Rossetti. All four men are listed as private security.”
“Private army is more like it, thank you, Whitman, and stay in touch.”
Garner grimaced.
“It took six men, but it sounds like Tanner’s finished. If Rossetti hasn’t killed him yet, he soon will.”
Sara felt a strange mixture of emotions. She wanted Tanner dead, but only by her hand. It was also likely that his body would never turn up, but rather be buried forever out in the desert.
That’s when Sara wished for something that she never thought she would, she wished for Tanner’s continued survival.
She turned and headed into the house, to look at more of Tanner’s handiwork.



CHAPTER 20 - And he can fight too
Merle was thinking of ways to spend his share of the money when the Land Rover was struck from the side and forced into oncoming traffic.
“Shit!”
Merle saw a tractor-trailer headed straight for him with its air horn blaring, but before he could recover from his shock and move back into his lane, the Land Rover was struck again and this time the impact forced him off the roadway completely and into the scrubland past the shoulder.
Tanner was jounced about just as Merle and Earl were, but he used it to turn towards Earl and kicked out at the shotgun, knocking it out of Earl’s hands and onto the floor, while a second kick caught Earl on the chin and stunned him.
Once Merle brought the vehicle to a shuddering stop, Tanner opened the door, stood with his bound hands raised high and then brought his arms down in a rush. The plastic zip tie struck the edge of the steel door and popped open, as its ratcheting teeth gave way to the pressure.
Merle saw that Tanner was free and grabbed the stun gun off the seat, and that’s when Billy shattered the driver’s side window with a tire iron. Merle cried out as a thousand bits of glass covered him, and Tanner reached over the back seat and ripped the stun gun away, before plucking the shotgun from the floor.
Cindy ran to Tanner and grabbed his arm.
“Are you okay?”
Tanner saw the concern in her eyes and smiled.
“I’m good, thanks to you and your boyfriend.”
Someone shouted, “Hey!” and Tanner saw that the driver of the truck they nearly hit had parked his rig and was charging towards them, his face scarlet from anger.
Tanner handed Billy the weapons and walked over to meet the man. The trucker was huge, well over six feet tall and wide with muscle.
The man stopped walking and glared at Tanner.
“Were you the asshole driving that car?”
Tanner said nothing, quickened his pace, and slammed a fist into the trucker’s gut.
A sound like, “Oooouuummmffff,” emerged from the trucker as he bent forward, and then Tanner slammed him on the side of the head with an elbow, causing the man to grunt and fall face down into the sand.
With that done, Tanner returned to the Land Rover and stared in at the Carter brothers.
“Billy, Cindy, go wait in the pickup and I’ll be right there.”
Cindy bit her bottom lip and then spoke to Tanner.
“Are you going to kill them?”
“That depends on them,” Tanner said, and Cindy followed Billy back to the pickup.
“You ain’t gonna kill us?” Merle said.
“Not if you do what I say and it should also save you from Rossetti.”
“Rossetti?” Earl said.
“I don’t think he’ll be too happy that you let me get away, do you?”
The brothers looked at each other as their faces turned pale.
“What do you want us to do?” Merle asked.
***
The trucker was sitting up and giving Tanner the finger as they drove away in the battered pickup.
Cindy was full of nervous energy as she explained to Tanner that Billy had changed the flat and went racing after them.
“We were doing a hundred miles an hour and looking ahead for the Land Rover, praying that they hadn’t gone in a different direction. Then, Billy spotted it, went even faster and rammed them before they knew what happened.”
Billy looked past Cindy at Tanner.
“Did you kill the men who were after you in the house?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you kill those two back there?”
“They’re useful to me.”
Tanner knew that they were heading away from Vegas after being spun around, but as he passed a road sign, he realized that he could take care of other business that he had nearby and hung a right onto Route 215.
“Where are we going?” Cindy said.
“I have to pay a visit to a friend,” Tanner said and aimed the truck towards Dwight Sorrell’s home in Spring Valley.



CHAPTER 21- Should I, or shouldn’t I?
Tanner parked the pickup three houses away and called Sorrell.
The voice that answered was hesitant, but familiar.
“Hello? Tanner?”
“It’s me, Dwight, are you alone?”
“I’m alone and I’m at my house. I know better than to try and hide from you, but I do hope that you’ll give me a chance to talk.”
“We’ll talk, but it won’t change what you did.”
“I know that.”
Tanner ended the call and got out of the truck with Billy and Cindy.
“This is where we go our separate ways,” Tanner said.
Cindy pouted and gave him a quick hug, while Billy shook his hand.
Tanner stared into Billy’s eyes.
“You take care of Cindy.”
Billy put an arm around her shoulders.
“That’s the plan.”
Tanner had taken shells for the Mossberg from the center console of the Land Rover, and he carried it pointed downward, and flush against his leg as he walked toward Dwight’s house.
Billy gave the horn a toot as he and Cindy drove away, and Dwight opened his door before Tanner could ring the bell.
Dwight swallowed hard as he looked at the shotgun.
“C’mon in,”
“If this is an ambush, if there’s someone else in there, I’ll kill all of you.”
Dwight spread his hands.
“There are no tricks, Tanner. I just want to talk.”
Tanner entered with the shotgun up and ready, but found no one lying in wait.
They went into Dwight’s office and Tanner took the seat behind the desk, where he could keep an eye on the door, while Dwight stood in front of the desk, with his face looking pale and shadowy, despite the sunlight beaming through the window.
Tanner smirked at him.
“So what do you want to say to me?”
“I betrayed you and I was the one who planted the drugs on you, but I only did it because Rossetti threatened to kill Lillian.”
Tanner squinted at him.
“Why didn’t you tell me about it?”
“I was afraid. I knew it wouldn’t keep you from going after Rossetti and I didn’t want Lillian caught in the crossfire.”
“After you betrayed me, Rossetti let her go?”
“Yes, she’s fine, and I know it doesn’t change what I did to you, but I wanted you to know that it wasn’t about money or anything like that.”
“Are you done?”
“No.”
“What else?”
“I can help you get to Rossetti.”
“How?”
“There’s a tunnel that runs past the pool and leads from Rossetti’s office to an exit behind the old bunkhouse. There’s a shack there atop a hill, an old tool shed.”
“How do you know that?”
Dwight shrugged.
“I’m in real estate, commercial real estate, but I have a friend on the residential side who handled the property, and he told me about it. The tunnel was built the same time the original pool was put in, back in the sixties when some mobster owned the place... some other mobster.”
“How do I get in and out?”
Dwight explained where the tunnel’s entrance and exit were located and pointed to an envelope lying atop the desk.
“That envelope is for you. It was delivered by one of Frank Richards’ men.”
“The client? He must be mad that the hit has taken so long.”
“No, he and Rossetti settled their dispute while you were... away. If anything, I think he wants to call it off.”
“Is that how you found out I was free?”
“Yeah,”
“Two guys tried to kill me in Brownsville. I thought Rossetti was behind that, but maybe it was Richards.”
“It could have been both of them. Don’t trust Richards.”
Tanner stared at him.
“Do you want to talk about trust, Dwight?”
Dwight opened his mouth, but then closed it and seemed to shrink beneath Tanner’s gaze.
Tanner opened the sealed envelope and saw that it contained only a phone number. He memorized it, folded it once and stuck it in his shirt pocket.
“I need a car. I’m taking yours.”
“The keys are in the kitchen, on a hook by the back door.”
“Do you have anything else you want to say?”
Dwight wiped his brow. He had begun to sweat and was taking short, shallow breaths.
“No... no, that’s all I had to say.”
Tanner gripped the shotgun and stared at him, still deciding Dwight’s fate.
“Why are you unarmed? You knew I was coming.”
“I betrayed you. I did it to save Lillian, but I still did it.”
Tanner stood and the movement so unnerved Dwight that his knees nearly gave out.
“I’m not going to kill you, Dwight, but we’re through.”
Dwight breathed a sigh of relief, then leapt across the desk and began fighting Tanner for control of the shotgun.



CHAPTER 22 - It was an accident...honest
Lillian’s eyes had become bleary from spending so much time looking at her house through binoculars.
She rubbed the area between them and then realized that she had to use the bathroom.
When she returned to the window and raised the binoculars up, she nearly fell out of her seat when she saw Dwight and Tanner talking at her front door, and felt her heart hammer away as she spotted the shotgun gripped in Tanner’s hands.
She grabbed her purse, rushed from the motel room, and found a wall of traffic blocking her path. Lillian hopped about from foot to foot as if the ground was too hot to stand on, but then she caught a gap in the traffic and rushed across the road while removing the gun from her purse.
Once she reached the other side, she struggled to control her rising panic, and was so nervous that she dropped her purse, after going back for it, she dropped it again, picked it up by its bottom and sent her wallet and everything else tumbling out onto the ground. She cursed the bag in spades and left it and its contents where they lay, as her only thought was to save her husband.
As she drew closer, she saw Tanner stand up from behind the desk with the shotgun pointing towards Dwight. Lillian took aim while running at the window, and fired just as Dwight tackled Tanner to the floor.
***
Dwight’s leap took Tanner by surprise and he was sure the man was trying to kill him.
Then, Tanner registered the muffled shot and the falling glass, and realized that someone was firing from outside.
Dwight had his hands on the shotgun as he screamed in Tanner’s face.
“Don’t shoot her! Don’t shoot her!”
Tanner wedged a leg up between them and kicked Dwight away and up in front of the window.
Lillian fired again, not realizing it was her husband, and the bullet ricocheted off the window frame and into the room.
“Lillian don’t shoot! It’s okay! Tanner won’t hurt us.”
Tanner stood and placed the barrel of the shotgun under Dwight’s chin.
“Drop that gun, Lillian, or I’ll kill you both.”
Lillian began to cry.
“Why did you push him out of the way? I wanted to save you.”
Dwight held out a hand and then lowered it, gesturing for Lillian to drop her weapon.
“Put it down,” he said and then he looked at Tanner with wet, pleading eyes. “Please don’t kill her, don’t kill my wife.”
Several people came out of nearby homes and Tanner spotted one woman talking on the phone, doubtless calling the cops. He stared at Lillian through the hole in the window.
“Drop it!”
Lillian startled from the sound of his raised voice and released the gun. It clattered to the ground and Tanner told her to walk towards the front door.
He met her there with his shotgun still pointed at Dwight, and watched as the two of them embraced.
Dwight looked at him.
“What are you going to do?”
Tanner lowered the shotgun.
“I’m going to kill Rossetti, for both of us.”
A vehicle came to a squealing halt out front and Tanner nearly blasted it, but then he saw Cindy and Billy giving him worried looks.
Tanner left the house.
“Goodbye Dwight.”
Cindy slid over and Tanner climbed into the passenger seat, as a siren could be heard approaching from the west.
Billy sped off, as Cindy gasped and touched Tanner’s back. When she moved her hand into sight again, he saw that her fingers were red.
“You were shot?”
He nodded.
“Grazed by a ricochet, Rossetti should hire that bitch to kill me. She might get the job done.”
“Where to?” Billy said, but Tanner ignored the question and asked one of his own.
“Why did you come back?”
“We were in the donut shop across the street when I saw that woman run this way with a gun in her hand. I figured that couldn’t be good.”
“You were right.”
“So where to?”
“Just drive around these back streets for now, while I look for a place to lie low.”
Cindy smiled at him.
“It looks like you’re stuck with us again.”
And although it was against his nature, Tanner smiled back.



CHAPTER 23 - No ifs, ands, or buts
Merle and Earl Carter were in the basement of a home on Stewart Avenue in Las Vegas.
In particular, they were in a back corner, where a small soundproof room had been constructed. There was a metal pole in the center of the room that stretched from floor to ceiling, with a drain to the right of it, and Merle took note that the drain cover was tinged a dark red.
Albert Rossetti stood just inside the doorway staring at the two brothers, while Ramone leaned against one wall with a baseball bat. The wooden bat also had flecks of color on it, dark brown splotches that looked like dried blood.
There was another man there, but Merle hadn’t caught his name. The man was short, but looked strong, and when he had taken hold of Merle’s wrist to handcuff him to the pole, Merle had felt his carpal bones grind together.
Once they had been secured to the pole with handcuffs, Ramone told them to sit on the floor, and after they sat, Rossetti waddled over and glared down at them.
“I don’t know you two. What’s your game?”
Merle swallowed hard and felt his mouth go dry and when he spoke to Rossetti, he barely recognized his own voice.
“We, we were in California, in LA, and heard about the reward for Tanner, so we came here to look for him.”
“You don’t sound like you’re from LA.”
“Oh, me and Earl travel around a lot and ah, we saw your nephew once, Johnny R? We used to bring cars to his chop shop.”
Ramone laughed.
“They’re a couple of cheap hustlers. I told you that ten G’s would bring them out.”
Rossetti gave the brothers a sour look.
“Explain to me how Tanner got away but you’re still breathing.”
Merle attempted to look sincere as he repeated the lie Tanner told him to say.
“Tanner had help, some dudes that work for a guy named Hank O'Grady, and they say O'Grady wants fifty grand for Tanner.”
Rossetti’s face screwed up and he looked over at Ramone.
“Who the fuck is Hank O'Grady?”
“I never heard of him,” Ramone said.
Rossetti pointed at Merle.
“Are you fucking with me?”
Merle opened his mouth to answer and nothing came out.
That son of a bitch Tanner had made it sound like all they had to do was mention O'Grady’s name and everything would be all right, but Rossetti looked more pissed than ever.
“Colorado!” Earl shouted, and it startled Merle so much that he felt his bladder let loose a squirt. “Hank O'Grady is some big shot from Colorado and, and the guys that took Tanner said that they’d contact you soon about trading Tanner for the money.”
Rossetti’s face screwed up again. Merle thought that it made him look like a confused frog.
“Some sheep fucker from Colorado thinks he can shake me down? Ramone, do we have people in Colorado?”
“Nah, but we know people that know people in Colorado. Do you want me to find out about this O'Grady?”
“Yeah, do that.”
“And what about these two?”
Ramone asked the question while gesturing with the bat, and both Merle and Earl made a soft whining noise in their throats.
Rossetti threw his chins at the short man.
“Vinny here can keep an eye on them while we check things out.”
“And what about losing Tanner? Do you want me to tune them up for that?”
Rossetti stared at the brothers for several seconds, but it felt like hours to Merle and Earl.
“We’ll just keep them on ice for now, but if this Hank O'Grady story turns out to be bullshit, it’ll be the last lie they tell.”
Vinny opened the door and Rossetti and Ramone walked out of the room with him and up the stairs, leaving Merle and Earl alone.
Earl whispered to his brother.
“What happens if Tanner’s story about O'Grady doesn’t check out?”
Merle gazed about the stark room and noticed that the walls and ceiling were also stained with blood.
“We die, Earl, that’s what happens, we die.”
***
Sara learned of the shooting incident at the Sorrell’s home and went there to question them about Tanner, but when she and Garner arrived there, they found the couple in their driveway, loading Dwight’s suitcases into a car.
“Are you going on a trip, Dwight?”
Dwight looked up, blinked rapidly several times and then sighed.
“Agent Blake, why are you here?”
Sara pointed over at the boarded up office window.
“Someone fired shots into your house. Was that someone Tanner?”
Lillian wiped at her eyes and it caught Sara’s attention.
“Mrs. Sorrell, is there something you’d like to tell us?”
Lillian shook her head and kept her mouth shut, just as she had when the police arrived and Dwight sent them away with a lame story about a gun going off by accident.
Dwight stepped in front of his wife and closer to Sara.
“Why are you harassing me? I told you months ago that I had no connection to Tanner.”
“Yes you did, but I later found out that wasn’t true, and now there’s a rumor that you’re also connected to Albert Rossetti somehow.”
“I’m just a real estate agent.”
Sara stepped closer and got up in Dwight’s face.
“Tanner is still alive, isn’t he? He’s alive and tried to kill you.”
Dwight laughed in her face and Sara took a step back.
“What the hell is so funny?”
Dwight smiled.
“If Tanner wanted to kill me, I’d be dead, no ifs, ands, or buts.”
Sara knew that Dwight spoke the truth, and once again wondered if Tanner was dead.



CHAPTER 24 - Temptation
After spotting an old house with a pile of newspapers lying atop its porch, Tanner told Billy to back the pickup in the driveway, and afterwards, he proceeded to break in the home’s back door, to find the house devoid of its owners.
On a kitchen wall was a calendar with the current week circled and the word VACATION written inside it.
There was an old motor home at the bottom of the slanted driveway, and after confirming that it was drivable, Tanner gave Billy the chore of ditching the pickup. He told him to park it at least two miles away, wipe it down, and then travel back to the house on foot.
That left Tanner alone with Cindy, and as she hovered over him while cleaning his wound, he felt his desire for her rising again.
They were upstairs in the master bedroom and Tanner was shirtless and sitting on the bed, as Cindy swiped at the bullet scrape with a cotton swab. The wound was on his back, just behind his right shoulder, and Cindy was on her knees behind him as she worked.
When he removed his shirt, her eyes had taken inventory of his earlier scars, and his fresh bruises, before her fingers felt along the marks of former battles.
“This puckered scar here on your chest, is that a bullet wound?”
“Yes, from years ago.”
“How bad was it?”
“I nearly died.”
Concern clouded her lovely face at those words and she began ministering to his newest wound.
Her touch was gentle, her breath warm and sweet upon his skin, and her breasts brushed against him now and then. When she leaned over, her long blond hair would fall forward, framing her beautiful face, while blanketing his naked chest.
Cindy shifted, and once again, Tanner felt the firm breasts rub against him.
He turned his head, locking eyes with her, and saw the breath catch in her throat.
Tanner kept staring, as he searched for lustful intention, but found only a sense of girlish excitement in her blue eyes.
Cindy blushed, returned Tanner’s stare, and then gave a little shrug with one shoulder.
“I’m with Billy, Tanner, he’s my guy.”
Tanner turned his head, breaking eye contact, and Cindy finished cleaning the wound, before placing a bandage over it.
When he stood, she got off the bed as well, and Tanner thanked her for helping him.
She smiled.
“We’re friends.”
“Yes,” he said, and put on the clean shirt he had taken from the closet.
The man of the house was slightly bigger than Tanner in the waist and of shorter stature, but when he tightened his belt, the pants stayed up and the height of the cuffs didn’t look too bad, not with the boots he was wearing. The dark suit coat was large, but that too worked out, as it hid the gun tucked in his waistband.
Cindy made a stack of sandwiches while they waited for Billy to return, but then she received a call from him instead.
“Where are you?”
“Put the speakerphone on, I need to talk to Tanner too.”
Cindy hit a button and Tanner heard traffic sounds in the background.
“What’s up, Billy?”
“Oh man, we got a problem. I was two blocks from the house when I saw a bunch of pickup trucks by the park here. I recognized some of these guys, and Cindy, I also saw your dad.”
“Daddy’s here?”
“Yeah, and it looks like they’re getting ready to attack, like they’re planning the best way to do it.”
“Are you on this side of the park?” Tanner said.
“Yeah,”
“Go to the other side and we’ll pick you up in the motorhome.”
“Tanner.”
“Yeah?”
“Take care of Cindy, man, okay?”
“She’ll stay safe, now get going and we’ll see you.”
Tanner ended the call and then stared at the phone in his hand.
“How long have you had this phone?”
“About a year, why?”
“It’s how they found us, and they must have a man watching the house too.”
Cindy spun around and stared at the kitchen windows.
“What do we do?”
Tanner handed her the Glock he had taken from one of Aldo’s men.
“There’s a round in the chamber. If anyone tries to hurt you, aim at their chest and squeeze the trigger.”
Cindy looked down at the gun in her hand and then up at Tanner.
“Isn’t there a safety switch on it somewhere?”
“It’s built into the trigger.”
“Where are you going?”
“There’s likely at least one spotter outside, someone to peek in windows and try to figure out how many people are inside. I’m going out to take care of them. You stay here and when you hear the motorhome start, come outside.”
“Be careful, Tanner.”
“Right,”
***
Edwin “Buck” Seevers had worked as a bartender for over a year and had tangled and tussled with his share of mean drunks, but he never had to use a gun on any of them, and he felt odd carrying one.
Buck considered himself an actor. He had done several plays and worked the dinner theater circuit in Colorado, and he was saving enough to move to Los Angeles next year, which is why he came along with the others to Vegas. He was getting an extra thousand for what should be one day’s work, and if tips stayed good and he was frugal, he hoped to be in LA in six months.
Buck was outside the kitchen window of the home Tanner was using and he could hear voices, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Still, it sounded like one was male and the other female, and since the signal from the phone was coming from inside, he assumed that it was the girl and one of her abductors.
He was just about to call the rest of his group and tell them it was a go, when Tanner snuck up from behind and blasted him with the stun gun.
Buck fell to his knees and then Tanner jammed the Mossberg against his side.
“How many are you?”
Buck couldn’t answer right away, as he was too busy drooling from the blast, but when his mind cleared, he stuttered out an answer.
“There’s, there’s, twelve, twelve of us, thirteen if you count the girl’s father.”
Tanner ground the shotgun into Buck’s ribs.
“Did they bring the money?”
“Yeah, just in case.”
“Give me your phone.”
Buck handed over his cellphone and Tanner shut it off. When there was time, he’d remove the battery.
He told Buck to get on his feet and marched him into the motorhome, where he gave him another blast from the stun gun, before starting the engine.
As Tanner waited for Cindy to join him, he gave Buck a third blast and then used the window curtains hanging over the vehicle’s tiny sink to bind Buck’s wrists and ankles.
Cindy appeared, holding the gun by its barrel like a club, and her eyes grew wide when she saw Tanner tying up Buck.
“He works for Mr. O'Grady. I’ve seen him around town.”
“Yes and he’ll come in handy.”
Buck recovered again and after shaking his head, he spoke. He used the voice he always used when he performed in Guys and Dolls, as he tried to sound tough.
“Mr. O'Grady isn’t someone you want to fuck with, dude.”
Cindy walked over and stared down at him.
“This is Tanner and you don’t want to fuck with him.”
Buck stared at her in shock, then at Tanner, and decided to keep his mouth shut.
Seconds later, they were on their way out of the driveway.
Cindy held out the gun for Tanner to take back and he told her to keep it.
“Really?”
“Yes, you may need it someday.”
“Tanner?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks, for helping us like this.”
“What are friends for,” Tanner said.
And then the two of them went to pick up Billy.



CHAPTER 25 - The heart wants what it wants
Hank O’Grady watched his son, Ricky, enter his office and knew just what was on his mind.
It was Cindy, Cindy Preston. She was the only thing the kid had thought about since coming home from college and discovering that the cute girl had blossomed into a sex kitten.
Ricky took a seat on the corner of the desk. He was 23, good looking, and spoiled rotten. Cindy’s rejection of his advances had only made him want her more, and he was convinced that he loved her and that they were meant to be man and wife.
When at home, Ricky was treated like a prince and was O’Grady’s only son. O’Grady had always given him anything he wanted, and was determined that Cindy would not be an exception.
Ricky had cost his old man a small fortune over the years, as O’Grady had paid to cover up his son’s indiscretions, or fulfill his desires, and his obsession with Cindy was proving to be expensive as well.
“Any news?”
“Yeah, I just heard back from Rossetti’s man, some dude named Ramone. He’s going to meet with Joe Preston and hand over Billy and Cindy.”
“It’s like a kidnapping?”
O’Grady stroked his chin.
“I hadn’t looked at it that way, but yeah, you’re right.”
“Are they flying back tonight?”
“I have the pilot standing by in Vegas.”
“I should have gone with them.”
O’Grady shook his head.
“No, it might get dangerous out there and I’m not putting you in harm’s way.”
Ricky stood up with concern showing on his face.
“Nothing bad better happen to Cindy.”
“It won’t. I meant that the trouble would start after we get her back, that’s when the boys are going to teach that Rossetti a hard lesson.”
Ricky paced about the room, his eyes bright.
“I can’t wait to see Cindy again, and this time she’ll come around, I know she will, and then we’ll marry.”
O’Grady smiled, pleased to see his son happy.
“Once you marry that girl, I want grandsons.”
Ricky stopped pacing and stared at his father; he then walked over and leaned across the desk.
“What’s to stop Cindy from running away again? She might go off looking for Billy, or he might come back here.”
“That’s not going to happen, because it won’t be possible.”
“What do you mean?”
O’Grady waved off the question, thinking that Ricky was too young or too weak to hear the truth, but then he reconsidered.
“Listen, boy, you’ll be running this ranch someday and so you might as well know something right now; sometimes you have to play for keeps, do you get me?”
Ricky straightened, as his eyebrows went up in surprise.
“You’re going to have Billy killed?”
“Yeah, accident or not, the boy stabbed you, he doesn’t get to live after that.”
“Are they bringing him back here?”
“No, Joe Preston will probably drive his ass out into the Nevada desert and put a bullet in his brain.”
“Too bad,” Ricky said, as his eyes narrowed in hate. “If Billy came back here, I’d kill him myself.”
O’Grady beamed at his son. The kid had grit after all, and he realized that the ranch would someday be in safe hands.



CHAPTER 26 - It doesn’t work that way
Tanner had Cindy turn off her phone and remove the battery, but kept the device, as he could later use it as bait.
Buck turned out to be personable, at least as far as Billy and Cindy were concerned and he kept them laughing as he told them stories about the theater and the acting life.
Tanner had even released him from his bonds. Buck was no threat, of that he was sure, and was equally certain that Billy could handle him if he tried anything. He also promised Buck that if he caused him grief he would kill him, and saw by the man’s reaction that he was believed.
They were in a Walmart parking lot and Tanner had sent Billy and Cindy into the store to buy a few Pay-as-you-go phones, along with other items and food.
Tanner had already used one of the phones to call Hank O’Grady and set-up a meet with Joe Preston, Cindy’s father. O’Grady still thought he was Ramone and that he was going to trade him fifty grand for Billy and Cindy, but Tanner had other plans and other calls to make.
As Buck began one more tale, Tanner left the trio to talk, while he went to the rear of the motorhome, where he slid closed the bedroom door and called the number that was in the envelope Dwight had passed along.
His call was answered by a young woman who Tanner thought sounded hot, but snooty.
“Good afternoon and whom may I say is calling?”
“Tanner.”
“Please hold.”
She was gone for just over a minute and then she informed Tanner that someone would be calling him back on the phone he was using within the next few minutes.
Tanner ended the first call and waited for the return call to come in.
The sound of laughter drifted in from the front of the motorhome as Buck continued to amuse Billy and Cindy. 
Tanner sighed. If he kept picking up strays, he’d soon need a rooming house in which to board them.
The phone rang.
Tanner answered it and said four words.
“You wanted to talk?”
The voice that replied had a quality to it that spoke of money and power.
“Tanner, this is Frank Richards and while this line is secure, I would like to meet with you in person.”
“Are you in New York?”
“I’m in Las Vegas. I flew here to handle this problem.”
Tanner gave Frank Richards the location of the Walmart and told him that he would meet him inside, at the garden center.
“I can be there in half an hour. I’ll bring two men along, but I assure you, I only want to talk.”
“I understand,” Tanner said.
He had no concern about a hit or being grabbed up, at least not while Richards was present. Frank Richards managed people and incidents, but he didn’t do the work himself.
If he had decided to have Tanner hit, he would send someone to do it, but he would never be near when it happened. That would go against Richards’ breeding and he would find violence distasteful, although he regularly ordered that violence be done to others.
The call ended and Tanner informed Billy and Cindy that he would be meeting someone inside the store, he then stared at Buck.
“You’re going to behave while I’m gone.”
It was a statement, not a question.
Buck held up his hands to the level of his shoulders.
“I’m not a tough guy, Tanner. I just joined O’Grady’s posse for the thousand bucks it paid.”
“He’s cool,” Billy said, and Cindy nodded in agreement.
Tanner told them that he would be back before an hour passed and then left the motorhome and walked to the store’s entrance, where he stood and watched for Frank Richards’ arrival.
Frank Richards was not a mobster, not in the traditional sense. He was a businessman with deep corporate ties and a key member of The Conglomerate.
The Conglomerate’s members were Italian, Irish, Russian, Black, and increasing, Wasp, as people like Frank Richards influenced recruitment.
Tanner wasn’t a member of The Conglomerate, nor of anything else, although many of his contracts came through them and he had been asked to join them, but always declined. Tanner was a loner, a professional, and the best killer money could buy.
Richards’ limo appeared, and the man himself got out of it with two bodyguards. The bodyguards were both big men, but hardly what might be termed, gorillas.
Tanner knew one of them by his first name, which was Gary, but he had never seen the other man before.
Tanner walked behind a large display of diapers and waited for the trio to pass, and then he followed them to the garden department by walking parallel along another aisle.
As the three men entered the garden area and turned right, Tanner entered and turned left, to meet them at the rear by the fence, near a large stack of potting soil.
As the bodyguards’ eyes fell upon him, Tanner spread his hands and revealed them to be empty.
Richards greeted him with a nod and moved closer. It was a weekday, and although the garden department had a steady flow of customers milling about, they were far enough away to be able to speak in a normal voice.
“Your time in prison has left you thinner, Tanner, although I see the work detail on that building site gave you ample opportunity to get some sun.”
Tanner nodded. Richards was telling him that he had kept tabs on him while he was in prison, or else how would he know about the work detail at the construction site? Tanner wondered if Richards had made certain he was on that detail and if so, why?
Would he want him outside prison walls so that it would be easier to escape, or so that it would have made Tanner easier to kill? If the latter, it would explained why he was attacked for no apparent reason while working on the building site.
“You wanted to talk, let’s talk.”
“Very well, I want you to leave Rossetti be. I know I engaged you to... do what you do, but things have changed in our relationship since that time and Albert Rossetti is off-limits and under The Conglomerate’s protection.”
“You paid me to kill him and that’s just what I’m going to do.”
Tanner saw Richards wince when he used the word, kill, as if not actually saying it made the act nicer.
Richards leaned closer and Tanner could detect the aftershave on the man even over the earthiness of the potting soil, it was a scent similar to Bay Rum, but richer. He filed the odor away in case Richards ever became a target, because you never knew what might give your quarry’s location away.
“If you harm Rossetti I’ll be forced to take action against you, and Tanner, you are not the only one with your particular set of skills.”
“You mean you’ll send someone to kill me? Do that, and you’ll not only have lost Rossetti, but also whoever you send.”
Richards let out a long breath, while appearing to be annoyed, and also surprised, he wasn’t a man used to hearing the word, “No.”
“I hired you, Tanner, and now I’m telling you to stand down. Rossetti is no longer a target. You can keep the money, that’s not a problem, but if anything happens to Rossetti, I assure you, the same fate will befall you.”
“Richards, I kill people and I never fail to take out a target once money has changed hands. There’s no off switch, it doesn’t work that way, once I’m switched on, I’m on, and whoever I’m after will die.”
Richards had turned red while Tanner was talking, and when he spoke again, it was through gritted teeth.
“You’ll do as I say, or you’ll die. Is that simple enough for you, Tanner?”
“We’re done here,” Tanner said. “Now leave.”
“What?”
“You heard me, Richards. You wanted to talk, we talked, now go away. I’ve got work to do.”
Richards’ mouth dropped open and he sent forth an astonished laugh.
“You must be insane. You think you can talk to me that way?”
Tanner ignored the question, it was stupid, and he had been eyeing Richards’ bodyguards as the man talked. The one named Gary had slid his hand closer to the holster on his belt and Tanner caught his eye.
Gary held his gaze for a second, and his hand froze where it was.
“What do you want us to do, Mr. Richards?” Gary asked.
Richards flicked a glance at Gary, looked around at the nearby shoppers, and let out a long, slow breath.
“I want to leave here and never see this man again,” Richards said, and then he spun around and stalked off, with Gary at his side, and the other bodyguard walking sideways and eyeing Tanner.
When they were out of sight, Tanner climbed up on the stack of potting soil and went over the fence, to land on the balls of his feet, while steadying himself with the palm of one hand.
Afterwards, he climbed back into the motorhome that was parked twenty yards away.
After returning the greetings of his companions, he started the massive vehicle and headed for the exit.
As he drove around the corner of the building, he saw that a black SUV had joined the limousine, and that four men were talking to the limo driver.
Tanner halted and watched as Richards appeared and pointed back at the building, and then saw two of the new men go inside, while the other two stayed in front of the store.
Tanner drove on and when he reached the exit for the parking lot, Richards’ limo was behind them. They stayed in tandem for two blocks and then Tanner turned left, while the limo went right.
Cindy joined him up front and sat beside him in the RV’s other Captain’s seat.
“How did the meeting go?”
Tanner nodded.
“Just as I expected,”



CHAPTER 27 - It’s time to get paid
Ramone walked into Rossetti’s office and saw an open briefcase full of cash.
“You giving me a bonus, Boss?”
“You wish, no, that’s the money O’Grady wants for Tanner.”
“About that, I got news.”
“Yeah?”
“I talked to a guy in Denver, Al Rivers, he runs the sports book up there and he filled me in on O’Grady. The dude owns some big ranch and there’s a town named O’Grady too, but it’s a small place and everyone in it works on the ranch.”
“So it’s like a company town, hmm?”
“Yeah, O’Grady owns the whorehouse, controls the gambling, and sells weed, but it’s small-time shit. Rivers said they took a look at it a few years ago and decided it wasn’t worth their trouble, plus, the place is in the middle of nowhere.”
Rossetti stood up from behind his desk and paced.
“This guy O’Grady stumbles across Tanner, sees a chance to make an easy fifty K, and puts the squeeze on, but I’ll tell you something Ramone, once we take care of Tanner I’m gonna teach O’Grady some respect.”
“There’s one more thing.”
“What’s that?”
“O’Grady sent some troops here, Rivers says maybe a dozen.”
“He can’t be thinking of going to war with us, can he?”
Ramone shrugged.
Joy appeared and gave a tentative knock on the open door. Rossetti glared at her.
“What?”
“There’s a man on the phone. He says that he works for someone named O’Grady?”
Rossetti looked down at his desk and saw a light blinking on the phone. He waved Joy off with a sweeping motion of his hand, and when she was gone, he spoke to Ramone.
“This must be the call to set up the swap.”
Rossetti picked up the receiver and stabbed the blinking button with a stubby finger.
“Talk to me.”
***
Miles away, Buck took a deep breath and prepared to play his part. Buck told himself just to think of it as playing a role, a part in a play. Tanner had coached him on how to react and what to say and he was more than ready to do it, because he figured if he shined in his role that Tanner would let him have a return engagement with life, instead of closing the curtains forever.
Buck was seated at the fold-down table inside the motorhome with Cindy, Billy, and Tanner.
Tanner had the Mossberg lying atop the table with the barrel pointed in Buck’s direction, and sitting in the middle of the table was a cell phone in speaker mode. 
A clicking sound came from the phone and then a deep voice made a demand.
“Talk to me.”
Buck let out a breath and began his role.
“Rossetti, this is Joe Preston. I’m Mr. O’Grady’s foreman and I’m ready to hand over Tanner. Do you have the money?”
“I got it.”
“Fifty grand?”
“Yeah goddamn it, I said it was ready didn’t I?”
“Calm down, fat man, this is just business, there’s no need to get excited.”
The phone was silent, but Buck could feel a sense of malice emanating from it, and when Rossetti spoke again, it sounded like he was doing it through gritted teeth.
“Let me talk with Tanner.”
“He’s here, hold on.”
Across the table, Tanner let several beats pass before speaking.
“Rossetti?”
“It’s me, Tanner, and I’m about to get my hands on you.”
“Fuck you.”
“Yeah, I got plans for you, tough guy, and let me tell you, you’re not going to like them one bit. Preston?”
“I’m here,” Buck said. “Are you ready to meet?”
“When and where?”
Buck gave Rossetti the name of a nearby mall.
“That’s kind of public, isn’t it?”
“That’s the whole idea. I’ll bring Tanner, your man brings the cash, we make the trade and no one gets hurt, got it.”
“One man each?”
“That’s right?”
“How is one man gonna handle Tanner?”
“Don’t worry; we’re going to juice him up with an animal tranquilizer, just enough to make him nice and tame. People will think he’s a happy drunk.” 
“I know you have more men here.”
“We do, and they’ll be ready to bring the hellfire down on that house of yours if I don’t call and tell them the switch happened without any grief, capeesh, paisan?”
“All right, one man each at the damn mall, but when?”
“Thirty minutes.”
“That’s crazy; we’ll need time to—”
“You heard me, Rossetti. Now do as you’re told.”
And with those words, Tanner reached over and ended the call.
He looked at Buck.
“Not bad.”
“You’re really going to let me go after the switch?” Buck said.
“I’ll let you go, but not until later, if I let you go too early you might warn O’Grady.”
Buck made a face.
“Screw O’Grady, I’m not going back. I’ve always wanted to go to Hollywood and once I survive this, I’m going. I’ll be just another starving actor, but I’m going anyway.”
Tanner grabbed the Mossberg and stood.
“It’s time to get paid.”
***
Back at Rossetti’s, Ramone watched the vein pulse at his boss’s temple and was glad that he was neither Tanner nor O’Grady.
“Go to the mall and get Tanner.”
“I will, but we need more guys here in case O’Grady makes a move.”
“I’ll take care of that while you’re getting Tanner.”
“Those two from this morning, the Carter brothers, they’re not much, but they’re a couple of more bodies.”
“Yeah, I’ll tell Vinny to let them go and send them here, and once you have Tanner, take him to Vinny, but let Vinny know that Tanner is a handful.”
Ramone shut the briefcase and picked up the money.
“I better get a move on. The damn mall is a hike.”
“Ramone?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t get fancy. Just make the trade and we’ll deal with O’Grady later.”
“I guess we’re going to war, huh?”
Rossetti sneered.
“O’Grady is gonna wish he never heard of me.”
Ramone left with the briefcase in hand and Rossetti picked up his phone. It was time to bring in the troops.



CHAPTER 28 - The illusion of security
Ramone walked towards Tanner and Buck amid the crowds in the mall. He grinned when he saw that Tanner’s hands were behind his back, and likely bound together beneath the suit jacket draped across his shoulders.
He figured that Buck was Preston, the man Rossetti had spoken to on the phone, and thought that he was unimpressive in person. It wasn’t until he stood before them that he noticed Buck was sweating and that Tanner looked calm.
Ramone stared at Buck.
“We had a deal, Preston.”
Tanner moved his hands around to the front and Ramone saw that he was palming a gun.
“What the hell is this?”
Tanner spoke to Buck.
“Get the briefcase and hand him the phone.”
Buck stuck out a hand, and with a loud sigh, Ramone handed over the money, while taking the cell phone, Cindy’s cell phone.
“What’s this phone for?”
“There’s one number in the address book. It belongs to O’Grady. He’s willing to stand down if Rossetti pays him a million.”
“A million?” Ramone said, and spoke the words so loudly that the people passing by them stared at him in shock. Ramone calmed down and spoke to Buck.
“Preston, Rossetti is going to roast your balls for this. Why are you assholes helping Tanner?”
“I outbid Rossetti for my life,” Tanner said. “And I’m also paying O’Grady to help me take down your boss. The million bucks would be enough for him and he’d tell his men to walk away, but I won’t, I’ll just keep coming until Rossetti is dead.”
Ramone stared at Tanner in disbelief and asked a question.
“Can I walk out of here, or are you planning to waste me in front of all these people?”
“I’ll let you do what you do best, play errand boy. Go back to Rossetti and tell him I’m coming for him, I’m coming for him and I won’t be alone.”
“Goddamn it, Tanner, none of this shit is even necessary anymore. The contract on Rossetti was cancelled while you were in prison. Walk away, walk away and maybe I can get Al to call a truce.”
“I was paid to kill Rossetti and I never fail on a contract.”
“You’re a fool.”
“Leave, Ramone, and if you’re smart, you won’t be anywhere near Rossetti when I come for him.”
Ramone gave Tanner a look of disgust and then spun around and marched off.
Buck let out a gasp.
“Shit, Tanner, my heart’s beating a mile a second.”
“We’re not done yet, so calm down.”
“Oh Christ, what’s next?”
“Now it’s time to shakedown O’Grady,” Tanner said.
He pulled Buck along by the arm and into a clothing shop, where he walked through the back room, to shouts of protest from the woman who managed the store.
“Hey! You two can’t just walk back in here. Who are you?”
Tanner ignored her and grabbed two mannequins, which he passed to Buck, before taking money from his pocket, peeling off a few hundreds and laying them atop a stack of boxes.
The woman looked on in confusion, but when Tanner and Buck headed for the rear door where deliveries were received, she shouted at them again.
“I’ll call security!”
“There’s no such thing,” Tanner told her, and then he opened the door, held it for Buck to pass through, and climbed aboard the waiting motorhome, with fifty-thousand dollars of Rossetti’s money.



CHAPTER 29 - Gang Rape is icky
Tanner instructed Billy to drive the motorhome around to the other end of the mall and park.
This time, Cindy was accompanying Tanner and Buck, as they went to meet with her father.
He looked at Billy.
“You remember where to pick us up?”
“Yeah and I’ll be there, don’t worry.”
Tanner wasn’t worried. He was leaving the kid alone with fifty grand in a briefcase, but he figured Billy would never leave Cindy behind, even if the cash tempted him.
The trio left the motorhome and headed for the nearest entrance. Cindy was dressed in an oversized hoodie that hid most of her face, along with a pair of loose cargo pants, which Tanner hoped would disguise her shapely figure.
They had bought these items before scheduling the meet, and it was Cindy’s job to alert Tanner if she spotted anyone she recognized other than her father.
Buck had told Tanner that O’Grady had ordered Preston to hand over the money, get Cindy back, and then stay out of the way while the other men attacked Rossetti.
O’Grady’s men had orders to follow wherever Cindy’s cell phone signal led them. If that were true, then O’Grady’s men were following Ramone straight back to Rossetti’s, since Tanner had given Ramone Cindy’s phone.
Cindy trailed along behind Tanner and Buck, while scrutinizing the faces around them. She had lived on the ranch her entire life and would recognize anyone from the ranch, or the nearby town. However, the only familiar face she saw was that of her father, who stood in front of an ice cream parlor, holding a briefcase and looking fearful and out of place.
***
Buck spoke to Preston and Tanner could tell that the man recognized him.
“Mr. Preston, this is Ramone, he works for Mr. Rossetti.”
“Why are you with him, Buck, have you switched sides?”
Buck feigned anger.
“Hell no, but they caught me snooping around that house where they were holding Cindy and captured me.”
“You’ve seen Cindy? Is she all right?”
“Yeah, she’s good.”
“Rossetti’s men haven’t... touched her. I’m not sure that Mr. O'Grady’s son would still want her if she were soiled that way.”
Buck glared at Preston, his disgust plain to see.
“She hasn’t been raped, and I don’t think she gives a damn what Ricky O'Grady thinks of her.”
Preston made a show of checking his watch and then spoke to Tanner.
“You’re late, and where is Cindy? I thought we were making a trade and I’ve got the money right here.”
As he mentioned the money, Tanner revealed the gun in his waistband, beneath his suit coat.
“Hand that over, pass it to Buck.”
“Where’s Cindy?”
“The money, Preston, or you’ll never see Cindy again.”
Preston hesitated, but then handed Buck the briefcase.
Tanner smiled.
“There’s been a change of plans. Mr. Rossetti has decided that a million dollars would be a fairer price for Cindy.”
Preston looked at Tanner as if he were crazy.
“What? No. He won’t pay that, not even to please his son, and he’ll be furious at losing the money in that briefcase. Ramone, you don’t know O'Grady, the man... he’ll attack you, tell him, Buck, tell him about the attack.”
“I already did, Mr. Preston, he threatened to kill me if I didn’t talk.”
“I can stop it. Give me back the money, my daughter, and that boy Billy too, and I promise you I’ll get Mr. O'Grady to calm down.”
Tanner sighed.
“Mr. Rossetti asked me to give you a message to take to Mr. O'Grady.”
“What is it, a way to end this?”
“Not exactly, he wants you to tell O'Grady to go fuck himself and that if he tries anything other than paying the million, he’ll kill him.”
Preston reached for the briefcase in desperation and Tanner pressed a hand against his chest.
“Don’t be stupid, just turn around and walk away.”
Preston stood there, his mouth open in shock and then he asked Buck a question.
“How many men are guarding Rossetti?”
“Six,” Buck blurted out, before Tanner gave him a sharp look.
Preston smiled.
“All right, if it’s a war you want, you got it. Come on, Buck, we’re going.”
“He stays with me,” Tanner said. “One less gun in the fight,”
Preston accepted that logic, sent Buck an apologetic glance, and walked away.
Buck spoke to Tanner as they watched him leave.
“How’d I do?”
“Good, if they think Rossetti only has six men guarding him they’ll get overconfident.”
Cindy joined them and Tanner saw tears had formed in her eyes but had yet to fall.
“Did he ask about me?”
“In a way,” Tanner said. “He was worried that you might have been gang raped by Rossetti’s men and become soiled and unacceptable for O'Grady’s son.”
That made the tears flow and Cindy brushed them away.
“Bastard,”
Tanner handed her the briefcase.
“That’s money for a new start, paid for by O'Grady.”
“You’re letting Billy and I keep this?”
“Yes.”
Cindy shed more tears, but their source was not one of sorrow. She stood on her toes and kissed Tanner on the lips.
“Thank you.”
Tanner started walking towards the exit where Billy was waiting.
“Let’s get out of here. I don’t want to be late for the war.”  



CHAPTER 30 - Hard where it counts, soft where it matters
Sara spoke to the FBI agent in Colorado and learned that over a dozen of O'Grady’s men had boarded a private jet bound for Vegas.
That news puzzled her, but then she learned that O'Grady was also in some sort of dispute with Rossetti, and she wondered if a gang war was in the making.
Garner shook his head in confusion.
“What the hell would those two be fighting over? Their turfs are nearly a thousand miles apart.”
Sara thought about it and when she came up with an answer, a wide grin covered her face.
“It’s Tanner. The bastard is starting a war between those two as a distraction. That’s why he saved those kids from O'Grady’s men. He’s using them as some sort of lure for O'Grady and probably blaming everything on Rossetti, while Rossetti thinks that O’Grady is giving him grief.”
“Are you serious? Is Tanner that devious?”
“Oh, you have no idea what that man is capable of.”
“So, this also means that he’s still alive, but what should we do about this?”
Sara stood.
“I’m going to camp out at Rossetti’s and wait for the fireworks to begin, and once they do, I’ll know Tanner is on the scene.”
Garner stood and grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair.
“You know, we could defuse this by warning either Rossetti or O'Grady, and save a few of their men’s lives in the bargain.”
Sara moved closer to Garner.
“That might cause Tanner to hit Rossetti somewhere else other than his home, and if that happened, Tanner might slip away.”
“We’re talking lives here, Sara.”
“I thought we were partners, Jake?”
“We are, but we’re also talking about slaughter. O’Grady’s sent a dozen men and Rossetti will have at least that many, if they go at each other it will be brutal.”
“They’ll be thugs killing thugs, who cares?”
“Their families care, and maybe innocents will get hurt, like that girl, Joy.”
“Rossetti’s fuck toy? I think she’s far from innocent.”
“You know what I mean?”
Sara took several steps towards the elevator and then looked back at Garner.
“Are you coming?”
“No.”
“Will you warn Rossetti?”
“I... I don’t know.”
“Let it be, Garner,” Sara said, and then she walked over and pressed the elevator button, and stepped on when the doors slid aside.
Just before the doors closed, she saw Garner staring at her with a face contorted by indecision.
She sighed.
Who knew the stud had a soft heart.



CHAPTER 31 - Stress is a killer
After giving Rossetti the news of Tanner and O'Grady’s seeming alliance, Ramone feared for his life, as he saw the murderous glint in his boss’s eyes.
“You just gave him the money without a fight?”
Ramone spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness.
“We were in the middle of a crowd of shoppers. If I went for my gun it would have been on the news, and then we’d have all kind of heat come down on us.”
“Fifty fucking thousand dollars and Tanner is still out there.”
“He’s coming and he’s coming here with O'Grady’s men, in fact, he had Preston with him at the mall.”
Rossetti laughed and the suddenness of it unnerved Ramone even more.
“Some Colorado cow pie thinks he can send a few troops here and I’ll have a fainting spell and cough up a million. The man must be crazy. How many guys are here?”
“Besides myself, fifteen, counting those two brothers who lost Tanner to O'Grady’s men,”
“Place those two at the front door. When O'Grady attacks they’ll be the first ones whacked and we won’t lose any good men.”
“There’s one more thing. That hot FBI agent is back. I spotted her watching the place from across the highway.”
“Hopefully, when the shit goes down she’ll get hers, useless bitch. All she cares about is catching Tanner.”
“Al.”
“What?”
“You can still leave. Everything is set, including the ATV.”
“I’m not running, not yet, my guys will handle things.”
“That’s what you said about Aldo.”
Rossetti groaned.
“Go check on things, I need time to think.”
When Ramone left the office, Rossetti went to the closet in the corner of the room and stared at the back wall, which was the entrance to his escape tunnel, and it comforted him to know he could run if needed.
After pouring a glass of Scotch, he went to the window behind his desk and stared out at the pool, hoping that the sight of the blue water would soothe him.
He didn’t fear O’Grady, or even Tanner, but he was not a young man anymore and he could feel the stress eating at him. He rubbed his temples, in an attempt to halt the headache forming behind his eyes.
“My boys will stop Tanner,” he mumbled to himself, but the words sounded as false as a promise, and when he wiped his brow, his hand came away slick with sweat.
There was a knock on the door, and after Rossetti yelled, “Come in!” Joy entered the room.
“Mr. Rossetti?”
“What?”
“Can I talk to you, sir? There’s something I want to ask you.”
Rossetti stared at her. Joy had been out at the pool earlier and she still wore a red bikini beneath a pink silk robe, which showed off her long legs.
Rossetti took his seat, told her to close the door, and gestured her over. She was just what he needed to relieve the stress.
At the door, Joy took a deep breath, knowing what was coming, but also knowing that afterwards, the fat man might be more agreeable to her request.
She smiled the practiced smile of the whore and walked over to stand in front of Rossetti.
“Get naked and suck me off,” he said.
Joy removed what little she wore and dropped to her knees, to begin unzipping his pants.
As she worked on him, Rossetti reached atop the desk, removed the belt from Joy’s robe and played with the sash between his hands, enjoying the feel of the silk as she pleasured him.
The entire act took less than ten minutes, and as Rossetti sat slumped in his chair with the slack look of satisfaction on his round face, Joy wiped at her lips and decided to ask her question.
“Can I leave? I heard that there might be trouble and I don’t want to get caught in the middle.”
“Who said there might be trouble?”
Joy gave a little shrug.
“It’s just talk.”
“Don’t I pay you enough?” Rossetti asked.
Joy heard the anger creeping into his voice. She smiled and began massaging his limp member between her hands.
“You’re very generous; it’s just that I’m scared.”
Rossetti narrowed his eyes and slowly looped the sash from the robe around her neck.
“Why are you scared?”
“I heard some men were coming here to cause trouble,” Joy said, and tugged at the sash, which had begun to tighten.
“Are you saying that I can’t protect my turf?”
“No sir, I would never—”
“You think a bunch of clodhoppers from the Rockies can just come here and dictate to me, is that what you think?”
Joy shook her head as she tried to yank the sash free from her throat, but Rossetti had tightened it to the point that she could barely breathe.
She wheezed out words from a face that was turning red.
“Please, don’t... I, I have a, a little girl.”
Rossetti gnashed his teeth and pulled harder.
“Is she a worthless whore like you, a fucking worthless whore who wants to run at the first sign of trouble?”
Joy’s eyes bulged. She grabbed Rossetti’s wrists in an attempt to break his hold. He was too strong and she gave up that tactic and began hitting him. When her right hand brushed his penis, she was struck by two thoughts.
First, was surprise that the violence had aroused him to hardness, and second, was that it made him vulnerable.
Joy grabbed hold of Rossetti with both hands and dug her nails into his flesh.
Rossetti let out a cry of pain and shoved her away, before standing and feeling his penis for damage. A visual check was out of the question, as his gut stuck out too far for him to see it without a mirror.
Joy ripped the belt from her throat, as she gasped in air, and had made it to her hands and knees when the first kick landed.
There was an audible, CRACK, as two ribs on her left side broke and the pain made her roll over onto her back.
Rossetti smiled, raised his foot high, and stomped down with his full force and weight on Joy’s stomach.
She screamed and doubled up and the foot left her midsection and collided with her chin, snapping her head back and bouncing it off the floor.
That kick was followed by more kicks that broke several teeth, her nose and her right eye socket, and every time she cried out in pain, it only enraged him more.
By the time Rossetti finished his assault, he was drenched in sweat, wheezing as if he’d run for miles, and Joy had been dead for nearly a minute.
He sent a gob of frothy spit onto the body as he spoke in a gasping breath.
“You wanted... out... you’re out.”
He headed for the bathroom on the right side of the room to clean up, while leaving bloody shoe prints in his wake.



CHAPTER 32 - Goodbyes
Tanner said goodbye to Billy and Cindy in the parking lot of the Greyhound Bus Station on South Main Street.
They were standing outside the motorhome and Billy wore a backpack with the cash inside, money that Tanner had tricked out of Hank O’Grady.
Cindy gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek, while Billy pumped his hand and thanked him yet again for giving them money for a fresh start.
“You have that address I gave you?”
“Yeah, Tanner, but do you really think Cindy and I need new identities?”
“It’s better to be safe than sorry, and with a new ID, O’Grady will never find you. It won’t be cheap though, expect to spend a good chunk of that cash.”
Cindy wiped away tears.
“I’ll miss you, Tanner, be careful at Rossetti’s.”
Tanner smiled at her. He liked Cindy, and that was something he couldn’t say about many people.
“You two take care of each other, this world’s a bitch.”
They sent him a wave and walked off towards the entrance to the train station.
Tanner went back inside the motorhome and stared at Buck, who was sitting at the table.
Buck swallowed hard.
“You weren’t lying, were you, about letting me go?”
Tanner reached into his side pocket and took out a thick wad of bills. It was what was left of the money he’d taken off the pimp he killed,
He handed it to Buck and Buck took it as if it might bite him.
“You’re giving me money?”
“You never got paid by O'Grady, and you did good work for me.”
Buck looked down at the pile of cash.
“You pay well, and this will give me a good start in LA, thanks.”
Tanner walked over and opened the door.
“Break a leg.”
Buck headed down the motorhome’s metal steps and looked up at Tanner.
“Thanks Tanner, and you know what, I might write a screenplay about all this someday.”
Tanner shook his head.
“No one would believe it.”
Buck laughed at that and then was off with a wave.
Tanner got behind the wheel of the mammoth vehicle and headed for Rossetti’s, however, he did make one stop along the way, where he bought four bags of ice from a liquor store.
With that chore done, he was back on the road, confident that he would finally fulfill his contract on Rossetti.



CHAPTER 33 - Thank God for power windows
Joe Preston was sitting on the side of the bed in a motel room with several of O'Grady’s men standing around him.
He had put off making the call as long as he could, but eventually, he called O'Grady, and the rancher tore him a new asshole over the phone.
“Let me get this straight. You lost a man, you gave away my money to another man, Billy Benton is still walking around, and you have no fucking idea where Cindy is, do I have that right, Joe?”
“We know where Cindy is, we’re still tracking her phone, but the thing is, she’s at Rossetti’s house and he has men there.”
“He has men? I have men, or don’t you remember the twelve goddamn guys I sent with you?”
“Hank, do you really want to start a war out here?”
“I want my money back, I want Billy out of the way, and I want Cindy’s ass back here so I can stop hearing my son whine about her. Do what it takes, Joe, but bring that girl back here and don’t think that the money isn’t coming out of your ass too.”
“Hank, I—”
“Enough of you, is Drake there? Put Drake on,”
Preston held up the phone and spoke to a bearded man dressed all in denim.
“He wants to speak to you.”
The man took the phone with a grin on his face.
“It’s me, Hank.”
“The thousand dollar bonus just became two grand each, but I want you to move on Rossetti as soon as possible, the longer you wait, the more men he’ll be able to call in.”
“How many guys does this Rossetti have?”
Preston overheard the question and answered.
“Buck said Rossetti had six men protecting him.”
Drake rubbed a hand across his beard.
“This shit could get serious, Hank, I mean, we’ll probably have to shoot our way in there.”
“I know that, but here’s what you do, you make sure Rossetti starts things first, that way it’ll be self-defense, and afterwards, we’ll claim that Cindy was kidnapped and that it was a rescue mission. The man already demanded a million dollars for her, so we’ll call it a ransom, and if the cops get involved, blame everything on Preston. Hell, it’s his daughter.”
“That’s smart and it should cover our asses too.”
“All right, put Joe back on.”
Preston took the phone from the bearded man and looked at it a second before placing it to his ear.
“Yes, Hank?”
“If you don’t come back here with Cindy, don’t come back at all, and remember, Billy is your responsibility. Don’t fuck this up, Joe. If you do, you’ll not only be out of a job and homeless, but I might ask the law to look into what happened to your wife. You get me?”
“I understand, goodbye Hank.”
The bearded man stared down at Preston.
“We’re doing this, right?”
“Yeah, let’s go.”
They piled out of the room, gathered the rest of their men and headed their caravan of rented trucks down the highway. And as they drove along, Preston vomited out the window.



CHAPTER 34 - The Truth
Sara tensed up as a car came to a hard stop behind her, but when she saw Garner at the wheel, she smiled.
The handsome FBI agent left his car and slid into Sara’s passenger seat.
She smiled at him.
“Thank you for sticking with me.”
Garner pointed across the road at Rossetti’s house.
“I can still walk over there and warn Rossetti that this whole thing is a set-up, and I will if you don’t tell me the truth.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I talked to Marty Brewer, and he told me that you passed up a spot on the Terrorism Task Force last year so that you could stay on Tanner’s trail. Most agents would kill to get on that team rather than chase some two-bit hit man.”
Sara gave a sarcastic laugh.
“Two-bit hit man? You really have no idea who you’re after, do you?”
“I’ll admit, he’s left quite a trail behind him today as far as body count goes, but every one of those men was out to kill him, or so he thought. That would make it self-defense.”
“What about the pimp yesterday? He murdered him and the others for their money and vehicle.”
“There’s no proof that was Tanner, although I’ll admit it’s likely it was.”
Sara’s gaze turned hot and her face flushed with anger as she stabbed a finger at Garner.
“You’ve read the reports, the intelligence gathered; you can’t possibly believe he’s not what he seems to be. I’ll admit that much of it is supposition, but it’s a mountain of supposition and that much smoke definitely signals that there’s a fire.”
“Despite what we suspect about him, he’s never left a print behind at a murder site, including today. Hell, he’d never even been arrested until the Mexicans caught him with those drugs, and even now, no one knows his name. All we know is that he calls himself Tanner.”
“What we suspect? What we suspect is that he’s killed dozens over the years and goddamn it he killed Brian, he killed my... my CI.”
Garner watched with sympathy as tears rolled down Sara’s cheeks.
He reached over and took her hand.
“Brian Ames wasn’t just your CI, was he? He was your lover, and I’m guessing that you loved him very much.”
Sara squeezed her eyes shut, in a vain attempt to hold back the tears, and Garner knew that he had guessed the truth.
He gave her hand a gentle squeeze before letting it go and then passed over the box of tissues that were sitting in the car’s center console.
“We’ll get Tanner, Sara. We’ll sit back and let this war happen and then we’ll use it to hang Tanner with, and he’ll spend the rest of his life rotting behind bars.”
Sara had composed herself. She looked over at Garner with eyes red from crying.
“Three meals a day in a comfy cell, do you think that’s justice?”
Garner sighed.
“I think it’s all we’ve got and that it’s not our job to play judge and jury.”
Sara said nothing more. She didn’t give a damn about acting as judge and jury. In her eyes, Tanner was guilty. He had killed the man she loved, and it was time to carry out the sentence, and the sentence was death.
She would not act as judge and jury; she would be his executioner.



CHAPTER 35 - Hookers and Blow
Merle and Earl Carter stood guard outside Rossetti’s home and prayed that O'Grady’s men wouldn’t attack.
Ramone had armed them each with a sawed-off shotgun, which would do them little good if even one of O'Grady’s men had a rifle with a scope.
Merle felt like a sacrificial lamb and figured that they were only given the shotguns because they were loud, and if fired, would warn those within the house, the house that provided cover.
“Earl?”
“Yeah?”
“Whatever you do, don’t fire first, hell, don’t even raise the gun, just keep it pointed at the ground, and then maybe no one will shoot at us.”
“We have to get out of here, Merle, grabbing Tanner was one thing, but fighting a war is another, and tell me something, are we even getting paid for this?”
Merle shrugged.
“Rossetti let us live after we lost Tanner, maybe he figures that’s payment enough.”
“Damn Tanner, we should have shot him when we had the chance.”
“Maybe it’s a good thing we didn’t.”
Earl turned and stared at his brother.
“What the hell are you talking about? If we had shot him instead of using the stun gun, we’d be ten grand richer and Rossetti would have drowned us in hookers and blow.”
“I heard a few of the guys talking in there, and it sounds like The Conglomerate isn’t too happy with Tanner anymore. They say if he makes this hit on Rossetti, that they’ll hit him.”
“So? What’s that mean to us?”
“It’s just a rumor, but they’re saying the contract will be for fifty grand, and I don’t know about you, but if I’m gonna whack Tanner, I’d rather do it for fifty G’s than ten.”
“Holy shit, fifty K?”
“That’s what they say, maybe it’s all bullshit, and anyway, Rossetti’s still alive.”
At the top of the hill, past the winding driveway, a pickup truck slowed to a stop out on the roadway.
A few seconds passed and then the driver came out and raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes. The man was tall and lean and wore jeans with a flannel shirt that was too warm for the weather.
Merle cursed.
“I think that’s one of O'Grady’s men, the dude looks like he’s checking the place out.”
The man with the binoculars lowered them and let them hang from the strap around his neck, before taking out a cell phone and making a call. Nearly a minute passed, and then three more pickup trucks parked behind the first one.
“Earl?”
“Yeah?”
“When nobody’s looking, we run.”
“Hell yeah,” Earl said, and once more wished that he had killed Tanner when he had the chance.



CHAPTER 36 - Ten is more than six
O'Grady’s man, Drake, took the binoculars from the man in the flannel shirt and trained them on the cars parked at the side of Rossetti’s house.
“Preston!”
Cindy’s father got out of one of the pickup trucks and walked over to stand by Drake.
“What is it?”
“I thought you said that Rossetti had only six guys guarding him?”
“That’s what Buck told me.”
“Buck is a bartender and a wannabe actor, not a soldier, hell, I see at least ten cars down there, and ten is more than six, and you can be damn sure they didn’t all drive here alone.”
“That device Hank gave us says that Cindy’s phone is in there, which means she’s in there and we can’t go back without her, or we’ll all be out of a job.”
Drake spat at the ground. He was an ex-soldier, had fought in Iraq, been wounded, and barely survived. He was no coward, but he wasn’t looking to get killed in Vegas. What happens in Vegas might stay in Vegas, but not his ass, not six feet under.
“Let’s get back in the trucks. I want to think this over.”
***
Sara watched O'Grady’s men through her own set of binoculars.
“They’ve climbed back in their trucks and now they’re just sitting there.”
“Maybe they’ve come to their senses,” Garner said and then he looked around. “Hey, if Tanner is waiting for the fireworks to begin, then where is he?”
Sara lowered the binoculars.
“He’s here somewhere, or he soon will be.”
“Maybe he’s coming from the rear, but no, there’s nothing past that ridge but scrubland.”
“He doesn’t need to be close enough to see anything. He just has to be near enough to hear, and if they start fighting, they’ll make a racket, especially those two at the front door with the shotguns.”
“So you think he’ll make a frontal assault?”
Sara made a face.
“I have no idea what Tanner might do, but he’s coming, you can be sure he’s coming.”
***
Tanner was four hundred yards away, bumping along in the motorhome across desert scrubland that damn near bogged down the tires. The engine was running hot, which told Tanner that he was losing oil, but he only needed to drive for a few more seconds and he’d be in position.
He remembered the exterior layout of Rossetti’s home from having scouted it weeks ago, before going to prison, and so he knew exactly where to position the motorhome.
Before driving towards the house, Tanner had wiped down the RV for prints, although, he was certain that once the propane tank blew, that the fire would erase any DNA evidence. The owners had also stored several extra 20lb. canisters aboard.
He’d been watching O'Grady’s men, and had spied Merle and Earl at the front door, but as he had guessed, neither O'Grady’s men or Rossetti’s thugs were eager to engage each other, but that was all right, he’d give things a push.
He parked the motorhome on an incline atop the sandy ridge that bordered Rossetti’s home on three sides, and then vacated his seat, only to fill it with one of the mannequins he had taken from the clothing store in the mall.
The other dummy was already positioned in the passenger seat, and both mannequins wore hoodies pulled up, with sunglasses glued in place.
Up close, they’d fool no one, but from a distance, they’d look like men, and since he had replaced the RV’s Nevada plates with the Colorado ones he’d taken off the white pickup, Rossetti was sure to figure that O'Grady had brought in more troops.
Tanner gathered the bags of ice he’d bought earlier and tossed them out the back window, then, he climbed out, jammed the bags under the rear wheels, and poked holes in them so they would drain once melted.
After climbing back in and staying low, he released the parking brake and felt the motorhome lurch forward.
Just as he thought he would have to engage the parking brake again, the vehicle stopped moving.
After opening the valve on the propane tank, Tanner climbed out once again and saw that the ice was working as a wheel chock, as he had hoped. However, the ice was a temporary chock, one that would melt in the heat of the day, and send the RV careening down the slope and into the side of Rossetti’s home. Then, once the gas blew, the fire would begin.
The fat man would be driven from his home by not only gunfire, but also flames, and when he used his tunnel to escape, Tanner would be waiting, waiting and ready to kill.
Tanner moved away from the vehicle, staying low and circling around to the rear of the house, his shotgun at the ready, his heart filled with murder.



CHAPTER 37 - One rotten, sneaky bastard
Ramone held the curtain aside in the dining room and pointed out the Motorhome to Rossetti.
Rossetti’s eyebrows knitted together.
“How many guys are in that thing?”
“I don’t know. You can see two shapes in the front there, but I can’t make out much else because of the glare.”
Up on the ridge, the ice bags drained water, causing the heavy vehicle to shift, and Rossetti pointed at it.
“Did you see that? It just moved, like there’s a lot of guys inside milling about. Let’s not wait for them to come to us, let’s go to them. Send those two idiot brothers to check it out.”
Ramone smiled.
“If there are as many guys up there as we think, those two will get perforated.”
“I know, but with that FBI bitch keeping an eye on the place, we can’t start anything. Let Tweedledee and Tweedledum act as bait, but make sure they know not to start shooting first.”
“I’ll make sure they know.”
***
Drake dropped the binoculars and let them hang around his neck.
All he could see of the driver in the RV was a side view of a hooded head, due to the glare from the setting sun. He jogged back down the road a couple hundred feet and that’s when he saw that the vehicle had plates from his home state.
“Preston, did Hank say anything about sending more guys?”
“No, why?”
Drake ignored the question and rubbed a hand over his beard.
“What the hell is going on?”
***
From her viewpoint, further down and across the road, Sara squinted into her binoculars.
“It’s got Colorado plates, so it must be more of O'Grady’s men.”
“More men? He must not have anyone left on the ranch,” Garner said.
Sara raised up the binoculars and focused on the driver. After adjusting the lens to make certain that what she was seeing was real, she laughed.
“Oh, Tanner, you are one rotten, sneaky bastard.”
“What are you looking at?”
Sara passed the binoculars to Garner and told him to take a good look at the driver.
After a few seconds, Garner lowered them as his mouth dropped open.
“Mannequins?”
“That’s right. He’s diverting everyone’s attention. Rossetti is probably thinking he’s outnumbered and the Colorado bunch must be wondering who the new guys are.”
Sara opened her door and walked around to the trunk.
“It’s time to put on the vests and get ready to move, Tanner is here.”



CHAPTER 38 - Oh, now I get it
Merle pointed up at the motorhome.
“You want us to go up there?”
Ramone nodded to him. He had walked Merle and Earl to the side of the home and explained what Rossetti wanted them to do.
“Like I said, just go over and take a look. Try to figure out how many guys are on board and what weapons they have.”
“What if they shoot at us?” Earl said.
“I suggest you duck,” Ramone said.
“You want us to go now?” Merle asked.
“Wait five minutes, and if they don’t make a move, you go up there and take a look.”
“Are we getting paid for this?” Earl said.
“Of course and when it’s over, you’ll get your money.”
“If we’re still alive,” Merle said.
“I could have Vinny place you back in the basement if that’s what you want.”
Merle swallowed hard.
“No sir, we’ll do what you say.”
“Good, I knew we could count on you.” 
***
Ramone went back inside, and was headed towards the office when an idea occurred to him,
He stopped in the foyer and took out the phone that Tanner had given him.
He had never even mentioned the phone to Rossetti, because he knew that there was no way the man would agree to pay a million dollars in extortion.
Ramone thought this dispute with O'Grady was stupid, and he was not looking forward to dying in a battle that would gain them nothing. What the hell was there for them to take from O'Grady, cattle? This whole mess was just O'Grady and Rossetti trying to see whose dick was bigger.
As Tanner had said, there was only one number in the phone’s address book, and Ramone heard it ring five times before a gruff voice answered.
“Cindy? Where are you?”
“This uh, this isn’t Cindy? My name is Ramone and I’m trying to reach Hank O'Grady.”
“Ramone? You sound different.”
“O'Grady, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but we never spoke to each other before. The only one of your people I ever talked to was Joe Preston.”
There was silence on the line, but then O'Grady spoke.
“Describe Preston to me.”
“White guy, about thirty, kind of handsome, full head of hair,”
“Joe Preston is in his forties with a bald spot and he isn’t handsome.”
“What is going on here?” Ramone said, more to himself than to O'Grady.
“Listen here, Ramone, or whoever you are, Joe Preston, the real Joe Preston met with a guy named Ramone and gave him fifty thousand dollars to get back his daughter, Cindy.”
“I never heard of a Cindy, but I gave a guy named Joe Preston fifty grand when we met at the mall here, he was with a man named Tanner.”
“I never heard of anyone named Tanner, but Preston handed someone named Ramone money at a mall in Vegas. What the hell is going on out there?”
Ramone waved his left arm in a wide gesture, as if to disburse the confusion.
“Just tell me one thing, O'Grady, do you have a beef with Al Rossetti?”
“I do if he’s holding Cindy hostage.”
“I told you, we don’t know anything about a Cindy.”
“You’re using her phone right now, her name came up on the caller ID, and my men tracked her to that location by tracing her phone.”
“Tanner gave me this phone.”
“Tanner? Who’s this Tanner you keep talking about, one of your guys?”
“No, but I think he’s behind everything. Listen, O'Grady, call your guys and tell them to stand down. I think you and Rossetti need to talk.”
“First I’ll talk to Rossetti, and then we’ll see.”
“Fair enough, hold on, I have to go find him.”
Ramone rushed through the house, while silently cursing Tanner every step of the way.



CHAPTER 39 - Duck and cover
“They’re dummies,” Earl said, as he and his brother stood twenty feet in front of the RV.
Merle cocked his head.
“Maybe it’s run by remote control, like those cars we stole when we were kids.”
Earl wrinkled his nose.
“You smell that?”
Merle sniffed the air
“Yeah, it smells like rotten eggs.”
“Nah, I know that smell, that’s propane.”
“Somebody must be having a cookout.”
“Probably Rossetti, you know that fat fuck can throw down some food.”
Merle laughed.
“Don’t let him hear you say that.”
“So what should we do, take a look inside?”
“I guess,” Merle said and took a step forward.
***
Ramone was halfway back to the office when he remembered the orders he’d given Merle and Earl. He turned around, but then stopped, as a revelation struck him.
Merle and Earl were the ones who first mentioned O’Grady, and they said that O’Grady’s men snatched Tanner from them, but O’Grady never heard of Tanner.
Those bastards are working for Tanner.
Ramone cursed under his breath and ran back outside, where he found Merle and Earl approaching the motor home.
“Hey! Get back here.”
The brothers turned at the sound of Ramone’s voice, but then whipped back around, as the motorhome lurched forward and rolled towards them, after more water leaked from the bags of ice beneath the rear wheels.
The brothers gave each other a stricken look and then dropped to the ground. The huge vehicle rumbled over them and identical bolts fastened on both sides of the undercarriage caught their collars and ripped the shirts right off them. The hard tug also jerked their heads up and they received solid whacks to the back of their skulls.
After the RV passed, they rolled over, sat up looking dazed, and watched the vehicle pick up speed as it headed for the house.
***
Ramone watched the motorhome roll over the Carter brothers and figured they were dead. He also knew that he had been too late to stop the war, and now the only thing to do was to win it.
He whipped his gun off his hip, flipped off the safety, and took aim at the driver, whose hood had fallen back from its face.
In the same instant Ramone realized the driver was a mannequin, he had also applied pressure to his weapon’s trigger, which sent a bullet into the RV, ignited a spark, and blew him to hell.



CHAPTER 40 - The missionary position
Sara shut her eyes tight against the stinging sand, as the blast of the motorhome spread debris over a wide area.
In the next instant, she was slammed to the ground, hitting her head and becoming rattled, but when she opened her eyes and focused, Garner was lying atop her like a lover.
“What the hell, Jake?”
Garner sighed with relief, rolled off of her, and pointed back towards where she’d been standing. That’s when Sara saw that a large chunk of the motorhome’s roof was sizzling in that very spot, and had landed in the car’s trunk.
“Oh my God, you saved me.”
“What are partners for,” Garner said, as he helped her up from the ground, before taking out his cell. “I’ll call this in.”
Sara galloped towards the house.
“I’ll get Tanner.”
Garner shouted, “Sara wait!” but she was already gone.
***
At the house, four pickup trucks came to a stop, and Drake and the rest of O’Grady’s men piled out.
Drake pointed at the doors, which Ramone had left open in his haste to reach Merle and Earl.
“The doors are wide open. Let’s go show these Vegas punks that they messed with the wrong guys.”
The men shouted and followed Drake inside, all but one that is, as Cindy’s father, Joe Preston, looked down at the device in his hand and saw that Cindy’s phone no longer registered as coming from inside the house, but rather, from across the road.
Preston climbed back into the last of the trucks, which still had the key in the ignition. He turned it around and drove out towards the road, as the sounds of a firefight raged behind him, and smoke billowed into the sky.
When he reached the top of the driveway, he slammed on the brakes, after nearly running Sara down, as she rushed towards the house. They exchanged brief glances and then Preston drove across the road and into a field of scrub brush.
He found the phone almost immediately, where it had landed in the sand, and when he saw the streak of blood on it, he felt his world slipping away. This feeling wasn’t caused by the possible loss of his daughter, but rather by the fear of losing his job.
Preston rode away from the house, away from his comrades, while racking his brain over what to do next.
***
Tanner had made it around to the rear of the house but was hidden from view behind the ridge,
When the motorhome blew, he was surprised by the force of the explosion, but knew that after viewing the carnage, Rossetti would be heading for his tunnel.
Tanner was outside the tunnel’s exit, where Dwight Sorrell had said it would be, inside a decrepit wooden shack with a missing door. The shack sat yards away from an old well and there was an ATV parked nearby, an All-Terrain Vehicle. That told Tanner that Rossetti had planned to flee all along.
Inside the house, something boomed loudly and Tanner listened and heard several different weapons firing at once, as outside, smoke rose skyward from the fire at the side of the house.
After tossing the Mossberg atop the roof of the shack, Tanner pulled himself up onto the structure, and when he stood, he could just see over the bunkhouse and pool to the rear of the home.
The sun was setting, and night was on its way.
Tanner lay flat atop the roof, grabbed the shotgun, and waited for Rossetti to exit the tunnel. Night was coming, but for Rossetti, there would be no dawn. 



CHAPTER 41 - Inevitable
Rossetti shouted in frustration as Ramone failed to answer his phone.
Ramone had the damn key to the ATV they were to escape in, but then Rossetti remembered the spare key inside the shack, and he relaxed and headed for the closet door.
He had no idea what had caused the explosion that had rocked the house, but he figured that Tanner was behind it.
Rossetti ripped open the closet and gasped at Joy’s body.
He had forgotten that he’d stuck her there, and decided to hide the corpse in the tunnel as he made his escape.
He hit the hidden latch beneath the shelf and pushed against the back wall, which caused the surface to swing outward on spring hinges.
Rossetti felt the coolness of the passage as he gazed into the dark, and thanked God that an old-time thug named Frankie the Fish had built the tunnel.
There was a switch inside, and Rossetti pushed it upwards and turned on the string of incandescent bulbs strung along the top of the passage’s left wall. He then reached back, grabbed Joy by the ankles, and dragged her body inside.
After pulling the door shut, he checked to see if any light showed around its edges. He saw none, assumed it was sealed tight, and then shuffled his corpulent form down the tunnel’s slanting floor, his footsteps echoing off the concrete walls, as he descended beneath the earth.
The Tunnel curved twice, the first time as it neared the area beneath the swimming pool and a second time, to move its trajectory back towards the shack, after passing beneath the bunkhouse. The shack sat atop a small hill, and once Rossetti reached the other end, he had to climb up a ladder.
He made a sound of disgust as he realized he had to holster his gun in order to climb. The act made him defenseless, and he knew if Tanner showed while he was climbing the ladder that he would be a dead man.
As he neared the top, he grinned. Tanner had no way of knowing about the tunnel and so he would soon be safe. There was an ATV outside the shack, and a short drive north through the desert would place him at an airfield, where a plane was waiting.
He’d be in Reno in no time, safe from Tanner and O’Grady, and then he would plan his revenge against both men.
When he was four rungs from the top, he was nearly in total blackness, but knew that the trapdoor was above him. The door was a three-foot square of pine planking and opened on hinges. An old throw rug covered it, with a wooden table positioned above it.
After sliding a bolt and unlocking the trapdoor, Rossetti pushed, saw pale daylight through a gap, and turned his head about, looking for feet and other signs of an ambush. He saw nothing suspicious, but when he pushed harder, the door refused to flip up.
It was the table he realized, one of its legs must be sitting atop the door. Rossetti let the door fall back in place, raised up both hands, and shoved with all his strength. After the table toppled over onto its side, Rossetti lifted the door and it hung open, kept from falling over by a chain.
The big man climbed up into the small room in clumsy fashion, making it first to his knees and then his feet. He was sweating from the short walk and climb, but he removed his gun and looked about.
On one wall were several wooden shelves that held ancient nails and hammers, while in a corner, there leaned nearly a dozen old pickaxes and shovels.
He checked the floor, which was perpetually coated with sand blown in from outside. There were no shoe prints in it, but there was half of one, near the door, and he guessed that Ramone had made it when he reached in to hang the spare ATV key on a nail.
Rossetti plucked the key from the wall, and after poking his head out and looking both ways, he strode outside smiling and made a beeline for the ATV.
***
Tanner heard the sound of wood scraping, followed by a crash, as Rossetti flipped up the trap door in the shack and toppled an old table.
Tanner kept himself flat atop the tarpapered roof and waited for Rossetti to show himself, while wondering how many men would be with him.
Not knowing that Ramone had died in the blast, he was surprised to see Rossetti exit the shack alone, but gratified at last to be on the verge of fulfilling his contract.
Tanner had glanced behind him just seconds ago and verified that no one else was nearby, and so he stood, called Rossetti’s name, and watched the rotund hoodlum stop and turn.
Rossetti’s eyes were darting about in fear, his gun ready, then, finding Tanner perched atop the roof, his eyes grew wide with wonder and he raised his hand to fire.
Tanner blasted Rossetti with the shotgun and Rossetti’s gun flew away, along with the fingers on his right hand.
Rossetti squirmed in the dirt, wailing in agony, but let out a yelp of terror, as Tanner jumped to the ground.
“Tanner... listen, we can... we can still come to an, an understanding, you, ya know?”
Tanner simply shook his head.
Rossetti looked around for help, but he was alone, and when he gazed back up at Tanner, there was a look of acceptance in his eyes.
Tanner placed the shotgun against Rossetti’s chest.
“It was inevitable.”
The shotgun boomed, Rossetti died, and the contract was fulfilled.



CHAPTER 42 - You never know when you’ll need an umbrella
After insuring that help was on the way in the form of more agents, along with fire and medical personnel, Garner had run towards the burning house.
When Tanner fired the shot that shredded Rossetti’s hand, Garner had spotted the muzzle flash through the swirl of smoke and wondered why it had appeared above ground level and far from the house.
That was when he remembered the binoculars were hanging around his neck and he raised them up and saw Tanner’s back, from the waist up, just visible above the roof of the bunkhouse.
“Shit!”
He tried calling Sara, but she wasn’t answering her phone and he prayed that she was all right.
As he rounded the side of the bunkhouse, he heard the second blast, and moved up the hill in silence.
***
Sara stepped over yet another dead ranch hand and fired at the man who was responsible for the body, a young punk with a mullet and enough gold chains to open a pawnshop.
The man fell to the floor, blood spurting from a wound in his thigh, and Sara realized that the slug had hit him in the femoral artery. The man began screaming in agony, and as she drew near, he begged Sara for help.
She kicked his gun out of reach and continued towards Rossetti’s office, knowing the punk would bleed out in minutes.
She didn’t care. She didn’t care who lived or who died, as her only concern was to find Tanner and end him.
She was carrying an assault rifle, a Heckler & Koch MP5, along with her everyday weapon, a Glock 21 SF, which she used to blow apart the lock on Rossetti’s door.
She entered low, and after verifying the main room was empty, she shut the office door as best she could and propped a chair beneath the doorknob. The smoke from the fire hadn’t traveled far back into the home yet, where the office was, and she wanted to keep it out as long as possible, while also making it difficult to enter.
The bathroom was empty and she could see into the closet, but there was blood on the floor near the desk and splattered on the wall beside it, and she feared that Tanner had killed Rossetti and moved on. However, no sooner did she have the thought than she dismissed it.
It would take more than one man to move Rossetti’s corpse, and why would Tanner even bother. She gave the stain a closer look and realized that it was already drying, and that whoever had been hurt, had been injured before the fighting began.
The blood trailed off in a thin, intermittent streak that led into the closet, and she approached it with caution, although there appeared to be no room to hide.
Nothing, just office supplies, umbrellas, and an overcoat,
She was about to search elsewhere when she spotted more blood in a corner and noticed the strands of red hair sticking out from the bottom of the back wall.
What the hell?
She pressed her left hand against the back wall and felt it give just a bit.
“Is someone in there?”
With no answer, she plucked one of the umbrellas from its stand and used the metal tip of it to poke a hole in the wall. When the hole was big enough, she looked through with one eye and saw a row of lights dangling along a concrete wall, while a look downward revealed a pair of shapely legs.
“Hello? Hey! Wake up! Can you hear me?”
There was no answer, and Sara tore at the wall savagely, first with the umbrella, and then with the base of a heavy floor lamp taken from the office.
When the aperture was large enough, Sara squeezed through, and cursed as she saw Joy’s battered corpse.
“Rossetti, you son of a bitch,” she mumbled, but then she heard the faint, echoing sound of a shotgun blast, followed by barely audible wails of pain. “Tanner?”
Sara sprinted down the tunnel, headed for Tanner and aching for revenge, as her heart grew cold as stone.



CHAPTER 43 - She did warn him
Tanner was turning from Rossetti’s corpse when he saw something glinting near the body.
It was a key, reflecting in the last rays of daylight, and Tanner realized it was meant for Rossetti’s getaway vehicle, the ATV.
He bent over to retrieve it, and as his fingers gripped it, a voice boomed behind him, the voice of Special Agent Jake Garner.
“FBI! Drop your weapon and place your hands over your head.”
Tanner straightened slowly, while still holding the Mossberg in one hand and palming the ignition key in the other. His hands were gloved, as they always were when making a hit.
“I said, drop it!”
Tanner weighed his options and decided it was best to appear cooperative, a posture that might lure the lawman closer while it was still just the two of them. He tossed the shotgun atop Rossetti’s body and raised his hands.
Tanner was expecting to hear Garner tell him to get on the ground, but instead, he watched as Garner tossed a set of handcuffs towards him, to land at his feet.
“Put one end on your wrist and then attach the other end to the well.”
Tanner turned his head and stared at the well.
It was made of stone at its base, but there was rusted metal embedded into it and sitting over the hole like a trellis.
He figured it was likely the part that once held a rope and bucket; he also realized that once he was secured to it he could kiss his freedom goodbye.
Garner took a step closer and aimed his gun at Tanner’s face.
“Do it or die, your choice.”
Tanner stared into Garner’s eyes and saw that the man was serious.
Always the pragmatist, Tanner bent over and picked up the cuffs.
“Whatever you say, Officer,”
Scrambling sounds came from the shack, causing Garner to jerk his head around to look inside.
Seeing his chance, Tanner rushed forward, only to freeze, as Garner spun back around and jammed the barrel of the gun into his stomach.
“Back up!”
Tanner did so with a sigh and watched as a dark-haired woman exited the shack, with FBI credentials hanging from a chain around her neck.
Tanner knew her face, but couldn’t recall the context in which he’d last seen it, and when he searched her eyes, he was surprised by the intense glare of hatred he saw there.
Garner stared at Sara with a confused look on his face.
“Were you in that shack all this time?”
“No, there’s a tunnel that leads to Rossetti’s office.”
“Oh, well, as you can see, I have a gift for you.”
“Take a walk, Jake. Tanner is mine.”
“Calm down, Sara. We have him. We’ve caught him. Don’t endanger your career for this piece of shit.”
“Leave Garner, leave and don’t look back.”
Garner turned his head to look at her and Tanner moved right, closer to the ATV. Sara caught the movement and raised her gun.
Garner pushed her arm down with one hand while shouting at Tanner.
“Goddamn it, Tanner. Get down on the ground now or I swear we’ll both shoot you.”
Tanner was close enough to the ATV to touch it, but also knew he’d be shot if he moved any closer.
He got down on his knees, stared at Sara, and asked a question.
“Who are you?”
“Special Agent Sara Blake, I’m Sara Blake.”
“Why do you hate me?”
“Because you killed Brian, Brian Ames,”
Tanner recalled the name and remembered why Sara looked familiar. She had been Ames’ lover, and he had seen them together as he followed Ames and learned his routine.
Ames had been an accountant and money washer for the New York branch of The Conglomerate, but had turned snitch.
Tanner had killed him, painless and quick, while Ames sat waiting at a table at an outdoor cafe in New York City. He had fired a single shot behind Ames’ right ear with a silenced gun.
The bullet was of low caliber and, after entering Ames’ skull, it ricocheted inside his head, lacking the force to cause an exit wound.
The slug shredded Ames’ brain, causing his death, while the slight noise of the shot was swallowed up by the sounds of the city street.
The fact that he had been hit in daylight in the middle of Manhattan was to ensure that Ames’ death would be newsworthy, and would discourage anyone else in The Conglomerate who might be thinking of talking.
Frank Richards had ordered that hit as well, along with the instructions to make it public.
Tanner cocked his head, as understanding dawned.
“You were the one he was waiting for that day, weren’t you?”
“I found him you son of a bitch. I walked up to the table and—”
Sara paused, attempting to compose herself, even as tears ran down her cheeks. When she spoke again, her voice was at a higher pitch and forced through a throat grown tight with emotion.
“His eyes were open, open and staring, and I remember smiling and thinking that he was daydreaming, but... when I leaned over and kissed him... oh God, his lips, his lips were already cold.”
Tanner said nothing, because there was nothing to say. If he told her he was sorry, it would be a lie. 
He was not sorry. Killing Brian Ames was a bit of business to him, nothing more and nothing less, and as a grown man, Ames surely knew that if his superiors discovered his betrayal that he would be dealt with in the manner he was.
Tanner gazed at Sara and behind the hatred and the pain, he glimpsed something else, guilt. The woman felt guilty, and he knew then that it was Sara who had turned Ames and got him to talk.
Sara took a deep breath, wiped at her eyes, and raised her gun once more.
“No!” Garner said.
“Leave, Garner, leave me with this man and let me do what I came here to do.”
Garner placed a hand on her arm again.
“Sara, I won’t let you do this.”
“God damn it. I said leave and don’t make me tell you again.”
Garner moved in front of her, blocking her shot.
Sara lowered her head and glared at him through hooded eyes.
“Get the fuck out of my way.”
“No partner, I’m not going to let you—”
The first two bullets caught Garner in the vest, just as Sara intended, but as he reacted and turned away, the third bullet cut through a seam and blood flowed from the wound in his side.
Garner fell to the dirt, his gun slipping from his hand, and Sara kicked it aside, as her eyes flicked between Garner and Tanner.
Garner raised a hand, said, “Why?” in a weak voice, as his eyes closed and he stopped moving.
Sara winced at the sight of Garner’s bloody wound, but then she locked her eyes on Tanner and smiled.
“He’s my partner and I kind of like him, so you can just imagine what I’m going to do to you.”



CHAPTER 44 - Fat people are handy to have around
Sara stared at Tanner across the body of his latest target, Albert Rossetti and that of her partner, Jake Garner.
Rossetti was Tanner’s handiwork, but Garner lay dying because of Sara.
“You don’t feel any regret at all over murdering Brian, do you?” Sara asked.
“No.”
“What was Brian’s life worth to you? What did they pay you?”
“I charged ten thousand, had he been aware that he was targeted and gone into hiding, I would have charged much more.”
“I should have placed him under protection, but we were certain no one knew he was willing to talk.”
“I’m told they had cameras in his apartment, in the bedroom,” Tanner said.
It was a lie, but he hoped that the thought of being filmed unknowingly while making love would distract her. And while they talked, he oh so slowly shifted his weight, taking pressure off his knees and transferring it to the balls of his feet, as he prepared to leap at Sara.
“Video? They filmed us?”
“Yes, but I never saw it. I only required a photo of Ames.”
Sara appeared stricken and her face scrunched up as if she were about to cry, but then she emitted a low chuckle, as she smiled at Tanner.
“Nice try, Tanner, and come on, leap at me, maybe you’ll make it before I put one in your face.”
Tanner scowled at her. She had been toying with him. He had thought himself seconds away from being shot to death, but her smile made him wonder if she was planning to take him somewhere to be tortured.
“What’s your next move?” Tanner asked, as the sound of sirens carried on the wind.
“We’re going to stay here until I’m certain my partner gets medical attention and then I’ll arrest you and place you in a car.”
“Never to be seen again,” Tanner said and Sara nodded.
“Fasten those cuffs behind your back. Refuse and I’ll fire a shot into your shoulder.”
Tanner gazed around, searching for a way out and finding none. To the south, near the front of the home, was a red haze, above which, smoke billowed into an ever-darkening sky.
Tanner placed one end of the cuffs around his left wrist and clamped it shut, locking it in place.
As he was about to secure the other end, two figures emerged from around the side of the shack.
It was Merle and Earl.
They were naked from the waist up after having their shirts ripped away by the undercarriage of the RV, and their skin was reddened from the heat of the blast, and mottled with sand from lying on the ground.
Their eyelashes were gone, seared away from having been so close to the heat of the fire, and their hair was also singed, the end of each strand blackened and curled.
They still had the shotguns, but carried them loosely by their barrels, pointed skyward and their eyes were unfocused.
The rear of their skulls had slammed against the bottom of the motorhome, leaving both men to travel about dazed and moving aimlessly, in what was an intensified version of their normal state.
In the dusky light of a fading day, Sara saw the shotguns before registering any other details, and she barked out an order to the brothers to drop their weapons. They stopped walking, looked startled, and the weapons fell to the dirt.
Sara had taken her eyes off Tanner for only a moment, and assumed that he would use that flash of time to attempt escape by means of the ATV, or come charging at her.
She fired even as she turned and her shot ricocheted off the side of the ATV, with Tanner nowhere in sight.
Sara stared, looking at the land beyond the vehicle, searching for Tanner, then, she caught movement on her peripheral, to the left. It was Tanner.
He had dived beside Rossetti’s massive corpse and was using it as a shield to hide behind. Sara turned just in time to see a hand snake out and grab the Mossberg that laid atop the body.
She dove to the ground as the Mossberg boomed.
***
Tanner greeted the appearance of the Carter brothers with a smile and launched himself, to twist in mid-air and land on his back beside Rossetti’s body, which had three times his thickness and would act as temporary cover.
He reached up with his right hand and snatched back the shotgun he had tossed away earlier, then, fired high.
Killing the female FBI agent would be ideal in the short run, but the consequences of killing a federal agent would be unending and make him a top-priority target for the law.
He didn’t need that kind of heat, and so he fired high, jacked another shell, and waited for return fire, knowing that it would give Sara’s position away.
He felt Rossetti’s corpse vibrate from the impact of the round before he registered the shot.
She was to the right of him, taking cover behind the front of the ATV.
Tanner sprang up and fired, once again spraying buckshot over Sara’s head. Afterward, he ran towards the shack and dived low, covering the last ten feet with a leap, amid gunfire, and slammed into the floor of the shack, just inches from the entrance to the tunnel.
***
Sara cursed as she watched Tanner propel himself into the shack and realized that her shots had missed him.
He was headed for the tunnel and if he made it into the house, he might disappear in all the chaos caused by the fire and gun battle.
The sound of sirens was loud and stationary, and red and blue lights flickered at the front of the home.
She blinked in surprise when she saw that the Carter brothers hadn’t moved since dropping their weapons, and they watched her run towards the shack with dazed, dull eyes, like cattle watching a farmer plow a field.
After crouching low and peeking around the doorframe, Sara entered the shack and headed for the entrance to the tunnel.
When she reached the bottom of the ladder, she paused, set the selector switch on the MP5 to full auto, and moved along the tunnel.
Her eyes were trained on the section ahead where the tunnel curved, and she was ready for an ambush, while prepared to slaughter.



CHAPTER 45 - It’s been a hell of a day
Tanner waited several seconds after Sara climbed down into the tunnel, before rising up from concealment behind the overturned table, where he had curled himself into a tight ball.
He retrieved his shotgun from where he had propped it in the corner among the pickaxes and shovels, and went back outside.
Merle and Earl were still standing there, and Tanner spoke to them.
“It’s been a hell of a day, hmm boys?”
They said nothing back, but just stood there, weaving.
Tanner ignored them and went to Garner. The Fed was still breathing, but had lost blood and lay in a puddle of it. Tanner checked the agent’s pockets, found the handcuff key and after using it to free the cuff on his wrist, he used Garner’s phone.
“Officer down,” Tanner said, when the 9-1-1 operator answered, and then he dropped the phone atop Garner’s still form.
Moments later, the ATV was in motion and headed towards the distant lights of the airfield.
***
Sara cursed with wild abandon as she kicked the chair that she had earlier wedged against Rossetti’s office door.
Tanner had tricked her somehow.
If he had gone through the tunnel, there would have been no way for him to leave the office without first moving that chair or unlocking the window, and she could see from where she stood that the window latch was secured.
She coughed, as smoke entered her lungs. The fire was still burning, although she could hear the rush of spraying water being used by the fire department.
Tanner, she had to find Tanner.
She rushed back to the closet, stepped over Joy’s body, and traversed the tunnel passage once again. When she emerged, she found a pair of paramedics working on Garner. They had removed his vest and cut his shirt off, and were tending to the wound in his side.
Sara looked about, but saw neither Tanner nor the Carter brothers, but then she realized that the ATV was gone as well. She looked north and could see the lights of a vehicle in the desert, moving away.
Sara hung her head and then spoke to the paramedics. They were a man and a woman, both middle-aged and both blond.
“Will he live?”
The woman answered.
“We think so, but he may have a collapsed lung, and he’s lost a lot of blood.”
Sara turned and ran towards the road. She needed a car to get to the airfield, and if she couldn’t stop Tanner from flying off, she could at least have the agency track his flight.
The front of the house was a scene of pandemonium, where several more paramedics worked on wounded men, and the fire continued to burn not only the house, but had also ignited a pair of parked cars.
Firefighters were spraying down the cars and the home. Their hoses and equipment made Sara’s trip back to the road a circuitous one, as she navigated around fire equipment, ambulances, and chunks of debris.
The road was closed off to civilian traffic, and Sara was about to commandeer a police car when she heard a glorious sound. It was a helicopter, and it was landing in a nearby field.
She rushed towards it, reaching it just after it put down, and filled her fellow agents in on Tanner’s escape.
The helicopter rose into the night sky once more and went in pursuit.
It took only seconds for the lights of the airfield to come into view, and Sara laughed with glee when she saw that the ATV was still a hundred yards shy of reaching it.
The pilot landed near the airfield, as the ATV came to a stop a short distance in front of its nose. The pilot, who was also an agent, spoke over the aircraft’s loudspeaker.
“Driver! Step out of the vehicle with your hands held high and your fingers spread!”
The instant the figure emerged from the ATV, Sara rushed forward with the MP5. She would have loved to torture Tanner, but she would settle for killing him outright.
“It’s me, Tanner, Special Agent Blake.”
She moved to her left to block the lights of the chopper, so that the glare wouldn’t blind him, and he could see her face when she pulled the trigger.
The man stepped forward, his hands held high and that’s when she realized it was Merle Carter.
“No!”
She dropped her weapon, ran at Merle and tackled him to the sand.
“Where is he? Damn you! Where is Tanner?”
Merle shook his head and blinked, trying to focus on the words of the woman screaming at him.
“I don’t know where he is, but I think he took my brother with him.”
Sara moaned and then she recalled the sight that greeted her when she emerged from the tunnel the second time.
Garner on his side, his vest removed, his shirt cut away, but there was no chain around his neck, the chain that held his FBI credentials.
Sara rolled over, to lay atop her back in the sand, as sobs racked her body and despair filled her heart. She had risked everything, even the life of her partner, and all for nothing.
Tanner was gone.



CHAPTER 46 - Sorry about that whole, ya know, shooting you thing
An APB was put out on both Earl and Tanner, but only Earl was located.
Tanner had left him inside Garner’s car, handcuffed to the steering wheel, with Garner’s credentials in the glove compartment.
Garner regained consciousness before going in for surgery, and Sara was held under house arrest in the Vegas field office until Garner could be questioned further.
When he did wake the following afternoon, he gave a full statement.
Sara said nothing. Refused to utter a single syllable, but when her boss, Martin Brewer, appeared in Vegas, she followed him into an interrogation room and confessed all.
After much back and forth between Brewer and other FBI officials, Sara was released, but told to stay in Vegas until further notice. She was also informed that if she left the city for any reason whatsoever, that she would be labeled a fugitive, hunted down, and charged with the attempted murder of a federal officer.
***
Hank O’Grady placed the blame for everything on Cindy’s father, Joe Preston.
He and his surviving men, of which there were only four, including Drake, testified that it was Preston who was behind the attack on Rossetti’s home.
O’Grady claimed to have no knowledge of Cindy’s whereabouts, and hadn’t known that she was being held for ransom by Rossetti, until someone named Ramone called him by using Cindy’s phone.
Three witnesses came forth to say that Joe Preston liked to go around claiming to be the owner of a ranch, and often made it sound as if he were a very rich man.
O’Grady’s lawyers put forth the theory that Rossetti heard Preston’s tales and believed them, then kidnapped his daughter and held her for ransom.
They also contended that their client knew nothing about the insane, “Rescue Mission” that Preston organized, and that the unfortunate men who flew to Vegas with him were duped into believing that Hank O’Grady had sanctioned it.
The whereabouts of Joe Preston and his daughter, Cindy, were unknown, as well as that of Cindy’s reputed boyfriend, William Benton.
Mr. Benton and Ms. Preston were only wanted for questioning, but there were warrants out for Joe Preston, and police in both Nevada and Colorado were ready to charge him with numerous crimes.
***
Meanwhile, New York City crime boss, Johnny R, has vowed to get to the bottom of what happened to his Uncle Al, and has also pledged that the person responsible for his uncle’s death would pay.
When asked what he meant by that last statement, Johnny Rossetti simply grinned.
***
Sara visited Garner in the hospital three days later, and couldn’t help but smile when she found four young nurses gathered around the man’s bed.
When Garner spotted her, his face lost all trace of pleasure, and he asked the young ladies to leave them alone to talk.
The women did as he asked and each of them graced Sara with a look of either resentment or envy.
“I’ve come to apologize.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
Sara hung her head.
“I don’t expect forgiveness, but I want you to know I’m sorry I hurt you.”
“I shouldn’t give you any forgiveness either, but in a way, I have. I’ve decided not to press charges against you.”
“I realize that. It’s why I’m not in jail right now.”
She raised her eyes and studied him.
“Why are you showing me mercy?”
Garner met her gaze.
“I’m not sure myself.”
“Whatever the reason, I thank you.”
“You need help, Sara, psychiatric help, or this obsession you have for Tanner will eat you alive.”
“It’s not obsession. The bastard killed the man I love... loved. If our roles were reversed, wouldn’t you have risked anything, paid any price to see him suffer?”
“No, not any price and I never would have hurt you. I mean, my God, Sara, you shot me. You shot me and I nearly died.”
Sara wiped at tears, as she spoke in a whisper.
“I’m so sorry.”
“Get help, please? I didn’t know Brian Ames, but I can’t imagine he’d want you to ruin your life over his death, not if he loved you half as much as you seemed to have loved him.”
Sara took in a big gulp of air and let it out in a sigh.
“Goodbye, Jake, and again, I’m so sorry that I hurt you.”
“Get help, Sara, get help.”
Sara drifted out of the hospital room with one thought on her mind, finding Tanner.
***
Two days later, she was summoned back to the Vegas field office where she was presented with a generous offer.
She could stay with the Bureau, in the records department, located in West Virginia. She would no longer be an armed agent, would face little stress, but would have to agree to a year of weekly visits with a Bureau psychiatrist.
She turned the offer down without having to consider it, handed in her credentials, and became a civilian again.
The Bureau had outlived its usefulness to her. She saw that clearly, and was glad to be free of the restraints and pretense that her position as an agent had forced upon her. She no longer had to feign seeking justice through lawful means when all she really wanted was payback.
There would be no financial difficulties due to job loss either, because Garner had guessed right.
Sara came from money and had inherited a trust fund, thanks to a great-great grandfather who had been an industrialist and amassed a fortune,
She didn’t need to work and had the money to finance whatever she chose to do with her life.
She had only one desire, or rather, an obsession. Sara wanted to find the man calling himself Tanner and eventually end his life, but only after he paid with agony for killing her love, and he would beg for death when she was through with him, oh yes, he would beg.



CHAPTER 47 - This world’s a bitch
Eleven days after Sara had taken her helicopter ride to search for Tanner in the desert, Billy and Cindy were taking one of their own.
They were in Arizona, at the Grand Canyon, and Cindy was fulfilling a dream she had nurtured for years.
They were flying over the South Rim of the canyon, but had plans to return the next day and take in the West Rim, along with its famed Skywalk.
The young lovers had taken Tanner’s advice and contacted a document forger that Tanner had used in the past, and they were scheduled to return to the city of Flagstaff in two days’ time to pick up their new ID’s and passports, after which, they would marry and begin their new lives.
After touring the Grand Canyon, they returned to their motel room. Following a quick swim in the pool, they decided they were hungry, and while Billy showered, Cindy drove across the highway and grabbed food from a drive-thru.
She drove an old Chevy Cavalier that Billy had bought with cash. Billy hadn’t registered the car yet though, he was waiting to do so under his new name.
Cindy returned and was shocked when the door swung open, as she barely touched it with her keycard.
She entered, calling Billy’s name, and was surprised to hear the shower water still running.
“I’m back, Billy!”
There was no answer and when she looked over at the door, she saw a red handprint above the knob.
“Billy?”
Cindy dropped the bag of food and rushed towards the bathroom, but halted in mid-stride, as a figure emerged from the closet, a figure holding a bloody kitchen knife.
Cindy staggered backwards and stared.
“Daddy...”
Joe Preston smiled at his daughter.
He looked terrible. Preston had barely eaten or slept in over a week and gray stubble littered his pale face.
He was still wearing the same clothes he wore on the evening he’d left Rossetti’s property, and the sleeves of his shirt were wet, while the front of it was torn and speckled with blood.
His eyes held a glint of madness, and his nose was bloodied and sat crooked, having been broken during a recent struggle, a struggle he had won, thanks to the blade he carried.
“I remembered. You always talked about taking that helicopter ride over the Grand Canyon someday, I remembered, kept watch, and I followed you back here. Did you like it, baby? Was it as much fun as you hoped it would be?”
Cindy gazed at the bathroom door and then at the bloody knife, before sinking to her knees.
“What have you done, Daddy? What have you done?”
“Shh, it’ll be okay now, baby. Hank O’Grady, he, he, he fired me... he fired me on the phone, but, but now, now he’ll have to take me back, because I’ve found you and I’m bringing you home.”
Cindy cried out Billy’s name in an anguished tone that was more scream than word.
“Biiiilllllly!”
Again, there was no answer, and the room filled with the sound of weeping, as Cindy sank into despair.



CHAPTER 48 - Down time
WEEKS LATER
In a private bungalow in the Florida Keys, Tanner watched the young woman he was with rise naked from the bed and pad towards the shower.
She called back over her shoulder, her long, auburn curls framing her face and accentuating her green eyes.
“I’m hungry, baby, can we eat soon?”
“Yeah, I’ll throw some fish on the grill.”
“Thank you, lover, and I’ll make a salad.”
Tanner returned her smile. Her name was Maggie. She was a dental assistant from New Jersey and he’d been shacking up with her for two days after meeting her at a bar in Miami.
Before Maggie, there was Pamela, and Jessica, Lila, and several others.
Tanner was resting, revitalizing himself after his time in prison, and was also preparing for battle with The Conglomerate, which he knew would come.
He had gone against their wishes and killed Rossetti and they would consider it impertinence and seek to punish him, and make an example of him as well.
Tanner had regained the weight he’d lost in prison and was fit and ready for battle. He was an independent contractor and planned to always remain so, but he knew that The Conglomerate liked owning things, such as people.
He had always known that someday he and The Conglomerate would clash and he had prepared for it and in fact, he welcomed it, for in the long run it would prove highly profitable.
Or, they would kill him.
Tanner never feared death. He was death, and had delivered it to more targets than anyone else in his profession.
***
Tanner joined Maggie in the shower, and afterwards, they emerged cleaned, sated, and with an appetite for food and wine.
Maggie poured the drinks, and as she started on the salad, Tanner took out the yellowfin tuna he had bought from a local fisherman the day before, and removed the cutlets from the old newspaper they were wrapped in.
When Maggie joined him on the patio minutes later, she saw him sitting by the grill, the flame ready, but the fish forgotten and just sitting unwrapped atop the table.
Maggie sat on his lap and ran a hand through his hair as she studied his face.
“Thomas, what’s wrong?”
Maggie knew him as Thomas Willis. He’d been using the alias since leaving Vegas.
Tanner looked at her. She was a beautiful woman, and the feel of her, the weight of woman, it felt comforting to him, and although he was a loner, at that moment, he was glad he wasn’t alone.
“Nothing’s wrong, why?”
“I don’t know. You just had this strange look on your face.”
“Is the salad ready?”
“Yes, and hey, tomorrow is my last day of vacation, why don’t we go to Miami?”
“Why not?” Tanner said and then he rose to grill the fish.



CHAPTER 49 - So close
Sara moved with stealth towards Tanner’s bungalow.
It was 2:28 in the morning and she was hoping to catch him asleep and unaware.
It had taken her weeks to track down this alias of Tanner’s, weeks of endless searching, detective work, and false leads.
The lock on the patio door proved to be no obstacle, and Sara slid the door open with great care, lest it emit a squeak and warn her prey.
When there was enough room to ease though, she did so, and moved with stealth past the living room, down a short hallway, and saw that the door to the bedroom was open.
She stood to the right of the doorway with her back pressed against the wall and listened, while filtering out the lapping of the waves from the beach outside.
The sound of breathing reached her ears, although it was ever so faint, but she could tell it was the soft steady rhythm that accompanied sleep.
She could also tell that it came from two people.
Sara entered the room low, then headed towards the bed in a sideways gait. If Tanner was faking sleep or awakened suddenly, she wanted to give him a narrow target to hit.
Two forms lay atop the bed naked, amid tangled sheets, the woman, Maggie, lay on her back, exposing her breasts. The man was face down, his right hand hidden beneath the pillow, and Sara imagined that it gripped a gun even in sleep.
As she aimed her weapon at the man’s torso, she turned on the bedside lamp.
“Wake up and die, Tanner.”
Maggie startled awake and gawked at the gun in Sara’s hand.
“What’s going on?” she said, as the man beside her stirred.
Sara jammed the gun into the man’s ribs and he jerked awake, turned over, and scrambled back against the wicker headboard while pointing at the gun.
“Shit! What’s happening?”
Sara lowered the gun to her side. The man wasn’t Tanner.
“Where’s Tanner?”
The man looked blank and Maggie shrugged.
“I don’t know anyone named Tanner,” she said.
Sara sighed in frustration.
“Thomas Willis, he’s calling himself Thomas Willis.”
Maggie swallowed hard.
“Oh my God, are you Thomas’ wife? I didn’t know he was married.”
“I’m not his wife. Now where is he?”
“He left. It was after lunch. He just said he had something to do and left.”
“Is he coming back soon?”
“He didn’t say, but he did say I could stay here until tomorrow. I didn’t break in or anything.”
“Who’s this?” Sara said, as she looked at the man. He was holding a pillow over his crotch and seemed more frightened than the woman was.
“This is Brad. We met at the bar in the hotel. Thomas was gone, I was alone, and I figured... Thomas said I should make myself at home.”
“Do you have any idea where he went or when he’ll come back?”
“No, I don’t, but he packed up everything and this place is only rented for another two days.”
Sara left them without another word and returned outside, where she walked down to the shoreline and gazed up at the stars.
“God damn it, Tanner. Where are you?”



CHAPTER 50 - Revenge
Colorado, eighteen hours later
Tanner had come across the story when he unwrapped the fish from the old newspaper. The article gave few details, but it was the headline that caught his attention.
MISSING COLORADO TEEN KILLS FATHER, SELF, IN MURDER-SUICIDE, AFTER FATHER SLAYED BOYFRIEND
He figured that she must have used the gun he’d given her, the one he told her she might need someday.
Tanner checked the straps on his backpack, tightened them, and began the hike. The trek took over an hour and while he walked it, he remembered her and recalled her innocence.
He had shed no tears over Cindy’s death.
It was not his way.
His way was different.
His way was final.
When he reached his position, he dropped his gear and removed the small spray can he would need to send a message.
He has to know. I want him to know why.
He walked on to complete his first task, and when he returned, he readied his rifle.
It was an Accuracy International L115A3 sniper rifle. In the hands of an expert, the rifle had an effective range of just over a mile, a limit that Tanner had tested in the past... with success.
He lay flat atop a hill, calculated the elevation in relation to the target, and factored in the wind, which fortunately was quite still, a rarity given that he was firing across an empty field.
Normally, he would take several shots to ensure that he was in range, but he knew he wouldn’t miss. No, he wouldn’t miss the shot and it would only take one.
***
Hank O’Grady slapped his son on the back as he escorted Ricky and his date outside.
It seemed Ricky had recovered from the shock of Cindy’s death and moved on to a woman named Amanda.
Hank O’Grady liked Amanda and it didn’t hurt that her father was nearly as rich as he was.
The three of them had dinner together, but the couple had plans, and O’Grady walked them to Ricky’s car, a new Mercedes convertible, which he’ll garage in winter before switching to his new Chevy Tahoe.
O’Grady saw the couple off with a wave and headed inside.
When he entered his office, he paused in the doorway and puzzled over the writing marring the picture window behind his desk. Large block letters were written there in what looked like red spray paint.
O’Grady moved closer, to stand before the desk, where he read the words aloud.
“This is for Cindy,” he said and took note that the dot above the i in the word, Cindy, resembled a bulls-eye.
He got it, too late to do anything about it, to duck or even twitch, but O’Grady got it and Tanner saw the knowledge in the man’s eyes through his scope.
The bullet passed through the window, entered O’Grady’s head and obliterated his features. When it exited his skull, it left little more than a bloody stump behind, and O’Grady’s headless corpse tumbled to the floor.
***
Tanner stood up from the rifle, stepped out of a pair of black coveralls and removed the latex gloves.
He would carry these items into the surrounding woods and bury them. It was all evidence now and he would make better time down the mountain without the rifle’s weight.
Tanner shrugged into his pack, headed for the trail, and thought of the future, for the past, in the past lived the dead.
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CHAPTER 1- Tanner to the rescue
Tanner jammed the tip of his blade into the base of the first man’s skull, causing the second man to swear in surprise. After ripping the blade free, Tanner pivoted and sliced open the second man’s throat.
That move kept the man from shouting, while also causing him to abandon all thoughts about the gun he was reaching for, as his hands flew to his throat in a feeble attempt to stem the rich gush of blood.
Tanner then stepped over the body of the first thug, even as the second thug slid down along the side of the car that he and the other man had arrived in, an old Cadillac with New York plates.
Once past the men, Tanner stood in the open and waved both arms in a beckoning gesture towards the camera, which was set high above a door marked, RECEIVING.
He was in the town of Washington, New Jersey and it was just after midnight on a Sunday.
Tanner was in the town’s warehouse district, which consisted of over a dozen new monolithic buildings that were roughly the size of football fields.
The building he stood before housed an electrical supply chain’s main warehouse and there was a man hiding inside named Tim Jackson.
Jackson was a computer hacker with a price on his head, however, Tanner wasn’t there to kill him, but to save him, and to do that, he would have to kill the hit squad that was after Jackson, a hit squad sent by The Conglomerate.
Tanner lowered his arms and quit waving. Either Jackson had seen him take out the two men and clear a path for escape or he hadn’t. If he wasn’t watching, there were three more men to deal with, one each for the three remaining sides of the building.
The two men he had just killed had been tasked with keeping an eye on the rear of the huge building, which had over sixty bay doors, two exit doors and a wide metal door that went up on rollers. Had Tim Jackson exited by any of those doors, he would have been cut down and killed.
The other three sides of the building had only one door each to exit by. The door on the left side of the building led to a side parking lot and a short stretch of grass dividing the property from its neighbor, which was another massive warehouse.
The door on the right led to a field of grass that was bordered by a fifteen-foot high sound wall, beyond which was the New Jersey Turnpike, and in the front of the building were glass doors leading to a lobby and the office area beyond.
Cameras gave a view of all sides and Tanner assumed that Jackson had seen the hit squad approach and surround him, and was either glued to the monitors or hiding in the warehouse.
Hiding wouldn’t have done Jackson any good, the five men would have entered the building, blocked all exits and hunted him down.
But now the men had become the hunted, and it was Tanner who hunted them.
Tanner stripped off the black hoodie he’d been wearing, the second man, the man with the gashed throat, had spewed blood all over it, and anyway, Tanner needed to change.
The first man wore a New York Yankees cap along with a matching jacket. Tanner stripped them off the dead man and put them on, pulling the cap low.
The man had also been wielding a sawed-off shotgun. Tanner picked it up, checked the load, and carried it with the barrel pointed towards the ground, as he headed to the right side of the building.
Tanner walked with his head lowered slightly, to obscure his face, and hoped that the jacket and cap would cause the man stationed on the right side of the building to assume he was the man he’d taken them from.
It worked and Tanner made it within twenty feet of the man before he heard him speak in a hushed tone.
“Shit, you ain’t Mikey.”
“Mikey’s dead,” Tanner whispered, as he dropped the shotgun and brought out the silenced pistol.
The first shot caught the man just in front of the left ear, while the second round entered his open mouth and exited in a spray of blood.
The body made even less sound than the silenced shots as it tumbled to the grass and Tanner scooped up the shotgun and headed towards the front, where he hoped to deceive yet again.
It was not to be.
The man guarding the front doors was sharp and likely the crew leader. He was a man in his forties with a graying goatee, and he pegged Tanner as a phony within moments of spotting him.
Tanner was watching the man from under the bill of the cap. When he saw the man’s gun arm come up, he fired off a blast from the shotgun.
The steel pellets went wide of the man, but did make him dive behind an air-conditioning unit. Tanner pumped the shotgun and sent a second blast towards the front doors, to shatter the glass, before making his way inside the dark building.
As he went behind the reception desk, he heard the man outside calling for his troops, and then the bitter curses that followed when he discovered that only one of his men remained.
Tanner pushed through the door behind the reception area, moved past rows of desks, then, he listened at a window that faced the parking lot.
When he heard a new voice speaking in a whisper, he chanced a look out between the slats of the window blind and could see the lower leg of one man jutting out from beyond the air-conditioning unit, as both men hid behind it on their knees.
Tanner took out the silenced gun, pressed its muzzle against the glass, and took aim.
When he pulled the trigger, the scream told him that he had hit the man, and although the wound would be far from fatal, it would still slow the man down and cause him to bleed, and those that bled were often more fearful than dangerous.
The men returned fire, shattering what was left of the window, but Tanner was already rushing back towards the entrance, while pumping the shotgun as he ran.
He emerged from the building with the shotgun held up and found the crew leader helping his wounded man along. They were moving around the air-conditioning unit and away from the window.
Tanner and the crew leader fired at the same moment and Tanner felt a tug at the left sleeve of the Yankees’ jacket, while the blast from the shotgun just barely reached its targets and blew holes in their feet and ankles.
Both men tumbled to the ground as they grunted in pain, and Tanner pumped and fired again from a dead run, the blast hitting one man in the throat, killing him, while a stray pellet stung the left shoulder of the crew leader.
The crew leader fired and the bullet passed through the spot where Tanner had been, but Tanner had dived to the ground, while releasing the shotgun, and rolled to the crew leader’s left.
The crew leader had to shove the last of his men out of the way to make a shot, and that gave Tanner all the time he needed to free his gun, take aim, and fire.
The crew leader let out a scream, dropped his gun and used both hands to check out the devastation inflicted on his face. Tanner’s shot had entered the man’s left cheek and made a neat hole, but had exited the right cheek in a spray of blood, teeth, and tongue.
The crew leader rose to his knees with eyes full of pain and horror, as his fingers turned crimson after touching his wounds. The man then mumbled sounds that were meant to be words, but emerged as mere guttural grunts.
When Tanner stood over him, he saw the terror in the man’s eyes turn to hate.
Tanner nodded, placed his gun against the man’s forehead, and ended things.
Afterwards, he stood listening for several minutes.
It was an early Sunday morning and the warehouse district was as quiet as a graveyard. If not for the subdued hum of the traffic drifting over the sound wall from the turnpike, the night would have been filled with only the sound of crickets.
The hacker, Tim Jackson, had disabled the building’s alarm system and Tanner supposed that there was no one close enough to have heard the sound of gunfire.
After detecting not a hint of a siren, nor seeing the flash of police lights in the distance, Tanner walked back towards the entrance to go in search of Jackson.
He had just saved the man from certain death and if he was right, Tim Jackson could return the favor. The hacker was the key to Tanner surviving the war with The Conglomerate, for this was the information age and the right info was worth more than a thousand guns.
Tanner shed the pinstriped Yankee apparel and crunched broken glass beneath his feet as he reentered the building.
He found Jackson twenty minutes later, cowering beneath the desk in the shipping manager’s office.
The young man gazed up at Tanner with wide brown eyes as he shivered with fear.
“Please... don’t kill me.”
Tanner offered his hand.
“We have to talk.”



CHAPTER 2 - Batmen & Robin
Summervale, North Carolina, outside the main gate of the Reynolds Lumber Mill
Jerome Green poured the last of the coffee from his thermos and swallowed the lukewarm liquid in two gulps. Gripped in the crook of one arm was the sign he was carrying, the sign read, REYNOLDS IS UNFAIR!
Jerome was black, athletic, thirty-seven, and the married father of three children. He had worked at Reynolds Lumber since college, when he put in full-time hours during the summer.
Carter Reynolds, the former octogenarian owner of the mill, had been one of Jerome’s best friends, despite the difference in their ages, but after Carter’s death two years ago, everything changed at Reynolds.
Carter’s widow, Arleen, had promoted Jerome from Office Manager to General Manager, but Arleen died of a stroke just a month after her husband’s death, and the mill passed on to a grandson who sold it to an out of state corporation.
Jerome and everyone else at the mill were given a steep reduction in pay. Those that complained were told to leave, while those who stayed were worked harder.
That was when Jerome called his older brother, Rafe. Rafe Green was a former army MP who became a union organizer. With his brother’s help, Jerome was determined to unionize Reynolds and make it a good place to work again.
The New York City corporation that owned the mill fought against unionization, but a large majority of the workers voted for it during an official and State-monitored election.
When Jerome asked for a meeting with management to discuss contract talks, the new owners demoted Jerome instead, and that caused the rest of the workers to walk out and form a picket line.
The strike had been going on for three weeks, and in that time, there were two minor skirmishes between the strikers and the security professionals hired to protect the property.
Tonight there would be a third skirmish, one instigated by a different breed of professional, the professional thug.
Jerome was watching the gate with two other men to keep out replacement workers. Although he was their unofficial leader, he volunteered to work an overnight shift like everyone else.
He was thinking about the trip to the zoo he planned to take with his kids later, when the five men in ski masks came out of the woods swinging baseball bats.
Jerome used his sign and knocked one of the men off his feet, but was hit from behind by another man. The blow from the bat caught him just above the left elbow, and he felt his entire arm go numb.
After that came the blows to the head, followed by pain, followed by blackness.
***
Inside the building, a college freshman named Robin Murphy was gawking at the security monitors, while wincing in sympathy at the beat down he was watching.
Robin was a handsome boy with dark hair and green eyes, tall, but with a thin frame.
“Oh Jesus, they’re going to kill those guys.”
For all its brutality, the violence didn’t last very long and when the three union workers lay broken and unconscious, Robin roused himself from shock and reached for the phone to call for the police and an ambulance.
Before he could even touch it, it rang.
“Hello?”
“Robin, this is Mr. Trent from New York, do you remember me?”
“Yeah,” Robin said. He remembered Al Trent. Al Trent had arrived in a limo and was wearing a suit worth more than Robin’s entire wardrobe, so yeah, he remembered him. He also remembered wondering how a man only a year or two older than himself had made so much money and become so important,
“You’ve had trouble there tonight, yes?”
“Yeah, five guys just beat the crap out of the men who were picketing.”
“I see and have you called anyone yet?”
“No.”
“Don’t call, it’s being handled, but what I do need you to do, is to open the gates wide. We have new workers coming in.”
“Scabs?”
“Strikebreakers, men who appreciate the chance to work,”
“Oh, all right, but you’re sure an ambulance is coming, because man oh man but those guys took a beating.”
“Did you see who beat them?”
“Not really, they were dressed in black and wore masks.”
“Well then, it could have been anybody, and to answer your question, yes, an ambulance is on the way, in fact, three of them, but nevermind that, just go open the gates, and Robin?”
“Yes sir?”
“Turn off the camera at the gate for an hour or so, if anyone asks, it malfunctioned.”
A long moment of silence passed and then Robin asked a question.
“Are you telling me to erase what happened, the beating?”
“Not at all, the police need to see that footage, but I am telling you to turn it off now.”
“For about an hour?”
“Exactly,”
Robin reached over, hit a switch, and the gate camera cut off.
“I just shut off the camera, Mr. Trent.”
“Good man, and remember one more thing, I never called tonight.”
“Okay, but you’re sure the ambulances are coming?”
“I guarantee it, now go open the gates.”
The ambulances had arrived by the time Robin got the gates open. They scooped up Jerome Green and his companions, U-turned in the gravel lot, and rode off just as two large trucks appeared. The trucks were following a Black Hummer, and stopped at the gate when the Hummer’s driver paused to speak to Robin.
The driver had a New York accent and he sent Robin a grin. Robin had seen the man before but didn’t realize it, because at the time, the man had been wearing a ski mask and wielding a bat.
“You talked to Al Trent, kid?”
“Yeah and he said new workers were coming, is that you guys?”
The man and his four companions laughed and one of them slapped the driver on the shoulder.
“Hear that Joe, you could have a new career.”
The driver smiled and talked to Robin again.
“Nah kid, the new workers are in the trucks. Once they’re inside, lock those gates.”
Robin nodded that he understood and the small caravan entered.
When the men in the trucks got out, Robin noticed two things about them. They were all Chinese and they all looked scared and desperate.
The driver of the Hummer walked over and gripped Robin’s shoulder. He was about forty, with average looks, but Robin could tell by the man’s grip that he was strong, and when he spoke, his eyes never left Robin’s eyes or even blinked.
“When the cops come, tell them what you saw and give them a copy of the security tape. We’ll be in that building towards the back with the new workers, don’t mention us to the cops or anyone else, got it?”
Robin nodded and then followed it with, “Yeah,”
“Good, and here’s a little something for you.”
The man stuffed money into Robin’s shirt pocket and walked away.
When Robin saw that he had been given a thousand dollars, his eyes grew wide.
He stared after the man with a sick feeling in his stomach, while wondering what the hell he had been dragged into.



CHAPTER 3 - How much did he eat?
Tanner took Tim Jackson to a 24-hour truck stop in Bordentown, New Jersey and the two of them talked over cheeseburgers.
Jackson was 23, white, of short stature and genius IQ. He had been a hacker since the age of eleven and had used his skill for both fun and profit.
That all ended when he inadvertently accessed one of The Conglomerate’s offshore accounts.
That was nearly a year ago, and in that time, The Conglomerate had searched for him, trying to figure out who it was that reached through the Internet and dared to rob them.
To that end, they employed their own hackers, and three weeks ago, Tim Jackson, AKA Rom Warrior, became known to The Conglomerate.
Skilled at disarming run-of-the-mill alarm systems, Jackson evaded the first man sent to kill him by breaking into a building and using on-site security cameras to stay out of reach and escape. That proved useless tonight with the five-man team, who could cover all exits and if not for Tanner’s interference, Jackson knew he’d be a dead man.
“I want to thank you again for saving me, Tanner, but I am curious about why you did it. You say you want me to steal info for you, what kind of information?”
Tanner looked at Jackson with admiration. The kid had come within minutes of dying and still ate enough for a man twice his size. He had three cheeseburgers, onion rings, French fries, a chocolate shake and two pieces of rhubarb pie. That appetite was a good sign, he would need nerve to do what Tanner wanted him to do.
“I want you to go undercover,” Tanner said.
“Undercover? Where?”
“At MegaZenith, in New York City,”
Jackson squinted at him.
“You’re not a cop, so are you a spy?”
“I’m what you would call a hit man.”
Jackson laughed, raised his milkshake to his mouth and then stopped moving, as he studied Tanner’s face.
“Shit, you’re serious, aren’t you?”
“I am.”
Tim Jackson put down his milkshake and leaned back in his seat, to ponder over Tanner’s revelation.
Tanner gave him time to think things over and gazed around the truck stop. It looked like a slow night, as less than a dozen customers were present and most of them were seated at the counter, where a flirtatious waitress with large breasts held court. She seemed to be addressing most of the men by name and Tanner guessed that they were regulars, such as truckers that drove the same long distance routes week-to-week.
Tim let out a sigh and Tanner brought his gaze back to him.
“If you were going to kill me you would have done it by now, so what is your game?”
“The Conglomerate wants me dead, but I plan to make that too expensive for them. If you can get into MegaZenith and get what we need to blackmail them, they’ll be forced to leave us alone.”
“What is it you’re after?”
“Their books, they likely call it something else, but they must keep records of their financial transactions, their real financial transactions, and once we have that, we’ll have them.”
Jackson had been slurping his milkshake through a straw as he listened, but Tanner’s words caused him to cough and sputter.
After wiping his mouth with a napkin, he spoke to Tanner in a measured tone.
“I don’t know how computer savvy you are, but what you want is impossible. If those records exist, you can be certain that they’re protected by high-level encryption and that’s something that even I couldn’t break.”
“You could if you had enough time though, couldn’t you?”
“Maybe, but it could take years to break such encryption and even then it would be sheer luck,”
“Luck would have nothing to do with it; by going undercover at MegaZenith you might gain access to information that can help you break their encryption.”
“Let’s say you’re right, but that also means I’ll be going inside a place where the order to have me killed came from, what if I’m recognized?”
“You’ll be hiding in plain sight; they’ll never connect you to your false identity.”
“Still, they want me bad enough to send five guys after me; they won’t stop until I’m dead.”
“That’s true, but you’ll also be put on the back burner soon.”
“How do you know that?”
Tanner smiled without warmth.
“I’m about to become their top priority.”



CHAPTER 4 - The Sharpe sisters
In the SoHo district of Manhattan, Sara Blake entered the storefront office of an independent newspaper called, Street View.
The weekly paper began as a blog written by two college students who were sisters, Emily and Amy Sharpe.
The Sharpe sisters had a taste of fame and success years earlier when they were the first to report on a blockbuster story.
A friend of theirs mentioned that she thought her boss was crooked. The boss in question was a well-respected man with an honorable history who seemed beyond reproach. This man managed a hedge fund worth over twenty Billion dollars.
The Sharpe sisters went back to writing their daily blog that dealt with Wall Street, and which specialized in giving a financial world-view from a twenty-something perspective.
Their friend returned to them in tears one day with the news that she had been fired. Apparently, her boss had heard that she was spreading rumors and sullying his reputation.
When the friend opened her purse and produced several documents she had copied from her employer’s files, the Sharpe sisters realized that their friend was telling the truth.
They went with the story on their blog and lit a firestorm in financial circles, and by the end of the day, they were neck deep in threats of lawsuits and defamation charges by the fund manager’s attorneys.
The sisters then posted the documents their friend had supplied them with and all hell broke loose on Wall Street.
The SEC, the FBI, and every major news outlet became involved. Within a week, the fund manager was vilified and in cuffs, while the Sharpe sisters became celebrated and admired.
That was eight years ago.
Since that time, Street View had become just another financial blog limping along, but it had also enabled the Sharpe sisters to eke out a living in one of the most expensive cities in the world.
***
Emily Sharpe looked over at her sister, Amy, and then back at Sara Blake.
“Would you say that again please?”
“I said I’d like to buy Street View and that I’m willing to keep you on as managing editors and contributors.”
“But we’re not selling,” Amy said. Like her older sister, Amy was a dark-haired beauty with blue eyes and a thin, but shapely, figure. Both women were unmarried, although Emily was divorced after a brief marriage that occurred during college.
Sara smiled at the sisters.
“I have information that will blow the financial world away, but it’s an emerging story and I may need your help in developing it fully.”
“Are you a journalist?” Emily asked.
“No, I’m a former FBI agent; however, I did minor in journalism in college.”
“Just how much were you willing to pay?” Amy asked.
Sara mentioned a figure as well as the salary the sisters would receive, and Emily and Amy exchanged another look as their eyes widened. They then asked Sara to excuse them as they retreated to a corner of the small office to talk.
The offices of Street View had once been a boutique that specialized in handbags. It was a narrow space a dozen yards deep, with a bathroom and closet in the rear, beside a door that led to an alley where deliveries were off-loaded.
There were two desks towards the back that faced each other, while in the front was a reception area with several chairs, a coffee table, and a sofa. It was this area where Sara was meeting with the Sharpes.
The sisters returned and sat across from Sara.
“That’s a very generous offer,” Emily said, “But I’m afraid we’ll have to pass.”
“May I ask why?”
“We don’t want to be employees ever again,” Emily said.
“I see, but you would still be running things.”
“We like being in control and we did found this paper, well, we founded a blog, but it became a weekly newspaper as well,” Amy said.
“I think I could make Street View a force again,” Sara said, then added, “No offense,”
“No offense taken,” Emily said. “The glory days of Street View are obviously behind us.”
They grew quiet as Sara considered their words.
“I have a second offer. Let me buy in at forty-nine percent, while you each keep twenty-five and a half, that way, you’ll maintain controlling interest and I don’t have to pay your salary.”
“That’s a better offer,” Emily admitted. “But we couldn’t get by on half of what we make.”
“I understand and I won’t take any proceeds until the business generates a net profit that’s double what you currently make.”
“Are you serious?” the sisters said in stereo.
“Yes I am.”
The Sharpe sisters excused themselves again and when they returned, Emily extended her hand to Sara.
“We accept, send us a formal offer under those terms and we’ll pass it on to our lawyer to look at.”
“All right, but I want to move fast on this, very fast.”
“This story you say you have, can you give us a hint?”
“I’ll just say this; the underworld and the financial world have been getting cozy.”
“You have proof of this?”
“No hard evidence as yet, but I uncovered this in my former role as an FBI agent.”
“This is dynamite, isn’t it?” Amy asked.
“Yes and it will attract attention, does that frighten you?”
The sisters grinned.
“Hell Sara, we live for it.”  



CHAPTER 5 - The Brothers Dim
Brooklyn, New York
Hours later, Sara watched as Merle and Earl Carter wandered among the cars in the parking lot of a supermarket.
It was the third parking lot she had followed them to and while she at first thought that they were searching for a particular model of car to steal, she soon realized that they were looking for an easy car to steal, one where the owner had left the vehicle unlocked and the keys inside.
That told her that they had no skill as car thieves, but it also told her that they were persistent. She had been filming them from her own car and when Earl signaled to his older brother, she knew that they had at last gotten lucky.
She started her engine and moved towards their position slowly, while keeping the camera trained on them. After Merle joined his brother and they backed their stolen prize out of its parking spot, she put the camcorder down and blocked their exit by driving directly at them.
Earl avoided a head-on collision by slamming on the brakes and the two brothers glared at her through the windshield of their stolen car.
When Merle recognized her, he turned to his brother and said three words.
“She’s a Fed.”
Sara pointed back at the parking space the boys had just pulled out of and with a sigh, Earl backed the vehicle into it. Whether or not, the car’s absent-minded owner would have returned and realized the vehicle was facing the other way was anyone’s guess, but the brothers left the car with the keys in it and trudged over towards Sara.
She had parked her car as well, and when they reached her, she showed them the video of their felony.
Merle looked up from the camcorder screen and gazed around in confusion.
“Where’s all the other Feds?”
Sara smiled at him.
“Luckily for you I’m no longer in law-enforcement, but I can hand over this video to them at any time.”
Earl had been staring at her legs, but he raised his eyes and asked a question.
“What do you want from us, lady?”
“Tanner, I want to find Tanner and you two are going to help me do just that.”
Merle and Earl raised their hands and waved them as if they were refusing seconds at a cookout.
“No way,” Merle said. “That damn Tanner almost got us killed and it’s a miracle he didn’t do it himself. Hand in that damn video and we’ll take our chances.”
“I’m willing to pay,” Sara said and saw a spark of interest enter the brothers’ eyes.
“How much?” Merle said.
“One thousand a month and all I want you to do is to keep your eyes and ears open and let me know if you hear any news on Tanner.”
“A grand a month for that, that’s it?”
“Yes, but you’ll also need to put yourselves where you’ll be likely to hear such news.”
Earl squinted at her.
“And where would that be?”
“You need to get in close with Johnny R, he wants Tanner dead for what he did to his uncle, Al Rossetti, and he’s the best chance I have to track Tanner down.”
Merle shook his head.
“Johnny R is a made man, he’d never hang with me and Earl.”
“I don’t need you to become his best friends, but I do need you to become part of his organization, that way, you’ll be in a position to hear things.”
Merle pointed back at the car they had stolen.
“We were going to take that to one of Johnny R’s chop shops, once we get there, we could bullshit and maybe learn something.”
Sara stared at the three-year-old Volvo the boys had stolen. After coming to a decision, she took out a slip of paper that had a cell phone number written on it. She held out the paper and spoke to Merle.
“Take the damn car and give me a call at that number when you hear anything.”
Merle took the slip of paper and grinned.
“What about the money?”
“Come up with some info and I’ll give you your first payment.”
Merle and Earl exchanged glances and something unsaid passed between them.
“We want more than a grand, how about six-hundred for each of us?”
Sara smiled her agreement. When she said a thousand a month, she had been talking about a thousand apiece, the brothers had just bargained themselves into getting less money.
“I want to hear from you soon, you got it?”
“Yes ma’am, we don’t like Tanner either, but what are you gonna do once you find him?”
Sara stared at them with cold eyes.
“I’m going to make that bastard wish he had never been born.”
The brothers exchanged glances again and this time the thought they shared was one of gratitude. They were grateful that they weren’t Tanner, for they had no doubt that Sara meant to make her words come true.



CHAPTER 6 - Go to New York and die
Rafe Green felt his mother tremble as she sobbed against his chest, while they stood beside his brother’s bed.
Jerome Green lay in a coma after the beating he received at the Reynolds Lumber Mill, and the doctors didn’t know if he would ever awaken.
Rafe caught his sister’s eye and she nodded in understanding. Afterwards, she guided their mother away to the cafeteria where she could pull herself together.
That left him alone with his sister-in-law and he hoped to get answers from her.
“What have the cops said about this, Rita?”
Rita Green gazed up at him with red-rimmed eyes.
“Jerome and the other men were beaten by five men dressed in black and wearing ski masks, they even have video, but they can’t identify them.”
“The last time I spoke to Jerome he told me that Reynolds had hired a new security firm, and he also mentioned that a man named Monroe had tried to intimidate them.”
Rita nodded. She was a light-skinned black woman with large hazel eyes and long hair.
“I asked the Sheriff about that and he said that those security people all have alibis. They were seen drinking in the Tree Top Pub until closing, even that man, Monroe, and so it must have been someone else that did this to Jerome.”
“Reynolds hired outsiders to cover for their outsiders, it’s clever, and I would guess they assume that no one will ever be able to prove anything.”
Rita sniffled.
“I don’t care who hurt him. I just want Jerome to get better.”
Rafe bent over and kissed the top of his sister-in-law’s head.
“Jerome’s tough, baby, you’ll see, he’ll come out of this coma, and in the meantime don’t worry about a thing. If you need money or help with the kids, the family is here for you.”
Rita took his hand and gave it a squeeze.
“Thank you, Rafe.”
Rafe left Rita with Jerome and headed for his car. He needed answers and was going to get them one way or another,
***
Chuck Monroe lived in an apartment complex in Summervale that catered to young professionals.
At forty-one, Monroe was pushing the young part, and as hired muscle, he was also not what most would consider a professional, but Monroe liked the building and had dated more than one of his young female neighbors.
Monroe had a bodybuilder’s physique, wore jeans and T-shirts and kept his blond crewcut ultra-short, so that the gray at his temples was less noticeable.
Around his apartment building, he was known as a man you didn’t mess with, but the morning after Jerome Green was beaten into a coma, Monroe’s reputation took a serious beating as well.
Monroe walked towards his car in the parking lot of his complex and found Rafe sitting on the hood.
“Hey buddy, get off my damn car.”
“My name is Rafe Green. I’m Jerome Green’s brother.”
“Yo, Green, I didn’t lay a finger on your brother; ask anyone, I was at the pub until closing.”
“So I heard, but you know something about what happened and I’m not leaving here until you tell me what that is.”
Monroe stepped closer to Rafe and glared with malice.
“Get the fuck off my car before you get hurt.”
Rafe had been leaning back on the car, a blue, vintage Pontiac Firebird, with his palms flat on the hood. His weight shifted onto his left hand, as his right fist caught Monroe on the chin. Monroe took a step back, shook his head and threw a right of his own.
Rafe was off the car, blocked the punch, and then delivered a second punch to Monroe’s midsection, followed by a third, fourth, and fifth in rapid succession.
Monroe dropped to his knees and barfed up the bagel and eggs he had eaten for breakfast.
Two of his neighbors stood by staring at him, both were young women nearly half his age and when Monroe saw the laughter in their eyes, it hurt more than Rafe’s punches had, because he knew that the story of his beating would spread and make him the butt of jokes.
In a fit of rage, he jumped to his feet and lunged at Rafe. Rafe stepped aside with ease and Monroe landed atop the hood of the Trans Am.
Rafe bent down and whispered into his ear.
“You’re a big, strong guy, but you have little skill. I’m trained in both Karate and Judo, and as an Army MP, I handled guys like you as a matter of course. Stop fighting, tell me what you know and keep at least some of your dignity.”
Rafe straightened and waited. Monroe lay atop the hood for a few seconds, before turning over and sliding down into a position much like the one Rafe was in when Monroe first saw him.
“New York City.”
“What about New York City?”
“The guys that hurt your brother were from New York. I don’t know their names, but I heard that the crew leader was named Joe Puller, or something like that.”
“Anything else?”
“Yeah, they’re mob guys.”
“Mob? Like the Mafia?”
Monroe shrugged his massive shoulders.
“That’s what I heard, so brother or not, you might want to drop it.”
“They hurt my brother, there’s no dropping it and if you’re thinking of telling anybody about this conversation, I wouldn’t. They might consider you a loose end and they also don’t like snitches.”
Monroe gave him a look of hatred.
“Go to New York, you’ll die there.”
“We’ll see,” Rafe said, and then he walked past the pair of gawking young ladies and headed home to prepare for his trip to New York.



CHAPTER 7 - Semper Fi
Days later, with preparations made and his family coming to terms with dealing with his brother’s condition, Rafe loaded his suitcases into his car.
He was going to New York City to deal with the people who had hurt his brother, and was just about to leave, when John Murphy parked across the street.
When Murphy exited his jeep, Rafe saw that Murphy was with his son, Robin.
Rafe knew both of them because John and Robin Murphy were members of the same church his mother attended, and Rafe and John had worked together on a charity drive. They also shared a military background. Rafe was Army, while John had been a Marine.
Rafe shook both their hands while noticing that Robin looked uneasy.
“What’s up, guys?”
John gestured at Rafe’s apartment. He looked like an older, more world- weary version of his son, and his dark hair had streaks of gray.
“Why don’t we go in and talk.”
***
With beer and soft drinks in hand, John encouraged Robin to begin, and the boy told Rafe everything he knew about the night his brother was beaten.
“A Hummer?” Rafe asked Robin.
Robin handed Rafe a New York State license plate number written on a strip of paper.
“It was a black Hummer; that’s the plate number and all five of those guys had New York accents. I saw them again as I was leaving and I heard them call the young one Carmine, but the one who did most of the talking, he was called Joe.”
“And the man who called you, his name was Al Trent?”
“Yes sir.”
“Why didn’t you tell this to the cops?”
“I told him not to,” John said. “His bosses told him to keep quiet about it as well and the last thing I want is for Robin to get beaten like Jerome did.”
“But you’re telling me, why?”
John looked over at his son.
“Robin, please wait for me in the jeep. I’ll be right there.”
“Okay, Dad, and Mr. Green, I’m sorry about what happened to your brother,”
Robin was nearly at the door when he remembered something. He walked back to Rafe and handed him the money that Joe Pullo had given him.
“They tried to buy me with that. You use it; maybe it will help with your brother’s medical cost, at least a little.”
Rafe stood and hugged the kid.
“Thanks Robin, for everything.”
After Robin left the apartment, John asked Rafe a question.
“You’re going after them, aren’t you?”
“I am, and thanks to you and your son I’ll have a lot easier time tracking them down.”
“They don’t strike me as men that would be easy to get the better of, maybe you should rethink things.”
Rafe took a deep breath and slowly released it.
“No. I’m going to make the bastards pay, and if possible, I’ll prove Reynolds was behind the attack.”
John sighed.
“Old man Reynolds would be spinning in his grave if he knew what became of his company.”
Rafe stood.
“I need to get going. I want to be in New York tonight.”
“I wish you luck, brother, and Rafe, don’t get yourself killed.”
“That’s not part of the plan, but nobody fucks with my family and just walks away.”
John grinned and punched him on the shoulder.
“Are you sure you weren’t a Marine?”



CHAPTER 8 - Daddy’s girl
In New York City, Frank Richards left his limo and saw his daughter rushing towards him, her face lit with rage.
One of his bodyguards grabbed her by the arm and stopped her progress, but Richards waved the man off and Madison Richards kept coming until she was standing before her father. She was Richards’ only child from his second wife and had been unwanted by Richards.
The petite young woman had her mother’s dark curls, but wore his mother’s angelic face, and it was that face that kept Richards from hating her outright. Richards had loved his late mother dearly and his daughter always reminded him of her, unfortunately, she also reminded him of his late wife, a woman he grew to despise and ordered killed. 
“Another one quit, Daddy, did you pay him off too?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“The private detective I hired, the third one, as a matter of fact, and he just up and quit for no reason like the other two, only he looked scared, so I guess maybe you threatened him instead of buying him, hmm?”
“You need to stop this insane quest of yours and accept facts. Your mother died in a drunk driving accident. She drank too much and ran off the road.”
“Mom wasn’t a drunk and there was no reason for her to be out on that back road in the early morning. Why can’t you see that there’s something odd there?”
Richards took his daughter by the elbow and yanked her to the rear of the limo.
“Enough, Madison! That’s enough. Either you accept what happened or I’ll toss you to the curb.”
“You’re disowning me?”
“You’ve graduated college, gotten your own apartment, you’re an adult, but you’re not independent. I’ll have your car taken away and cancel your accounts. Your mother died in an accident and that’s all you need to know.”
Madison wiped at tears.
“I know you didn’t like each other anymore, that you were getting divorced, but did... did, did you kill her, Daddy? Is that why you’re so afraid of me learning the truth?”
Richards made a sharp intake of breath and broke eye contact, and Madison backed away from him, as her face crumbled.
“Oh, Daddy, no, no you didn’t.”
Richards spoke to her, but he still wouldn’t meet her gaze.
“Leave, Madison, and don’t ever mention your mother again. If you can’t do that... then you’re no longer my daughter.”
Madison sat on the curb and cried as Richards walked away with his bodyguards flanking him.
***
When Richards entered the MegaZenith Building on Broad Street, Al Trent was waiting for him in the lobby. Trent was twenty-one, but had graduated Harvard at nineteen.
Trent was the son of one of Richards’ friends and he had taken him under his wing and found a kindred soul. Al Trent was as cold and merciless as Frank Richards, and had become a confidant and advisor.
They exchanged greetings and then remained silent until they were alone together in Richards’ office, on the top floor of the sixty-story building.
Richards settled in behind his desk, fired up his computer, and bade Trent to sit across from him.
“Fill me in on what’s been happening.”
Trent pushed his glasses up farther on his nose and began his report.
“Tim Jackson is still out there somewhere.”
“And have we learned who was helping him?”
“Not yet.”
“He certainly didn’t dispose of those men himself.”
“No, he must have hired a group of mercenaries.”
Richards looked up from his keyboard.
“Find him again, that little piss ant should have been dealt with easily and make sure we take care of whoever is helping him as well. What’s next?”
“The Summervale problem has been solved. We’ve replaced the strikers with Chinese laborers.”
“Yes, but what about the strikers?”
“Their leader, a man named Jerome Green, is still in a coma. That seems to have taken the fight out of them and ended the picketing. Also, the local police have no way to tie the company to the attack.”
“Excellent, anything else?”
“Just the usual—Tanner, we still have no idea where the man is, but he can’t hide forever and when he sticks his neck up, we’ll chop it off.”
“Contact Johnny R and tell him I want to see progress on that. Tanner disobeyed a direct order from me. That can’t be allowed.”
“I’ll tell him, but you know he wants Tanner dead as much as you do. The man killed his uncle.”
“Find Tanner, Trent, find the man and have him dealt with.”
Trent nodded his understanding and headed for the door, unaware that Tanner would soon make himself not only easy to find, but impossible to forget.



CHAPTER 9 - That would be best
The following morning, Tanner entered Johnny R’s Cabaret Strip Club in Manhattan and saw the bartender’s mouth drop open in shock.
It was early and so the place was closed for business, but the bartender was restocking the shelves with bottles, as an old man swept the floor. 
Tanner knew the bartender slightly. His name was Carl and as Tanner took a seat on a stool, Carl whispered to him.
“Tanner, get the hell out of here, man, Johnny R has a contract out on you.”
“How much?”
“Fifty G’s is what I hear,” Carl said. He was a middle-aged man with Sandy-colored hair and a pleasant face, although his eyes always looked sad.
Tanner tossed his head towards a hallway.
“Is Johnny in?”
“This early? Not hardly, but that kid Richie Sullivan is here, still here actually, he’s been with one of the girls in Johnny’s office since closing time.”
“Sully’s kid, what’s he like?”
“He’s an even bigger prick than Sully was, God rest his soul, but you didn’t hear that from me.”
“What’s he do, run this place with Johnny?”
“The kid has his own crew. They do a few heists, rough up the late payers for Johnny R, stuff like that.”
Tanner stared at the bartender.
“I know there’s a sawed-off shotgun kept under the bar, don’t get any ideas about collecting that contract on me.”
Carl backed up with his hands held high.
“Tanner, that never crossed my mind. Listen, if I had those kind of balls I wouldn’t be a bartender.”
“But as soon as I walk away you’ll call someone, won’t you?”
“I... if I didn’t they’d kill me.”
“Make the call while I go see the kid.”
“Are you going to kill Richie?”
“That’s up to him.”
“I guess, but hey, don’t hurt the girl, she’s just trying to get by, ya know?”
“I’ll send her out.”
“Good, you got class Tanner, and balls too, to come in here like this, huge balls.”
“Just stay away from that shotgun,” Tanner said and Carl swallowed hard.
He left the bartender, strode down the hallway, and kicked in the door to the office.
There was a large wooden desk across from the door, but on the right was a green leather sofa and atop the sofa was a naked redhead and a kid that had punk written all over him.
The woman didn’t scream, but her eyes were wide with fright and when she saw the gun in Tanner’s hand, she licked at lips that had gone dry.
“Out!” Tanner said, and the woman grabbed a silk robe from the floor and scurried past him and down the hallway.
On the sofa, Richie Sullivan yawned and brushed back his jet-black hair with one hand, while the other reached for his cigarettes. He was wearing a pair of red boxer briefs and nothing else and his skinny chest was pale, but hairy.
“Who the hell are you?”
“Tanner.”
Richie paused with the cigarette halfway to his lips, but after blinking fast several times, he placed it in his mouth and lit it with a match.
“You’re worth a lot a money, Tanner; Johnny R has a hard-on for you. Did you really kill that fat fuck uncle of his?”
“I want you to pass on a message to Johnny R and The Conglomerate.”
“I’ll bite, what’s the message?”
“I’m coming for them. I’ll kill Johnny R and Frank Richards and if anyone gets in my way, I’ll kill them too.”
Richie laughed around his cigarette.
“I heard you were a badass, but nobody told me you were crazy.”
“Just give them the message.”
There was a door behind the desk. It opened onto an alleyway that led to the street. Tanner headed for the door and just as he unlatched the lock, Richie bent down and grabbed a gun that was lying beneath the sofa. As he was bringing it up to fire, Tanner shot him. The bullet hit Richie’s hand, all but severing the thumb and Richie wailed as the gun tumbled back to the floor.
Tanner left him without a backwards glance, walked down the alley, and past stacks of empty liquor bottles.
The alley faced a tall wooden fence, but had a chain link fence on both ends with gates in each of them. Tanner opened the gate at his end and went out onto the street.
***
Three doors down and across the road was a coffee shop. Tanner walked inside and joined Tim Jackson at a table near the front.
When Tanner left Jackson, the boy genius was on his second stack of pancakes and upon his return, Tanner found him eating an omelet. Tim Jackson weighed 150 lbs. at most and Tanner wondered where the kid put all the food.
The waiter brought Tanner a cup of coffee and as he took his first sip, a black Cadillac came to a skidding stop in front of the strip club. Five young men emerged, two of which carried shotguns and all five of them rushed into the club.
Tim Jackson wiped sweat from his forehead.
“Are you sure it’s safe to sit here?”
“It is for now. They’re used to people running and hiding from them, they’d never think that I would sit and watch them from across the street.”
“Why are we watching them?”
“I’m gathering info. I now know what Richie Sullivan’s crew looks like. I also know that they’re stupid enough to run in a pack instead of spreading out. If I had stayed at the bar, I could have cut them all down as they entered the club.”
“This guy, Richie, did you kill him?”
“I shot him in the hand when he pulled a gun. He’ll live... for now.”
Tim Jackson squirmed in his seat.
“How many people have you killed?”
“I don’t count.”
“When you take a contract, will you kill anyone? I mean, if a guy wanted his wife dead so he could collect her life insurance, would you do it?”
“I don’t take domestic contracts. The people I kill are all guilty of something, even if that something is just bad judgment.”
“Does it ever bother you, the killing?”
Tanner placed his cup down atop the table and stared into Tim’s eyes.
“We’re not that different, it’s just that I have a lower threshold than you do.”
Tim swallowed once, as Tanner’s gazed unnerved him.
“Lower threshold?”
“You would kill to protect someone you love, or to save your own life. With me, the threshold is lower. I’ll kill for money.”
Tim broke eye contact and Tanner went back to watching the club.
“But it’s not just money though, is it?” Tim said. “You don’t kill for money any more than I hack into accounts and steal for money. It’s more about what the money buys, the freedom, the time to live and not just slave away at some job. And it’s also about being who you are. I’m a hacker because I’m good at it and I love doing it, love figuring my way around security measures and firewalls, and you’re a killer for the same reasons I’d guess.”
Tanner said nothing but gave a slight nod.
Tim gave the subject more thought and asked a question.
“I justify what I do because I only steal from large institutions and I guess your justification is that you only kill the guilty, am I right?”
“Somewhat, but everyone dies sooner or later, whether they cross my path or not. It’s inevitable.”
Outside the window, an ambulance arrived and Richie Sullivan came out of the club surrounded by his crew. They were young guys who had the cynical and cocky look that all inexperienced thugs wore.
Tim wiped more sweat off his brow.
“There are six guys there; you can really kill them all?”
“I will, and then they’ll send more and they’ll die too.”
“But they’ll get tougher and tougher?”
“Yeah, and while I’m keeping them busy, you’ll get what we need.”
“What if I can’t break their encryption?”
“Eventually, they’ll find you and kill you.”
“And you?”
Tanner drained his coffee cup and when he sat it down, he locked eyes with Tim again.
“If I have to, I’ll just keep killing them, Johnny R, Frank Richards and whoever comes after that. I’ll just keep killing them until I kill them all.”
“Or until they kill you?”
“Or that, yes,”
“I’ll break that encryption, Tanner, somehow.”
“That would be best,” Tanner said, and signaled the waiter for more coffee.



CHAPTER 10 - I’m not normal?
Al Trent answered the phone on Frank Richards’ desk, said, “Send him up,” and placed the receiver back in its cradle.
“Johnny R is here.”
“Meet him at the freight elevator and escort him here, but only him, if he has any of his toughs with him, make sure they wait by the elevator.”
“Yes sir and would you like me to sit in on the meeting?”
“Of course, and from now on, you’ll be the only one interacting with him. I shouldn’t be taking this meeting at all, but I want to make it very clear that Tanner must be handled quickly.”
Trent went off to greet Johnny R and found him standing with a fat man wearing a bad suit, who Trent knew was his driver.
Trent hated Johnny R, and for the simple reason that Madison Richards had once looked at a photo of the thug on the cover of a weekly news magazine, and mentioned that she thought he was “hot”.
She had never said such a thing about the nerdy Trent, and so Trent hated Johnny R. He also loved Madison Richards, who he had known since childhood, but Madison did not return his feelings.
Johnny R had recognized Trent’s animosity towards him, but normally ignored it. To Johnny, Trent was just a corporate lackey and nothing more, someone beneath his notice.
Johnny Rossetti, Johnny R, stood a head taller than his late uncle, Al Rossetti, and Johnny was also slim, while his uncle had been rotund. A handsome man who tended to dress well, Johnny R had become a favorite subject of news photographers, and although he would never admit it, he liked seeing his picture in the paper.
He’d been arrested more than once but had only done time as a juvenile offender, and at thirty-six, he was in a position of power where he never had to dirty his hands again.
Johnny R was the new Underboss of the Giacconi Crime Family, a position that placed him only one rung below its leader, Don Sam Giacconi. But Sam Giacconi was elderly and thought to be senile, leaving Johnny R as the family’s perceived leader.
However, that was the old hierarchy, in the new hierarchy of The Conglomerate, Johnny R was mid-level at best.
In The Conglomerate, prissy college boys such as Al Trent were considered his equal, while Blue Bloods like Frank Richards thought themselves his superior.
Frank Richards, who had placed a contract on Johnny’s Uncle Al and started the whole Tanner mess in the first place. That hit had been sanctioned and later rescinded, but Johnny R had a long memory and someday he would pay Richards back, someday, but for now, he’d play the game.
Trent pointed at the driver.
“He’ll have to wait here.”
Johnny turned to his man.
“Stay here, Mario, this shouldn’t take long.”
“You got it, Boss.”
As they walked to Richards’ office, Johnny voiced his displeasure at being treated second class.
“I don’t like this freight elevator shit. Richards doesn’t think I’m good enough for the front door?”
“He doesn’t want anyone snapping a picture of you entering the building like a normal person.”
“What? I’m not normal?”
“No, you’re a petty street thug and Mr. Richards can’t be associated with you in public.”
Johnny smiled.
“Petty street thug? Are you trying to hurt my feelings, kid?”
“I just call them as I see them.”
They reached the office and went in past an empty receptionist desk. The woman who sat there was given an unexpected break from her duties and sent down to the building’s commissary.
Johnny R shook Richards’ offered hand and sat to the right of Al Trent, as the two of them settled into leather wing chairs in front of Richards’ desk.
After brushing a hand across a wrinkle of his blue Armani suit, Johnny R started things off.
“I guess you heard Tanner’s message or we wouldn’t be meeting.”
Richards curled his upper lip in a gesture of disgust.
“Tanner is insane, delusional, or both. I don’t know what he hoped to gain by coming out of hiding and issuing that ridiculous declaration of war, but now that he’s back in New York, I expect him to be handled within the week.”
“My man, Joe Pullo, he tells me that it’s no joke. He says if Tanner said he’s coming for us, then that’s exactly what he means to do.”
“This Pullo, does he know Tanner well?”
“Not well, no one knows Tanner well, but he’s known him longer than anyone.”
Al Trent spoke up and asked a question.
“What’s Tanner’s first name?”
“Even Pullo doesn’t know that. He says Tanner has always gone by that name alone and he also says that the man has never had a woman that he cared about, or at least no one he’d risk himself over.”
“How reliable is this man, Pullo?” Richards asked Johnny R, but was answered by Trent.
“He and his men handled that labor dispute in North Carolina last week, sir, along with a number of other things.”
Richards nodded.
“Ah, that man, yes, he seems more than competent. Will he be going after Tanner?”
“Yeah, him and everyone else,” Johnny said. “Tanner will be hunted down and killed like the dog he is. The word has been put out to every hooker, junkie, dealer and bookie there is that Tanner is worth money to whoever fingers him. If he rents a room, buys a drink, or takes a cab, we’ll hear about it, and God help the bastard if they take him alive, because then I’ll get to him and I’ll make him pay for what he did to my uncle.”
“I spoke to Tanner in Las Vegas and tried to talk sense into the man, but he insisted on killing your uncle, perhaps it had become personal to him, but I did try to stop it.”
Johnny R lowered his head and stared at Richards with his coal black eyes.
“After you ordered it,”
Richards cleared his throat.
“Yes, I ordered it, your uncle had been... uncooperative, but we settled things without violence and Tanner should have stepped aside.”
Johnny R stood.
“Anything else?”
“No, but I meant what I said. I want Tanner dead within the week. His type of insubordination might give others ideas.”
“He’ll be dead soon, count on it.”
Al Trent escorted Johnny R back to the freight elevator, and when he returned, he leaned in the office doorway.
“I don’t think Johnny has forgiven you for ordering his uncle’s death, despite the fact that you attempted to stop Tanner.”
“I realize that,” Richards said.
“If his animosity persists, maybe we should do something about that.”
“Perhaps, but with any luck, Tanner will kill him before dying himself.”
“That would be the best of both worlds,” Trent said.
Richards grinned.
“Wouldn’t it though?”



CHAPTER 11 - They should have stayed for the concert
That evening found Merle and Earl parked atop stools inside Johnny R’s Midtown strip club, and hoping to learn something they could take back to Sara.
When Joe Pullo walked in and took a table towards the back, Merle dragged his gaze away from the topless dancers and told the bartender to send Pullo a drink and ask if they could speak with him.
Once the drink was delivered, Pullo looked over at them with a quizzical expression, but then waved them over to the table.
Merle sat beside his brother and offered his hand. Joe Pullo left it unshaken and asked a question.
“What do you two want?”
“We want to find Tanner, you know, for the reward,” Merle said.
“You think you can kill Tanner?”
“We ain’t killers, but we got lucky once back in Vegas and grabbed him after he killed a crew that was hunting him down.”
Pullo raised an eyebrow as he studied Merle and Earl. His eyebrows were bushy, but at forty-one, his hairline had receded a bit and if you didn’t know what he did for a living, you might guess that he was a college professor, or maybe a doctor, because his eyes held the sharp gleam of high intelligence.
“You two grabbed Tanner out in Vegas and you’re still breathing, how did that happen?”
“We got lucky, but we were also at Rossetti’s house when Tanner hit him and that time we got blown up.”
Pullo smiled.
“So let me get this straight, you survived Tanner twice and you’re coming back for more? What, you two got a death wish?”
Earl shrugged.
“He’s worth fifty G’s.”
“You boys got more guts than I’d have guessed, but why come to me? I don’t know where Tanner is.”
Merle leaned closer and spoke in a low voice.
“You run the best crew in the city. As soon as he knows where Tanner is, Johnny R will send you out to kill him. Why not let me and Earl tag along? Like I said before, we ain’t killers, but maybe we can sorta herd him your way, and if we help, then we’ll share the reward, whatever you think is fair.”
Pullo stared at them as he thought things over.
“Give me your phone number and tell me where I can find you. Once I know where Tanner is, maybe I’ll call.”
Merle gave Pullo the information and stood up, Earl followed suit and after they said goodbye, they drifted out of the bar.
They talked about Pullo as they walked along in the gathering dusk and decided to walk through Central Park. With night approaching, people were leaving the park, but there were just as many entering, because there was a free concert going on at the Great Lawn.
The brothers skirted around it as they headed towards Columbus Avenue, and when they saw that there was no one around, Merle stopped and lit a cigarette.
Once he had it going, he looked up to find his brother staring at him.
“Yeah I know I said I quit smoking, but with all the shit going on, they help me relax.”
Earl pointed behind him.
“Them cigarettes might kill you someday, but I’m more worried about him.”
Merle turned, saw the big man in shadows pointing a gun at them, and the cigarette fell from his lips.
“We ain’t got no money,” Merle said.
Rafe Green stepped out of the shadows, his gun held at the ready.
“I don’t want money. I want information and you two are going to tell me everything you know.”



CHAPTER 12 - One head is better than none
Inside Johnny R’s strip club, near-naked women danced to the beat of throbbing music, while the men around them leered.
Meanwhile, amidst them sat a man lost in memory, as Joe Pullo ordered another drink and thought about Tanner.
Personally, he liked the man, and if men like he and Tanner could be said to have friends, then they were friends.
They had never gone to a ballgame or shot a round of golf, but they had worked together several times, years ago, when Pullo was an up-and-coming button man for old Sam Giacconi.
Pullo still remembered the first time he’d heard Tanner’s name. That was when a snitch named Vincenzo Righettleto began wearing a wire for the Feds.
One of the whores hired for a party felt the listening device on Vincenzo as she gave him a lap dance, and later told her pimp about it. Either Vincenzo got nervous or he saw someone looking at him the wrong way, but he shot the pimp and managed to escape.
Everyone thought he would run back to the Feds and enter the Witness Protection Program, but Vincenzo was so bold that he emptied the safe of a bookmaking operation and hit the road.
He had taken off with nearly two-hundred G’s in cash and with that kind of money, he could go anywhere and hide for years.
Old Sam Giacconi wanted him bad, and instead of putting a price on his head, he said that whoever hit Vincenzo could keep the money he ripped off. That was a smart move by the old man, it made everyone not only want to track Vincenzo down, but to do it as quickly as possible. The longer the thieving snitch stayed free, the more money he’d burn through and the smaller would be the reward.
Despite the motivation, no one had a clue where to find the man. He had no family and his wife had died the year before.
A week passed, then two, but in the middle of the third week, a guy showed up at the funeral parlor Sam Giacconi owned. The guy had a white box under his arm and he insisted that he had to give it to the old man.
That’s when they called Pullo.
Pullo sipped his drink and smiled as he remembered that call. It came from a punk named Al Abato. Abato told Pullo that he had a jerk at the funeral home that needed to be taught respect.
***
“Why don’t you teach him yourself?”
Pullo heard a pause on the line before Abato said, “He’s an asshole but he ain’t no punk, you know, you can tell.”
“What’s his name?”
“He says his name is Tanner. You ever hear of him?”
“No, but I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
When Pullo arrived, he found Tanner standing outside the office doorway with a white box under his arm and when he looked in the young man’s eyes, he knew that Abato had been right in calling him. If Abato had treated Tanner as a punk, he would have been damn sorry he had.
“I’m Joe Pullo, why do you want to see Mr. Giacconi?”
“A bit of business,”
“This business, does it have anything to do with that box?”
Tanner had stared at Pullo for long moments before handing the box over.
“You’ll do.”
Pullo took the box and when he eased up a corner of one flap, he saw the pale, white face of Vincenzo Righettleto staring up at him through plastic. Tanner had delivered his head in a box.
“Tell the old man that I’ll be around if he needs any other work done.”
Pullo stared into the box for so long that he hadn’t noticed Tanner walk away, but when he caught up to him near the front doors, he called to him.
“Hey! How much was left?”
Tanner hesitated, but then answered.
“A little over a hundred grand, he used the rest to buy a boat, an old cabin cruiser.”
“A boat? Hell, he could have lived on that forever.”
“No one lives forever,” Tanner said and then he left Pullo holding the white box with the head inside.
***
Pullo emptied his drink and sat the glass atop the table with a sigh.
“No Tanner, no one lives forever, buddy, and it looks like your time has come.”



CHAPTER 13 - Say cheese
Rafe Green was still holding the gun as he talked to Merle and Earl, but he kept it pointed downward.
The two brothers weren’t the hard cases he thought they were, which was lucky for them, because if they had been a part of Pullo’s crew, as he first believed, he would have killed them for hurting his brother.
“Who is Tanner and why does Pullo want him dead?”
“Tanner is a hit man,” Merle said. “And Pullo don’t really want him dead, he’ll just kill him because that’s what Johnny R wants.”
“Johnny R is Pullo’s boss?” Rafe said.
“Yeah, if Pullo does anything it’s because Johnny R told him to, but who are you? You sure ain’t no Italian.”
Rafe smiled, he liked the two brothers for some reason.
“Where are you boys from?”
“Earl and I travel around a lot, but we’re from Arkansas, a little town called Sawyer’s Creek.”
“I know where it is. I used to see road signs for it when I was stationed at Fort Chaffee.”
Earl and Merle broke out in huge grins.
“Hell, you’re the only one we ever met who heard of Sawyer’s Creek,” Merle said, but then his eyes fell to the gun in Rafe’s hand and he stiffened.
Rafe noticed his reaction and slid the gun into the holster on his belt.
“Tell me more about this man, Tanner.”
“He’s a bad dude,” Earl said. “He shot Richie Sullivan this morning and says he’s gonna kill Johnny R.”
“Why?”
“He’s crazy, that’s why. He thinks he can beat an organization as big as The Conglomerate all by himself.”
“The Conglomerate? I thought that was just talk, a conspiracy theory.”
“Un-uh,” Earl said. “It’s real and they got more power than the Mafia ever had.”
Rafe began walking while beckoning Merle and Earl to follow.
“Let’s go have a beer and you can tell me everything you know about Tanner. I think he and I may have something in common.”
***
Tim Jackson stood at the curb outside the MegaZenith building, as he tried to get up the nerve to enter.
He was going undercover as part of the cleaning crew. He would be one of over a dozen men and women assigned by the cleaning services company, Tri-State Janitorial Services, to clean and vacuum MegaZenith’s offices, which occupied the top five floors of the building.
Tim Jackson was using the name, Tim Dyer, after he hacked into the cleaning services computer and created two false identities. He had created two identities because he thought that Tanner would be joining him, but Tanner told him he was on his own.
Ferreting out information and breaking into others’ files was Tim’s forte, but Tanner assured him he would be busy using his own skills while Tim cracked open MegaZenith’s computers.
Tanner’s words made Tim shiver, because it meant that someone was going to die, likely many someones, but then again, if The Conglomerate was hunting for Tanner, it left them little time to search for him.
After taking a deep breath, Tim entered the lobby and walked towards the security desk. He kept telling himself that no one would recognize him and that the MegaZenith building was the last place The Conglomerate would search for him. Tanner had said that and he was right, at least, Tim hoped he was.
The guard at the reception desk paid him no attention as he entered, because the man was busy talking to a young woman with dark curly hair. Tim could only see the girl in profile, but it was enough to take his breath away.
Jesus, she’s so beautiful.... and familiar too, where do I know her from?
The woman kept telling the guard that she was a part of the cleaning crew and that she had been assigned to clean the penthouse offices.
The guard told her that he couldn’t let her up without a badge and swipe card, such as the type that Tim had forged for himself.
She’s up to something, but what? If she’s a corporate spy, she sucks at it.
Tim slipped back outside to wait for the woman to leave, while watching her through the glass walls of the lobby and as he watched her argue with the guard, he remembered where he’d seen her before.
That’s Frank Richards’ daughter. Mallory? Melissa? Something like that, but what is she up to?
Tim had researched Richards thoroughly, because it was his computer that he was going to hack into, and the more he knew about the man, the easier it would be to break his passwords.
He took out his phone and pulled up the PDF of the notes he’d jotted down.
One child, Madison Richards, age 22,
Afterwards, he Googled her picture and saw that he was correct,
Madison emerged from the building a few minutes later, looking angry and frustrated. 
Tim followed her, but then paused. If he didn’t get inside soon he’d be late for his first shift.
He stood unmoving for several seconds and then chased after her.
“Madison!”
Madison Richards turned at the sound of her name, but when she saw Tim, she gazed at him in confusion.
“Hi, do I know you?”
“What were you up to in there?”
“Do you work for my father? Are you following me?”
“No. I just—”
“Stay away from me!”
Tim called out to her as she hurried away.
“I can get you inside the building.”
Madison stopped walking and turned her head to look at him.
“How?”
Tim took out his phone and pointed it at her.
“Say cheese.”



CHAPTER 14 - Now you see it, now you don’t
Richie Sullivan dropped his phone for the second time and cursed in frustration.
His encounter with Tanner had left him without a thumb on his thickly bandaged right hand and he was just going to have to get used to doing things with his left hand, like picking up phones, which is what he did on his third attempt to answer it.
“Hello?”
“Richie, it’s Tommy, man, and I know where you can find that dude Tanner.”
Richie was home at his apartment in the East Village. He was sitting on his couch in a daze of painkillers and beer, but Tommy’s words roused him to full alertness.
“Where is he, Tommy? I’m going to slice off his fingers and make him eat them.”
“I’m over in Brooklyn, man, at that sports bar in Greenpoint. Tanner walked in there just as bold as you please, bought a pack of cigarettes, and then left, but I followed him and I know where he’s holed up.”
Richie held the phone to his ear as he struggled to put on his sneakers with his thumbless hand.
“Are you sure it’s him?”
“I’m ninety-nine percent sure, at least he looks like the guy in those mugshots Johnny showed us, from when Tanner did time in Mexico.”
“Okay, but a lot of dudes look like those mugshots.”
“I know, man, but this dude...”
“What?”
“When I looked at him, looked him in the eye... he gave me the creeps.”
“That’s him. I’ll be there as quick as I can with Eddie, but you call the rest of the guys and have them meet us there.”
“All right, but shouldn’t we call Johnny R?”
“Screw Johnny R, Tanner is mine, Johnny R can have what’s left when I’m done with him.”
***
Thirty-two minutes later, Richie Sullivan was looking at an abandoned apartment building in Brooklyn, which decades earlier housed scores of low-income families.
Richie studied the building as the five members of his crew gathered around him, and thought the place might as well be on the moon for all the signs of life it showed.
The building sat surrounded by vacant lots and the remains of burnt homes. A fire swept through the neighborhood several years back on a windy day and anything that wasn’t made of brick burned to ashes.
“Are you sure he’s in there? That place isn’t fit to be a crack house.”
“He’s in there; I followed him and—look! Did you see that light on the fifth floor? That’s Tanner.”
Richie held a shotgun in his left hand. He gripped it clumsily with his right and chambered a shell.
“Let’s go get that bastard.”
They entered the building with no difficulty because the front doors were missing. They tried to be quiet, but soon gave it up. The stairs, although made of concrete, were so covered in fallen plaster and other debris that every step crunched, and sounds echoed loudly in the tomb-like building.
There was no possibility that Tanner wouldn’t hear them coming, and so with Richie leading the way, they bounded up the stairs with shouts of war cries, scaring the rats, which could be seen scurrying about wherever you looked.
Richie wanted Tanner to run, with the knowledge that there was nowhere he could hide and Richie felt invincible by the superior numbers around him.
“There he is!” Tommy said, even as Richie spotted Tanner at the other end of the fifth floor hallway, a shadowy figure dressed in jeans and a hoodie. Just about every window was devoid of glass and the moonlight gave enough illumination to see by.
Tanner turned left, then right, seemingly a study in fear and confusion, and finally he rounded a corner and ran down another corridor.
Tanner was moving fast, but Richie and his crew ran faster, as their young legs propelled them through the decaying structure at high speed.
When Tanner passed through a doorway, they were only fifteen yards behind and shortening the divide with every second.
A door slammed to the right, the sound taking them down another corridor and they reached the end of it just in time to see Tanner pass through another doorway, as he attempted to double back towards where the chase began.
They were twenty feet away from Tanner when Richie sent a wild blast from his sawed-off shotgun, which blew holes in a door Tanner had just slammed shut.
The blast sent the door swinging open and as they passed through it, they caught sight of Tanner just before he made a hobbling right turn.
“He’s limping!” Richie cried out. “Did you see that? The bastard’s limping. He must have been hit by some of the buckshot.”
Had that been true, there would have also been blood, but Richie and his boys were so hyped up by the chase that the thought Tanner could be faking an injury or laying a trap never occurred to them.
They plowed on like hounds in a fox hunt, their myopic vision focused on their weakening prey, and as they turned the corner in a single mass they found themselves running out into empty space.
***
Tanner hung from the rope he had earlier secured to the side of the building and watched as Richie and his crew ran straight out into nothingness, their screams filling the night.
The screams ended when the sickening thuds began, but were followed by moans and a cry of agony. Tanner swung himself back inside and looked down at the pile of bodies, but couldn’t make out any details because of the dark.
He exited the building and approached the moaning pile of broken, bleeding flesh with caution, just in case one of them was still able to use a gun.
Only two of them were still alive, a short muscular kid with greasy hair, and Richie Sullivan.
The kid with the greasy hair had broken his neck, yet still looked about with wide fear-filled eyes. The punk made no moans of pain and Tanner suspected that he could feel nothing below his neck.
He rasped out, “No, no, please?” as Tanner placed the gun to his head, but a single bullet silenced him.
Richie had fared much better. His legs were broken, but he was straining with everything he had to squirm free from beneath the bodies of his men and reach his shotgun, which was lying just a foot shy of his grasp.
Tanner watched Richie, saw him exhaust himself, and then waited to hear his last words.
“A trick,” Richie said.
“What?”
“You... you only beat us because of a trick.”
Tanner placed the tip of his gun at the center of Richie’s forehead and saw the punk’s eyes cross as he looked up at the gun barrel.
“Now you see it.”
Tanner fired.
“Now you don’t.”



CHAPTER 15 - New Guy vs. Old Perv
This guy is a prick and a half, Tim Jackson thought, as the supervisor of the cleaning crew glared at him.
The man’s name was Carl Reese and when Tim showed up twenty minutes late for his new job, Reese spent the next thirty minutes giving him a hard time about it.
Carl Reese was at least fifty, but dressed like a man thirty years younger, in a pair of tight black jeans and a muscle shirt. He had the arms to go with the shirt, as his biceps bulged with every gesture he made, but his lined face betrayed his age, despite the hair dye and ponytail.
“You do the toilets tonight, New Guy, and I mean every damn toilet and God help you if they’re not sparkling when I check them.”
Reese turned his head to the left and smiled at Madison, who thanks to Tim was now going by the name of Drew Simmons. Drew Simmons was the fake ID that Tim had originally fashioned for Tanner and it was just good luck that the name was unisex. Tim simply placed Madison’s picture on the phony photo ID to make it work for her.
The three of them were standing together inside a storage room on the 57th floor that held cleaning supplies.
“You, New Girl, you’ll be hanging with me tonight, it will give you a chance to meet the rest of the crew and to learn your duties.”
Madison smiled.
“Whatever you say, Mr. Reese,”
“Call me Carl, honey, you and I are going to be good friends.”
Tim Jackson had to bite his tongue to keep from calling Reese names. Madison was hot, no doubt about it, and he didn’t blame Reese for flirting with her, even at his age, but the man was leering as if he wanted to devour her.
Tim looked at Madison, thinking that he’d see a look of disgust on her face, but no, she was smiling back at Carl Reese. 
Could she possibly like the old perv?
“Hey, um, Drew, why don’t we meet at break time and talk?”
Reese glared at him.
“She’ll be busy and who says you get a break?”
Tim ignored him. He and Madison hadn’t talked much because they were rushed after taking the time to phony up her ID badge. Tim still had no idea why the girl was going undercover in a building her father owned, and he had taken a chance on revealing his own deception to her.
Each one knew that the other was there for some secret, if not nefarious, purpose, but Tim doubted that Madison would be killed if her real identity were known. The same couldn’t be said for himself.
“We need to talk more, you know?”
Madison nodded just a bit.
“I’m sure we’ll run into each other sometime, just like we did in front of the building tonight.”
Tim smiled. She was telling him that she’d meet him in front of the building when their shift ended.
Reese placed an arm across Madison’s shoulders and guided her out of the storage room.
“Come on, Drew, New Guy there needs to get busy cleaning the toilets.”
Tim watched Madison disappear with Reese and said a prayer that she’d keep quiet, then he pushed a cartload of cleaning supplies out into the hall and headed for the nearest toilet.



CHAPTER 16 - It’s not nice to lie
Merle and Earl had told Rafe Green everything they knew about Tanner, as they drank beer and ate Buffalo wings in a bar near Central Park.
Rafe had made it clear that he had a grudge against both Joe Pullo and Johnny R for what was done to his brother, and Merle and Earl understood where he was coming from.
They weren’t big on revenge, but they could sympathize with a man seeking vengeance for a brother, since the two of them were as close as brothers could be.
After parting company with Rafe, they headed for their room, which was located in a motel that catered more to the hooker trade than actual overnight patrons. But, the place was cheap and a quick subway ride from Midtown.
They had just climbed the stairs and were three doors from their room when a man came up behind them. For the second time that night, they were looking down the barrel of a gun.
“We ain’t got no money,” Merle said.
The man chuckled.
“I can believe that, you look like a couple of losers.”
A car came around the corner of the building and stopped at the stairs, it was a black limo, and Johnny R’s driver, Mario, got out and opened the rear door.
The man with the gun tossed his head towards the car. He had the face of a weasel with little beady eyes to match.
“Get in the car, Johnny wants to see you.”
Merle was still staring at the gun. It was a big gun, a Desert Eagle.
“Who?”
“Johnny R, he wants to know what you know about Tanner.”
“But we don’t know—”
The man pointed the gun at Earl’s face and Merle stopped talking in mid-sentence.
“Maybe he only needs one of you,” the man said.
“Shit, don’t shoot or anything, we’ll go, no problem,” Merle said.
The man lowered the gun and grinned.
“A couple of pussies, go on, get in the limo.”
Merle and Earl did as they were told, and once again rued the day they met Tanner.
***
Sara watched from the rear of the parking lot as the brothers were taken away at gunpoint. The sight caused her to smile, because she was certain it meant that they had gained the attention of Johnny R.
She turned the ignition key and her car purred to life.
They would lead her to Johnny R and eventually Tanner would show, as he tried to kill the man. The Carter brothers had served their purpose. Sara wished them no harm, but cared little if harm came to them.
She cared little for anything other than finding Tanner and making him pay. She put her car in gear and followed, motivated by an obsession that would likely end with her death.
***
Johnny R stared down at the bodies of Richie Sullivan and his crew. He was looking at them from the open fifth story doorway that at one time led to a fire escape. The fire escape had rusted and fallen away after the building was condemned, and Johnny R had to admit that the drop made for a clever trap.
That is, if you were stupid.
The dumbasses, there must not have been a brain between them.
He stepped back and walked down the filthy stairs, scattering rats, until he was outside, where he stood just yards away from the corpses, and beside Joe Pullo.
Pullo asked his boss a question.
“How did you find them?”
“Eddie’s girl called and said he got a call from Richie about Tanner. Someone saw him buying smokes at a bar and followed him here.”
“It looks like Tanner found him. It was a trap from the word go. Hell, Tanner doesn’t even smoke.”
A limo parked at the curb, Mario the driver emerged and from the rear seats followed Merle and Earl. They were led over across the debris-filled lot and stood before Johnny R, shaking noticeably in their fear, while looking sick as they stared at the bodies.
Joe Pullo smiled at them.
“Hello boys, it’s good to see you again.”
Johnny R sighed.
“You two aren’t much to look at, but Joe tells me that you would know Tanner on sight, is that right?”
“Yes sir,” Merle said, as Earl nodded in agreement.
“Joe here knows Tanner, but he won’t be at my side most of the time and from what I hear, Tanner doesn’t stand out in a crowd.”
“Eyes,” Earl said.
Johnny R cocked his head.
“What was that?”
“Tanner’s got... different eyes, intense and kinda scary, but yeah, he looks normal other than that.”
“All right, you boys will hang with me at my club; you’ll be like an early warning system in case Tanner walks through the door.”
Merle pointed at the pile of bodies.
“Did Tanner do that?”
“Yeah,”
“Damn.”
“Yeah,”
A cry rang out from down the street.
“Get out of the car!”
Johnny R said, “Check that out,” to Joe Pullo, but Pullo was already on the move, gun in hand.
The man who had grabbed Merle and Earl at their motel was shouting, and his words were directed at Sara. He had snuck up on her as she watched the gathering through binoculars, and he was aiming his gun directly at her head.
“I said get out of the damn car.”
Joe Pullo aimed at her from the other side and from his vantage point, he could see the gun resting atop the dash, beside her phone.
“Touch that gun, lady, and I’ll kill you.”
Sara cursed, knowing she could never shoot both of them or drive away before she’d be shot.
The other man pulled on the door.
“Unlock it, bitch!”
Tense seconds passed and then a clicking sound came. The man ripped the door open and yanked Sara onto the pavement.
“Easy, Vince,” Pullo said, as he grabbed her purse off the passenger seat. “Bring her over to Johnny and we’ll see what’s what.”
Merle and Earl exchanged nervous glances when they spotted Sara, but she wasn’t looking at them, she was looking at Johnny R, who stared back at her with an admiring gaze.
“She’s a looker, hmm boys? But unless Tanner had a sex change it isn’t him, so who are you, lady?”
The man that had caught her, the weasel-faced one named Vince, read the name off the driver’s license he found in her purse.
“Sara Blake and she was carrying too, Johnny, a Glock.”
“I’m a reporter,” Sara said. “I work for Street View.”
Johnny R wagged a finger in front of her.
“It’s not nice to lie. I don’t know what you are, but you’re no reporter. You took in that pile of bodies like it was just another day at the office. Are you a cop? Maybe a Fed?”
Sara said nothing and Johnny R sighed.
“We’ll take her to the club and see if anybody comes looking for her, and in the meantime, we’ll give her time to think things over.”
They went back to their vehicles and drove off; unaware that they had been watched the entire time they were there.
***
Tanner stepped out from behind the burnt carcass of an old Chevy van that sat atop cinder blocks.
He had recognized Sara and had no doubt that her presence there meant that she was still hunting him.
Merle and Earl’s appearance surprised him, and he wondered what the brothers were up to.
Joe Pullo had been no surprise. Pullo had worked for the Giacconi Crime Family practically since birth and he would do so until the day he died.
He thought about Johnny R and wished that he had brought a sniper rifle along, but maybe that was for the best, with any luck, Johnny R would kill Sara Blake and save him the trouble. If so, he’d better do it soon, because Tanner planned to kill him, but first, first he would deal with Joe Pullo.
Tanner walked past the bodies of Richie Sullivan and his crew and slipped away like a shadow at dawn.



CHAPTER 17 - A hell of a way to start the day
Rafe Green sent a friendly wave towards the desk clerk at his hotel, before heading out into the last of the night, to run and clear his head.
After stretching, Rafe took off at a steady pace down West 53rd, Street. It was still dark, but dawn was lighting the eastern horizon with just the touch of a glow.
It would be a warm day, but there was a pleasant breeze and the humidity was low.
As he ran, Rafe thought about the previous day.
He had gathered good Intel from talking with Merle and Earl Carter and he was almost certain that Joe Pullo and his crew were the men who had hurt his brother.
When he returned to Johnny R’s strip club, he saw that Pullo had left, and he decided that he would return the next day and stake the place out, then, follow Pullo until he led him to the rest of his crew.
And after that?
He didn’t know.
What he would like to do is kill the men for damn near killing his brother, who at last report was still in a coma.
However, Pullo was connected to The Conglomerate, an organization that Rafe had assumed was an urban legend. But the Carter brothers said that Frank Richards was a member of The Conglomerate, Frank Richards, who was a key executive and large stockholder of MegaZenith, the corporation that owned the lumber mill his brother worked for, Reynolds Lumber.
And then there was Tanner, reportedly a hit man who had done work for The Conglomerate, but was now at war with them.
Tanner would be an excellent ally to have, but he might make a better patsy. If Rafe killed Pullo and his men, their deaths would be attributed to Tanner and no repercussions would befall Rafe and his family.
He could get vengeance for what was done to his brother and head back home without having to look over his shoulder.
Rafe was so lost in thought that he hadn’t noticed the two figures moving in until they were almost upon him.
Pullo? His mind said, but no, he could see that the men were just a couple of young punks.
The man in front of him was black, while the one behind was white. Both men were around twenty, scruffy-looking, and carrying cheap guns.
The black man held his weapon at his side, pressed against his thigh, his finger just outside the trigger guard.
Dawn was still minutes away, but this was New York City and even at an early hour, there were hordes of traffic passing by, as well as the occasional pedestrian or bike rider, and pointing a gun at someone could draw the attention of an off-duty cop.
The white man at the rear had kept his gun tucked in his waistband, but it was he and not the other man who said why they were there.
“Give us your wallet and phone, bitch.”
The words had just left the man’s mouth when Rafe shot his hands out, gripped the front of the black man’s shirt, and pivoting, tossed the man into his partner.
The two fell to the pavement in a tangle of arms and legs and before they could recover, Rafe brought a foot down on the black man’s wrist, causing him to scream and release the gun.
Meanwhile, the white man was struggling to free the gun from his waistband, but his partner had landed on top of him and trapped his arm.
When he saw that Rafe had picked up his partner’s weapon, he panicked and caused his own gun to discharge while still in his waistband.
“Oh God nooooo....” the man cried and a red puddle formed beneath him.
His partner leapt up, his pants and shirt wet with the white man’s blood and after making an incoherent noise in his throat, he darted into the passing traffic, causing a cab to swerve wildly. Five seconds later, he was gone from sight as he ran down a side street.
Rafe looked back at the man on the ground and saw blank eyes staring up at him. The man was dead just that quick.
Dying is a hell of a way to start your day, Rafe thought.
He took a step back to avoid the spreading puddle of blood, wiped his prints off the gun he had taken from the black man and dropped it atop the white man’s body.
He then ran towards the glow in the east and thanked God for another day.



CHAPTER 18 - Tasty
Tim Jackson smiled at Madison as she came out of the MegaZenith building, while behind him, the sun rose above the East River.
Madison returned his smile with one of her own, but Tim thought that it looked forced.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, but that Carl Reese gives me the creeps,”
“He didn’t try anything, did he?”
“He... touched me... one of my breasts, and after that I made sure that I was never alone with him.”
Tim’s face darkened as his hands balled into fists.
“Wait here, I’ll be right back.”
Madison grabbed him by the wrist and stopped him, then, she gave Tim a bright smile.
“Reese doesn’t matter, but it’s very manly of you to want to protect me, especially when he’s twice your size.”
Tim thought about that, calmed down, and grinned back at her.
“He probably would have broken me in half, huh?”
Madison pulled him along.
“I’m hungry, let’s go have breakfast.”
Tim stopped short, causing Madison to stumble. Once she caught her balance, she stared back at him.
“What’s wrong?”
“I... there are people after me and if they caught me when we were together they might hurt you too.”
Madison moved closer and looked into his eyes.
“Does this have something to do with my father?”
“Yeah, it does.”
She took him by the hand.
“Let’s go talk. I have a feeling we can help each other and you’ve already helped me.”
“All right, but I have a partner in this, a man named Tanner.”
“Where is he, in hiding?”
Tim laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“It’s just the thought of Tanner cowering somewhere.”
“So you’re saying he’s brave?”
“I don’t think Tanner feels fear, but then I’m not sure he feels anything.” 
***
In the Chelsea section of Manhattan, Joe Pullo walked towards his townhouse after parking his Hummer in the lot on the corner.
He’d been awake all night and it was catching up to him. Johnny R told him to get a few hours of sleep, but he had to be back at the club by noon.
By the time he realized that Tanner was sitting on his front steps, he was only ten paces from them. Tanner’s hands were empty and so Joe stifled the reflex to reach for his weapon.
“I take it you want to talk; otherwise we’d be trading bullets.”
Tanner gestured at two cups of coffee sitting in a Styrofoam holder.
“Black with two sugars, just the way you like it.”
Pullo climbed the steps and sat beside Tanner. As Tanner picked up one of the cups, Pullo grabbed the other one, took a sip and sighed with pleasure.
“That’s good. You got it from the diner on the corner, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, and the waitress remembered me too.”
“So what’s up? I doubt you came here to surrender.”
Tanner turned his head and stared at him.
“I don’t want to kill you, Joe.”
Pullo stared back for a moment, but then broke eye contact to take another sip of coffee.
“I don’t want to kill you either, Tanner, but things are what they are.”
Tanner nodded.
“That’s what I thought you’d say.”
They sat drinking their coffee as the neighborhood stirred to life. When a blonde jogged past them with minuscule running shorts and bouncing breasts, they both followed her with their eyes.
“Tasty,” Tanner said.
Joe pointed across the street.
“That one lives over there, second floor, and she likes to walk around nude with the blinds up.”
“Lucky you,”
“Yeah, I check her out now and then. I must have seen over a thousand girls dance at the club over the years, but I still take a peek at that one sometimes.”
“It’s human nature,” Tanner said. “Just like the will to survive. Take a vacation, Joe, or I’ll have to give you a permanent one.”
Pullo tossed the remainder of his coffee into the gutter and stood, to glare down at Tanner.
“What the hell is wrong with you? You could have made a fortune with The Conglomerate, but instead you’re going to war with them. Kill me, kill Johnny and Frank Richards too, and you know what? They’ll just keep coming, they’re national, Tanner, hell, they’re international and they’ll just keep coming until you’re dead.”
Tanner stared up at Pullo, whose face was red with anger, but there was concern in those eyes too.
“They wanted to own me, Joe, and no one owns me but me.”
Pullo let out a huff and went to his front door.
“Leave the city, Tanner. I don’t want to kill you either, but I will, goddamn it I will.”
Pullo went inside and Tanner sat there for a few moments, just sipping on coffee. When he was done, he sat the cup down and walked away, passing the blonde as she made her return trip. She smiled at him and he smiled back, but there was no warmth in his smile, no warmth in his heart, for he would soon have to kill a friend.



CHAPTER 19 - Italian tube steak
At the Cabaret Strip Club, Merle and Earl yawned at the same time.
After Johnny R left them there with Vince, along with orders to keep an eye on Sara, Vince took it upon himself to lock Sara into a broom closet with her hands cuffed behind her, and duct tape over her mouth.
Vince said that he wanted to, “Soften her up,”
Afterwards, Vince stared at the broom closet as he sat at the bar sipping whiskey, while thinking of Sara. When he hopped off his stool, he spoke to Merle and Earl.
“Hey, you two have any money on you?”
“I got twenty bucks hidden in my shoe,” Merle admitted.
“That’s enough, there’s a coffee shop two blocks away, towards the tunnel, why don’t you go there and bring back breakfast, I’ll take ham and eggs.”
Earl stood and stretched.
“We’ll bring something back for the lady too.”
Vince sent them a wink.
“I’ll feed her while you’re gone. She’s going to get a nice helping of Italian tube steak, if you know what I mean.”
The boys did know what he meant and they exchanged sick glances as they thought about Vince raping Sara.
“And listen you two, don’t get any ideas about running off, because then Johnny will just whack you.”
“We won’t run,” Merle said, and as they headed for the door, Vince headed for the broom closet.
Earl opened his mouth to say something, but Merle shook his head, telling his brother to keep quiet, and then the brothers exited the club, leaving Sara alone with Vince.
***
Sara’s right wrist was bleeding from her attempt to slip her hand free of the cuffs, and she was furious at herself for having been caught.
The broom closet was narrow and the only thing she had to sit on was a plastic bucket. She was tired, hungry, frustrated, angry, and had to pee on top of it.
She was also scared, and not just for her life, because she had seen the lascivious way that Vince had stared at her.
When the closet door flew open, Sara blinked at the sudden light, but when she saw who had opened it, her heart rate escalated.
Vince looked her over, leering, then, he gripped her by the neck and yanked her out, causing Sara to lose her balance and fall atop the tile floor of the club’s kitchen.
She kicked at him, but he stepped aside with ease and the effort hurt, because she was lying back atop her bound wrists.
She saw the first punch coming but couldn’t avoid it, and Vince caught her on the chin. The second one landed at her left temple and dazed her so much that she nearly passed out.
As she recovered, she realized that he had taken off her shoes and was pulling her jeans down. The tile floor was cold against her skin, helping to revive her, but then the knife was pressed against her throat and she knew that she could either let him have his way, or die.
***
Vince saw Sara accept the reality and laughed at her, even as his free hand tore off the buttons on her blouse. But when he moved his hand down and slid it beneath the elastic of her underwear, anger overcame good sense and Sara bucked her hips, sending Vince off balance, and causing him to slam his head against the leg of an oak table.
The knife slipped as he fell, missing her neck, but not her shoulder, and blood flowed from a cut there.
Vince bellowed in fury.
“You bitch!”
Vince was back on her in an instant and he used his knife to slice her bra open, exposing her breasts.
***
Sara fought. The hell with letting him have his way, if the bastard was going to take her he was going to have to take her.
She was not going to give in. She raised her head and bashed Vince’s weasel-like nose with her skull, then smiled as Vince grunted, and blood flowed down his face. His eyes became unfocused as well, but he raised the knife high, its blade gleaming amid the fluorescent lights and chrome counters.
Sara bucked again, but it was no use, and when the knife reached its zenith, she knew that death was just an instant away.



CHAPTER 20 - Do you find me repulsive?
Tim Jackson was falling in love and he knew it.
He told Madison all about himself, about being the only child of a single mother who died when he was a senior in high school, about being a hacker, and about the price on his head.
When she told him about her suspicion that her father had arranged her mother’s, “accident,” he felt sick inside, while wondering if Tanner had killed the woman.
But Tanner had said he didn’t take those kinds of jobs and Tim believed him, he also believed that Tanner did plan to kill Madison’s father.
“How much did you steal from Daddy’s company?” Madison asked.
“About a million, but I did it a little at a time over a long period. I transferred it to an offshore account and a few weeks later I learned that someone was looking for me, well, for my hacker alias, Rom Warrior.”
“But now they know your real name, right? Tim Dyer.”
“That’s an alias too, I’m Tim Jackson.”
Madison smiled.
“Hello, Tim Jackson, and aren’t our lives just a mess?”
Tim reached across and took her hand.
“Not all of it.”
Madison blushed, but she also removed her hand from his.
“Sorry,” Tim said. “I should have known you were already hooked up with someone, or is it that you find me repulsive?”
She giggled.
“You’re cute and you know it, and, my boyfriend and I broke up last month when he moved to California.”
“So... do I have a chance?”
“Let’s solve our problems first, I mean you say that people tried to kill you and what about this guy Tanner, I know you say he saved you, but he sounds dangerous too.”
“Oh, he’s dangerous, but he’s helping me and I think he’ll help you too, but why did you want to get into your father’s office? What were you hoping to find?”
“I don’t know, maybe something to tie him to my mother’s death. He had her killed, Tim. My dad had my mom murdered.”
Tim took her hand again and Madison let him.
“Did you find anything?”
“No. Reese wouldn’t let me go in there with him. I think he’s the only one who has the code for the alarm pad.”
“I can bypass that.”
“There’s a lock too. I saw Reese remove a key from his wallet.”
Tim grimaced.
“A key? Well, I’ll find a way around it, and once I’m in your father’s computer, I’ll look for evidence that he killed your mother too.”
“Why do you need to get in his office? Can’t you hack into it remotely?”
“MegaZenith’s firewalls are better than the Pentagon’s, but everything I need is right there in your father’s office.”
“If that’s the case, then how did you steal the money?”
“I accessed one of their subsidiary’s systems. At the time, I didn’t even know they were connected to MegaZenith, but um, I have to tell you something... Tanner, he plans to kill your father if they keep coming after him.”
Madison looked down at the tabletop. When she raised her head again, tears leaked from her eyes.
“He killed my mom. I don’t care what happens to him.”
Tim heard her say the words, but he wasn’t sure he believed her.
***
Outside the restaurant, Carl Reese peered through the corner of a window and watched the young couple. He had met Madison, or Drew, as he knew her, just hours earlier, but he already wanted her more than he’d wanted any woman in years.
He knew that he had no chance with her and that she only returned his smiles because he was her boss, but there were more ways than one to get a woman in bed, and he was not above using any of them.
Carl Reese walked away before he could be spotted, as a plan for conquest formed in his mind.



CHAPTER 21 - Blood, boobs and blushing
The knife clattered to the kitchen tiles an instant before Vince collapsed and slid onto the floor, and when Sara looked up, she saw Merle holding a fire extinguisher.
Beside him, Earl raised a fist in triumph.
“You got him a good one, Merle.”
Merle grinned, but the smile faded as he saw the bloody wound on Sara’s shoulder, but then his eyes drifted to her exposed breasts and he blushed as he tore the tape from her mouth.
“You okay, lady?”
“I’ll be fine, thanks to you and your brother, but please find the handcuff key before someone else comes in here.”
Earl checked Vince’s pockets and found it and like his brother, he blushed at the sight of Sara’s breasts.
It was one thing to ogle topless dancers on a stage who were there of their own free will, quite another to glimpse the breasts of a woman who’d been bound and nearly violated.
By the time Earl had her free of the cuffs, Merle had found a chef’s jacket for Sara to put on. It was much too large for her, but it restored her modesty.
She looked at Merle and Earl with a pained expression.
“They’ll kill you for helping me.”
Merle pointed down at Vince.
“He sent us out for food and that’s just what we’re gonna do, go get food, then, we’ll come back here and act like we found him.”
“That could work, he did look dizzy after I head-butted him, but there’s that wound on the rear of his head.”
Sara looked around, found a stainless steel rolling pin and brought it over. Afterwards, she rubbed it against the bloody laceration on the back of Vince’s skull and dropped it beside him.
“There, they’ll think I hit him with that, but you two will still be taking a chance.”
Merle shrugged.
“We couldn’t let him hurt you, not like that, that shit ain’t right.”
Sara headed for the door.
“Call me later at that number I gave you. I want to know that you two are safe.”
She found her purse sitting atop the bar, and was glad to find that her wallet and keys were in it, but her gun and phone were missing.
She turned and looked at the brothers.
“Do you know what happened to my car?”
“Yeah, they had me drive it here,” Earl said, as he pointed towards the alley side of the building. “It’s just on the other side of that wooden fence, in the parking lot of that strip mall. I stuck your gun and phone under the seat.”
“Good, thank you.”
She had opened the door when Merle called to her.
“Hey lady,”
“Call me Sara,”
“All right, Sara, we’ve been doing like you said and the word is that Tanner plans to kill Johnny R and a man named Frank Richards. Richards is a big shot in The Conglomerate.”
“The Chief Executive Officer of MegaZenith? That Frank Richards?”
“Don’t know, but that’s the name we heard.”
“Good, you did well, and guys... thank you, really,”
The brothers answered in stereo.
“You’re welcome.”
Sara left, and Merle and Earl soon followed, as Vince lay drooling atop the kitchen floor.
***
When Tim returned to his hotel room, he found Tanner waiting for him.
“You’re late. Was there a problem?”
“Ah, well, not exactly, but I had to bring in a new partner.”
Tanner stood, brought out a gun and aimed it at Tim’s midsection.
“Explain that and it better be good.”
Tim told Tanner about Madison, while talking quickly, his voice pitched high, and by the time he had finished, his face was damp with sweat.
“She can help us, Tanner.”
“She’s Richards’ daughter, maybe she’s setting us up.”
“That’s not likely at all, is it?”
“I want to meet her,” Tanner said and put the gun away.
“Just say when and where.”
“Tonight, before you go to work, and about that, were you able to get into Richards’ office?”
“No, hell, the asshole supervisor, a dude named Reese, he had me scrubbing toilets all night.”
“Is there a chance that the girl could distract him?”
Tim let out a hoarse laugh.
“Reese has the hots for her, so yeah, she could distract him, but I mean, he might want her to do something.”
“Do something?”
“Yeah, like something sexual, and I don’t think she’d go that far, at least I hope not.”
“It sounds like Reese isn’t the only one that wants her.”
“I’ll get into his office, but it may take more than one or two nights to do it.”
Tanner headed for the door.
“Time is not something we have a lot of, but I’ll keep them busy.”
“Okay, but where do you want to meet tonight?”
“I’ll call later and let you know, and don’t let this girl distract you.”
“I won’t. You can count on me, Tanner, really.”
Tanner left without another word and Tim collapsed on the bed.
***
As Madison approached her apartment, Al Trent emerged from a red Mercedes sports car and sent her a smile.
“Al? Why are you here? Did Daddy send you?”
Trent walked up to Madison and took her by the arms.
“Your father doesn’t know I’m here, and I came to see you of course.”
Madison brushed his hands off and sighed.
“We’ve talked about this and you know that I don’t feel that way about you.”
“You could, in time.”
“No, and I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but no, and besides, I’ve met someone.”
“Is that why you’re coming home at this hour?”
“That’s none of your business, but maybe you can help me. What do you know about my mother’s death?”
Trent spoke wordlessly for a moment, before taking off his glasses and wiping them with his tie.
“Your mother died in an accident.”
Madison squinted in suspicion at Trent.
“You know something, don’t you?”
“Yes, I do know something. I know that you need to mend fences with your father, this apartment here, the lease runs out in four months and your car will be repossessed before that. Your father has cut you off Madison, how do you expect to live?”
“I have the money grandmother left me in her will and I can get a job as well. I don’t need Daddy, Al. I need the truth; I want to know what happened to my mother.”
“She got drunk and ran her car into that gnarled tree. That’s what happened.”
“What?”
“I think you heard me.”
“No, you said the tree was gnarled, and it is, I’ve seen it. I leave flowers there sometimes. But why would you go there? Have you seen photos, visited the site?”
Trent wiped his glasses again, but this time he was also sweating.
“It’s just a phrase, gnarled tree, just a phrase, nothing more. Goodbye Madison.”
He rushed to his car and started the engine.
Madison shouted at him through the closed passenger window.
“You know something, don’t you? Tell me, Al!”
The car sped off and Madison had more questions than ever about her mother’s death.



CHAPTER 22 - Comfy, but smelly
Before Merle and Earl could return from the coffee shop and pretend to find Vince, he was discovered by two members of the club’s kitchen staff.
Joe Pullo was roused from bed after barely getting any sleep, and he questioned a revived Vince, as they waited for an ambulance to arrive.
“Where’s the woman, Vince?”
Vince opened his mouth to lie, but when he met Pullo’s gaze, he knew that it would only make things worse.
“I tried to get friendly with her.”
“Don’t tell me.”
Vince shrugged.
“You saw her, the bitch was hot as shit. I thought I’d help myself to her while she was handcuffed. Johnny didn’t say not to.”
“He didn’t say not to because he’s not scumbag enough to think of it. She was cuffed? So how did she get away? Did you pass out when you got that lump on the side of the head there, or maybe she hit you with something?”
“Shit, Joe, I don’t know, but I’ll find her again, tell Johnny I’ll find her.”
“No. You leave her alone and you’d better hope that she doesn’t go to the cops about this.”
The ambulance came and Vince was loaded aboard.
Knowing that he’d never get back to sleep and feeling hungry, Pullo ate Vince’s ham and eggs, as he sat at the bar with Merle and Earl.
“Listen up you two, Johnny usually gets in here around four, from that point on, I want you two to sit here at the bar and keep an eye on the door. If Tanner shows, raise the alarm.”
“Yes sir,” Merle said.
“Remember, watch the door, not the dancers, and stay sober too.”
“We getting paid?” Earl said.
Pullo laughed, put down his fork, and peeled off several bills from the roll in his pocket.
“That should hold you for now, and if you want to catch some sleep before we open for the lunch crowd, there are couches in the VIP lounge where they give the lap dances, but I warn you, they smell like jism.”
“Thanks Mr. Pullo, and don’t worry, if we see Tanner we’ll holler all right.”
“Good men.”
“That woman that got away, what’s gonna happen to her?”
Before Pullo could answer Merle’s question, his phone rang.
As Pullo listened to his caller, a strange look came over him. When the call ended, he turned to Merle and Earl.
“You boys might get the night off after all.”
“Why’s that?”
“A cabbie thinks he spotted Tanner and followed him to where he’s staying.”
“Are you gonna kill him?” Earl said.
Pullo stood up in a rush and knocked his stool over.
“Yes I’m going to kill him, goddamnit, isn’t that what they pay me to do?”
And after saying that, Pullo rushed out, leaving the brothers to wonder just what it was that had made him so angry.



CHAPTER 23 - The enemy of my enemy
As Pullo left the club, Rafe Green followed him.
He was convinced that Pullo was one of the men who had hurt his brother, and had been ever since he talked to Merle and Earl.
But when Pullo arrived at the club in a black Hummer matching the license plate number that Robin Murphy had written down, it cinched things for him. When he got the chance, Rafe planned to interrogate Pullo and discover who the other men in his crew were.
Joe Pullo stayed on foot after leaving the club and Rafe assumed he was headed for the subway entrance three blocks away, but when Pullo stopped in front of a coffee shop, Rafe ducked into the doorway of a boutique that had yet to open.
Pullo was only feet away and pacing in a short back and forth motion. He was so close that Rafe could hear him breathe, but unless Pullo walked in front of the boutique, neither man could see the other, because the glass enclosures that bordered the doorway were filled with displays of handbags and shoes.
At one point, Pullo muttered the word, “Stupid,” and Rafe realized that the man was agitated by something.
“Joe!”
The shout came from a burly man who was crossing the street against the traffic while still tucking his shirt in his pants.
Rafe pressed himself far back into the recesses of the doorway, but the man was so busy navigating the traffic that he never spotted him.
When the man joined Pullo, he spoke in an excited tone.
“Is it Tanner? Do we really know where he is?”
“It’s Tanner all right and he’s in an apartment building on East 6th. Street.”
“Is he still worth fifty K?”
Pullo answered with a grunt and Rafe thought it was further evidence that the man was upset.
The second man spoke again.
“Here’s Carmine and the boys now.”
An instant later, a vehicle came to a hard stop at the curb and Rafe heard two doors open and close as the men climbed in. When the vehicle drove off, he saw that it was a blue Cadillac Escalade.
Rafe guessed that the SUV was likely stolen and would be used for the sole purpose of taking them to and from a hit. They were going after Tanner, a man that the Carter brothers had told Rafe was a paid assassin. They also told Rafe that Tanner was at war with The Conglomerate, and that meant that Tanner was going after the very people who had hurt his brother.
The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Rafe thought.
He left the cover of the doorway and hailed down a passing taxi.



CHAPTER 24 - More men than the Black Death
Rafe had the taxi driver move along East 6th Street until he spotted the blue Escalade, and then he had the cab drop him off a block past it. After that, he walked back to a deli, placed an order and sat by the window, drinking coffee.
Joe Pullo and his men were parked near the corner of 6th Street and Avenue B and Rafe could tell that they were staring at the apartment house on the opposite side of the street.
The apartment house was four stories tall, with a Hungarian restaurant on the ground floor, which was closed until two, and a small parking lot on its 6th Street side. There was a fire escape with its ladder raised and the windows all had bars on them.
If Tanner made it to the roof, he could run along for only half a block before reaching the outer wall of a ten-story building that towered above its neighbors.
And other than the roof, there were only two exits. One sat to the left of the entrance to the restaurant, while the other was on the parking lot side near a row of hedges.
Both of these were in plain sight of the Caddy and Rafe wondered why Tanner had chosen such a hiding place, one where he could easily be trapped.
***
Across the street, Joe Pullo was wondering the same thing.
He knew Tanner as well as anyone, and if there was one thing the man wasn’t, it was stupid.
The hood driving the stolen Cadillac was named Carmine and he tapped his fingers atop the steering wheel as impatience showed on his face. Carmine was the youngest member of the crew, and a gambler.
He was in the hole for five grand with his bookie, and once they bagged Tanner and claimed the reward, all his financial worries would disappear.
“What are we waiting for, Joe?”
“Are you sure he’s in the front apartment on the fourth floor?”
“Yeah, I sent my girl, Angie, in there to snoop around and the old lady on the second floor about talked her ear off. There are two apartments up there on the fourth and the chick that lives in the front one is on vacation, while the rear one is empty because the last tenant had a fire.”
“Where’s Angie now?”
As if in answer to Pullo’s question, Carmine’s phone rang. It was Angie calling from around the corner. She confirmed that Tanner was still in the building and Carmine told her to leave and wait for him at home.
“No one’s left the building by either exit?” Pullo asked Carmine.
“No. So Tanner must still be in there.”
“Angie didn’t go up there though, did she?”
“Hell no, but the old woman said that there was a man staying up there who said he was vacation chick’s brother, and from her description, it sounds like Tanner.”
“She believed he was her brother, just like that?”
“Angie says the old woman bought the story because Tanner showed up with a family photo. The old lady said it was framed and showed the two of them as kids, real sentimental stuff.”
“That part sounds like Tanner. By pretending to be the girl’s brother he avoids renting a room, that’s why he’s been so hard to find, still, he’s just about trapped up there and that doesn’t sound like Tanner.”
Carmine shrugged.
“He screwed up.”
“Or it’s a trap.”
“What trap? There are five of us. He’ll never make it to the roof or the stairs and there are only a few rooms to hide in.”
Pullo stifled a yawn. He had been up most of the night and then it occurred to him that Tanner had also been awake.
He couldn’t have gotten much sleep, if any, between the time he killed Richie Sullivan’s crew and his appearance on Pullo’s doorstep.
Tanner could even be asleep right now.
“Carmine,”
“Yeah, Joe?”
“You’re with me and Frankie, while Davey takes the side exit and Christopher covers the front, but we’re going in silent, dead silent; I think there’s a chance that Tanner might be asleep.”
Carmine patted his gun.
“If he’s not asleep, he soon will be.”
“Don’t get cocky; Tanner’s killed more men than the Black Death.”
“Bullshit, he’s just a guy.”
Pullo sighed.
“Yeah, just another guy to kill, that’s the way to look at it.”
When Pullo didn’t move, Carmine opened his door.
“We’re doing this, right?”
“Yeah, but we’re not walking over. Drive into that parking lot and back in on an angle. That way, the Caddy blocks the street view of that side door.”
“You got it,” Carmine said, and within seconds, they were at the building.
One man was left to guard the side door while Pullo and the others walked towards the front of the building.
And on Pullo’s face was a resigned expression. The look of a man doing a job he hated.



CHAPTER 25 - A man well versed in killing
Tanner was in a deep and dreamless sleep as Pullo and his men left the Caddy.
He had returned to the apartment on 6th Street after talking to Tim Jackson and settled in for a few hours rest.
Beside him, in easy reach, was an Atchisson assault shotgun, otherwise known as an AA-12. Tanner had a 32-shell drum magazine attached to it, while lying beside it was a bulletproof vest and a holstered gun.
He slept fully dressed and, once awakened, he could be on the move within seconds.
He had been staying in the apartment for two days but planned to move into another vacant apartment he had scouted out the day before.
He thought he was safe where he was for at least a few more hours, but he would discover that he was wrong.
***
From his position inside a nearby deli, Rafe watched as Pullo and his men drove across the street towards Tanner’s hideout.
The Glock on Rafe’s hip held fifteen rounds and, for a moment, he wondered if he could sneak up and cut Pullo and his crew down like dogs as they got out of their vehicle.
He immediately discarded the idea. For one thing, it was cowardly, and for another, it was likely to get him killed. He might kill three of them, possibly even four, but at least one of them would return fire before their wounds killed them.
Speaking of cowardly, it did not escape his notice that five men were sent to kill one, but then, what would he expect from a group of men who nearly beat his brother to death with baseball bats.
He had to help Tanner. Had to warn his only potential ally that Pullo and his men were coming, and he had to do it in such a way that it would still leave him anonymous and off Pullo’s radar.
Rafe left the deli just as Joe Pullo made it to the third floor, and headed towards the man guarding the side exit.
***
Joe Pullo held his breath as they neared the fourth floor apartment where Tanner lay sleeping.
He looked over at the two men with him, Carmine and Frankie. Frankie looked intense, but calm, but Carmine looked nervous, and the cockiness had left him.
Pullo whispered. “Carmine,”
“Yeah?”
“I’ve got point; you follow Frankie in and don’t fire until I say so.”
“Right Joe, and don’t worry, I’m cool.”
Pullo sent him a wink.
“Good man, now no talking from here on.”
They moved on, slowly climbing each stair, while being careful to step to the left or the right of each tread, because the worn middle might creak, and a creaking step might warn the man they were after, a man well versed in killing.
What should have taken just seconds, took over a minute, but at the end of that careful, cautious climb, the three men were just feet from the apartment of Ms. Claire Harper, a young woman vacationing in Mexico.
Ms. Harper would return in three days’ time to find her apartment not only a crime scene, but also a place of bloody slaughter.
Pullo eased closer while glancing at the door to 4B. There was yellow caution tape zigzagging across it along with red tape from the fire department that warned of, FIRE DAMAGE - DO NOT ENTER.
Pullo wrinkled his nose at the faint odor of smoke in the hall, and focused once again on the door of 4A.
After taking a deep breath, Pullo raised a booted foot and readied himself to kill a friend.



CHAPTER 26 - Everybody likes a fat pickle
Davey Corelli cursed when he saw the black delivery guy headed towards him carrying a box of food from the deli. Davey was thirty, had dark-red hair, and was husky.
Damn it! This guy’s got crappy timing.
Corelli was holding a Beretta and he slid it behind his back, to keep it from view.
“Yo, my man, this entrance is closed.”
The black man smiled and Davey noticed that the guy was big and looked to be in shape.
He must not eat the deli food too often; the dude is really cut.
“Closed? But I always come in this way.”
“Yeah well, things change, but if you leave the food I’ll make sure it gets delivered.”
“It’s for the guy in 2B.”
“Yeah yeah, he’s my cousin, now just leave the food.”
“That’s fine by me, but it needs to be paid for, thirty dollars.”
Davey frowned, but the aroma wafting up from the food was making him drool and he remembered that he hadn’t eaten breakfast.
“What’s that I smell, corned beef?”
“Hell yeah, with mustard on rye.”
“Any pickles?”
“Yeah, two big fat ones and cannoli for dessert, the kind with the chocolate chips.”
Davey’s stomach overrode his brain, and he slipped the gun in the waistband behind his back and took out his wallet. He opened it, lowered his eyes to look inside and that’s when the world went dark.
***
Rafe Green was smashing his gun into Davey Corelli’s forehead at the same moment Pullo and his men were reaching the fourth floor.
After Davey crumbled to the ground, Rafe gazed about to see if anyone had witnessed the assault.
Out on Avenue B, the cars and people moved along, oblivious, and no one on 6th Street had seen them because the Caddy blocked the view.
Rafe dropped the box of food into a nearby dumpster, before walking back over to stare down at Davey Corelli, who had seen his face.
I have to kill him.
It was a cowardly act, killing an unconscious man, and he pushed it aside and moved into the hallway to warn Tanner.
And as Joe Pullo raised his foot to kick in the door of Apartment 4A, Rafe Green fired a shot off in the rear hallway.
***
The reverberating blast echoed throughout the building and Tanner awoke from his slumber with a start, just as Pullo kicked in the apartment door.
Tanner gripped the shotgun, but before he could even lift it from the floor, Carmine fired three shots, and death came to the apartment of the vacationing Claire Harper.



CHAPTER 27 - You’re never too old for toys
Sara was watching the news when the story came on about the pile of bodies she’d seen in Brooklyn the night before.
There was speculation that the multiple homicide was the result of a gang war, and Sara chuckled without humor.
Yeah, a gang of one, and his name is Tanner.
Her paper, Street View, covered the story and put forth the accusation that the killings were the work of one man who was warring against the mob. She refrained from mentioning The Conglomerate before she could gather more proof and hoped that the story would put pressure on Tanner.
She shut off the television and leaned back in her chair. She was in her apartment on the Upper East Side, recuperating from her struggle with Vince, the would-be rapist.
The cut on her shoulder was long, but not deep and after she treated it against infection, she bandaged it and stopped the bleeding.
The left side of her mouth still hurt from being punched, despite the painkillers she’d taken, and for some reason, she walked with a slight limp.
Vince had banged her up pretty good, and would have raped her if the Carter brothers hadn’t interfered.
She had thought they were nothing more than a couple of lowlifes, but they had risked themselves to save her, and Merle had called a short while ago to say that they were in the clear.
Her phone rang and woke her just as she was about to fall asleep.
Usually, she would check the caller ID, but in her groggy state brought on by lack of sleep and painkillers, she simply answered the call.
“Hello?”
A voice as bright as sunshine erupted in her ear, and Sara both winced and smiled, the voice belonged to her big sister, Jennifer.
“Good morning sleepy head, oh I can hear the sleep in your voice, how are you, Sara?”
“I’m fine, Jenny and yes, I’m sleepy. I... didn’t sleep well last night.”
“With good cause I hope?”
“No, it wasn’t that... not since Brian.”
“Oh honey, I know you miss him, but Sara, you need to move on.”
“Why have you called?”
“I called to talk to my little sister who I haven’t seen in months. Let’s get together, you sound like you need cheering up. I’ll take you to FAO Schwarz.”
Sara let out a loud laugh.
“A toy store? I’m not ten anymore you know?”
“I know, and I also know that I love you to death and I want to see you, so why don’t we meet for lunch?”
“I love you too, Jenny, but why don’t we meet for drinks tonight instead? I really do need some sleep.”
“All right, baby, how about that place near your apartment that you like?”
“That’s good, say eight o’clock?”
“Fine, now get some sleep.”
“I will, and Jenny, thanks for calling.”
“You’re welcome, and don’t be late for those drinks, I have a ton of family gossip to tell you.”
“I’ll be there, bye.”
Sara ended the call feeling better than she had in months.



CHAPTER 28 - A picture is worth a thousand wounds
Carmine’s heart had been pounding in his chest as Pullo kicked in the door to the apartment, but he actually jumped into the air when he heard the blast of Rafe’s gun echo up from the hallway.
“What was that?” he asked and then realized that he was alone. Pullo and Frankie had already entered the apartment.
Carmine rushed in behind them, his heart beating faster than ever, and when he glimpsed movement on the left, he fired in that direction.
“Goddamn it!” Pullo shouted, and Carmine looked at his boss with shame reddening his face.
He had just destroyed a twenty-gallon fish tank, because the movement he saw was the swimming motion of tropical fish.
The fish flopped on the wet carpet amid remnants of glass and colored gravel. There was fish food as well; it had been in the automatic feeder left by their owner.
On the floor, the water filter vibrated and made a sound similar to breathing, as it attempted to clean a substance no longer there.
“It’s clear back here,” Frankie called, as he returned from checking out the small kitchen and bathroom. He was a lanky man with a long face and sleepy eyes.
“He’s in the bedroom,” Pullo said and he and Carmine splashed across the wet carpet and towards the short hallway. The door on the left turned out to be a closet. That left the bedroom on the right.
“Tanner! It’s Joe. There’s no way out.”
There was no answer, but there was a sound, it was the creak of floorboards.
Pullo’s phone vibrated and he answered it without ever taking his eyes from the bedroom doorway.
“What?”
“Joe, it’s Christopher, did you hear that shot?”
“I heard something, but I thought it was a backfire.”
“Hell no, that was a shot and it sounded like it came from in there, or maybe the side. I called Davey and he’s not answering.”
“Check it out, but Tanner is still up here. We hear him moving around.”
“I’ll check on Davey, and you guys be careful.”
Pullo put away the phone.
“We’ve been here too long. The old lady downstairs has probably called the cops by now.”
Pullo moved towards the doorway with Frankie at his side and Carmine following. After silently counting down from three, Pullo and his men rushed into the bedroom, ready to deal death to Tanner.
***
Downstairs, Christopher ran towards Davey, who was sprawled half in and half out of the side doorway.
When Christopher caught sight of movement on the stairs, he saw Rafe and fired. Rafe fired back, missing Christopher, but hitting Davey in the chest and killing him. The two men traded more shots and Rafe tumbled down the stairs, wounded.
***
Joe Pullo was looking around the bedroom in bewilderment.
Tanner was nowhere in sight.
Carmine gazed up from the floor, looking equally puzzled.
“He ain’t under the bed.”
Frankie shrugged from the bedroom closet.
That’s when Pullo noticed the picture on the wall over the bed, above the headboard.
It showed a family of four standing in front of a house with a white picket fence, Mom, Dad, a boy and a girl. It was the picture that Tanner had showed the old woman, the one he claimed was an old family photo. It was in a wooden frame and was three feet high and four feet wide.
Gunfire erupted from downstairs, as Rafe and Christopher began their battle, and the three men froze to listen, while gazing towards the hallway.
CREAK! 
Pullo spun back around. The creaking sound had come from the bed, no, from behind the bed, and as he looked at the picture again, he saw an intense eye staring from a hole where the little boy’s face had been.
“Tanner!”
The picture exploded as 12 gauge slugs ripped into the bedroom. However, Pullo went down first with a 9mm wound to the right side of his chest, near his shoulder, as Tanner used his left hand to fire a pistol.
Carmine received blasts from the shotgun and fell with most of his head gone, as two of the shells exited in spectacular bursts of blood and bone.
Frankie suffered a wound to his left arm and dived for the doorway, but as he stood up in the hall, six shots punctured the wallboard and two of them caught him in the hip and throat. He fell back against the opposite wall and left a streak of red as he sank to the carpet, where he would die.
Pullo was moaning from the agony of his chest wound while staring at his empty hand. He had no clue where his gun had gotten to, and with the blood leaking out of him as fast as it seemed, he guessed he no longer had a need for it.
In mild amazement, he watched Tanner crawl through the picture and drop atop the bed. The picture had been there simply to hide the hole he’d made in the wall, so that he could access the other apartment. And through the hole, Pullo could make out the soot-blackened walls.
“Tricky, Tanner, you always were a tricky bastard.”
Tanner grimaced at Pullo’s wound as he took out a phone.
“I need an ambulance,” he said and then spoke the address of the apartment.
Pullo looked down at his chest wound, as blood soaked his shirt.
“I think you should have called a hearse instead, buddy.”
Tanner let out a sigh and rushed from the apartment. There were the sound of sirens in the air and they were growing louder.
***
Knowing that Pullo ran a five-man crew, Tanner was on the alert for two more men, and when he found them laying dead at the bottom of the rear staircase, his face twisted in confusion.
“Hey, you’re Tanner right?”
Tanner aimed the shotgun at Rafe, who was seated behind the wheel of the Escalade with both hands showing empty.
“Jesus! Don’t shoot me, man, and get in the car. We have to get out of here.”
It took Tanner less than a second to decide and he climbed into the Cadillac. Rafe put the SUV in gear and drove away. The vehicle’s glass was tinted and he doubted anyone on the street could see inside, although there were people staring up at the building, while wondering where all the shooting sounds had come from.
“I’m Rafe Green, Tanner, and we’re on the same side.”
“How do you know my name?”
“I heard about you from Merle and Earl Carter.”
“Those two? I thought they were with Johnny R?”
“They are and they aren’t. They said they were spying on him for a woman named Sara, an ex-fed.”
“I know her,” Tanner said and then he noticed the blood running down Rafe’s left leg. “You’re wounded, how bad is it?”
“Bad enough, but first I have to get this car off the street. I think it’s stolen and the cops are probably hearing that it left the scene back there.”
“I know a place where you can get help. Head to west 26th and 10th Avenue, when you get there, you’ll see a fenced in parking lot. Pull up to the gate and blow the horn.”
“Is there a doctor there?”
“An illegal doctor, but she’s the best, and she’ll take this Caddy as payment.”
“Pullo and the rest of his crew, did you kill them?”
Tanner hesitated a moment before answering.
“His men are all dead, but Pullo should survive.”
“If he does, I may correct that someday.”
“What’s your story, Rafe Green, why the hate for Pullo?”
“He put my brother in a coma.”
“If he did, it was on orders from Johnny R.”
“Are you going after Johnny R next?”
“His turn will come, but I’m tired of being hunted, it’s time I became the hunter.”
“It’s a role you’re used to, isn’t it?”
Tanner nodded.
“It seems I have a gift for it.”
Rafe sniffed the air.
“Why do you smell like smoke?”
Tanner smiled.
“It’s a long story.”



CHAPTER 29 - The one that got away
Laurel Ivy looked at Tanner with angry eyes even as her lips formed into a smile.
“Tanner. I would have thought you’d be dead by now.”
“Many have tried,” Tanner said, and his face was as blank as a stone.
He was at the rear of a store that sold antique furniture. The soundproofed space had its own entrance and was a doctor’s office, complete with an area where operations could be performed.
Laurel Ivy, who was no longer recognized as a doctor by the AMA, still managed to have a thriving medical practice in spite of that.
She entered NYU School of Medicine with a minor cocaine habit that grew to be a major addiction by the time she was a full-fledged doctor. She was given numerous chances to get clean and went through rehab twice, but after the death of a patient was attributed to her drug use, she was kicked out of her profession.
A short time later, her dealer came to her wounded, and thus began her career as an underground doctor. The irony is, she’s been clean for years, and it was her dealer who helped her, and who later became her husband.
Laurel Ivy was a blue-eyed blonde and had paid her way through school by working as an exercise model. Although she had lived in the New York area for many years, her voice still carried a hint of her southern roots.
“Your friend will be all right, but he should stay off the leg for a while.”
Tanner pulled out a wad of bills.
“How much, or is the car enough?”
“Is that all you have to say to me?”
“I thought we said everything the last time we met, Laurel.”
“You don’t know, do you?”
“What?”
“George died of a heart attack over a year ago, Tanner. I’m a widow now.”
“No, I didn’t know, and I’m sorry for you.”
“That’s okay; I know you never liked him.”
“I liked George fine. I just liked you more.”
“Despite all he did for me, I would have left him for you, but you’re just not that kind of man, are you?”
“We had this conversation already.”
“I know,” Laurel said and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.
Tanner touched her on the cheek.
“We all have regrets, Laurel.”
“I never regretted sleeping with you, but I’m glad George never found out.”
Tanner handed her the money.
“I was never here. They want me dead.”
“So I heard from Joe Pullo, he wanted to know if I’d seen you.”
“Joe found me.”
A pained expression crossed Laurel’s face.
“Is Joe dead? Did you kill him?”
“I tried not to, but he’s hurt bad.”
“And what about your friend back there, Rafe?”
“They don’t know about him.”
Laurel took Tanner in her arms and kissed him.
“You be careful and... you could stay at my place. They’d never find you there.”
“No, but thanks,”
“They’ll keep coming, Tanner; you have to find a hole and stay there.”
Tanner stared at her, as memories passed through his mind. He had been with many women, but Laurel Ivy was the only one ever to haunt his dreams.
“When this is all over...”
“Yes?”
“I’ll call you.”
Laurel grinned.
“I’ll be waiting.”



CHAPTER 30 - The canary
Al Trent entered Johnny R’s club and when he saw Merle and Earl seated at the bar, he walked over.
“The place ain’t open yet, mister,” Merle said.
“I’m here to see Johnny R.”
Carl the bartender spoke up. He had a cutting board out and was slicing lemons, which would later be used in drinks.
“Johnny said to send you back to his office, Mr. Trent; it’s right down that hallway.”
Trent sent Carl a nod of thanks and headed towards the office.
Merle watched him walk away and then spoke to the bartender.
“Who’s he? I got boots older than him.”
Carl laughed.
“He’s some boy genius, the corporate type. I’ll tell you, fellas, it sure isn’t like the old days when Sam Giacconi ran things. A college boy like that would have been laughed out of here, now he’s giving orders.”
“Him?” Earl said in shock.
“That’s Frank Richards’ right hand man, and I bet he’s here to talk about Tanner.”
“Any news on Joe Pullo?” Merle asked.
“The word is he’ll live, but he’s out of the fight and the rest of his crew is dead. I know you boys are here to help me keep an eye out for Tanner, but I’ll tell you a secret, if he comes in that door again, I’m not warning anybody, I’m just hitting the deck.”
“Tanner wouldn’t come here, would he?”
“All I know is that I’m glad I’m not Johnny, because I think he’s Tanner’s next target.”
***
Inside the office, Johnny R was shouting into Al Trent’s face.
“I want Tanner! That bastard wiped out my best crew.”
Trent remained calm and spoke in a normal voice.
“Mr. Richards is determined to see Tanner dead, so much so, that he’s raised the bounty to one-hundred thousand.”
“Hell, for that kind of money I may hunt him down myself.”
“There’s news about that woman, Sara Blake.”
“What news, did she go to the cops?”
“No and she is a reporter of sorts. She recently acquired a half interest in Street View. She’s also an ex-FBI agent who left under a cloud, but we don’t know what that might be, however, it concerned Tanner, apparently, she despises the man.”
“Huh? Now that’s interesting.”
“If you see her again, pick her brain, she might know something that can help us find Tanner.”
“Maybe, but I still think Tanner will show here.”
“In that case, I think I’ll leave.”
Trent headed for the door and Johnny called to him just as he opened it.
“I want you to remind your boss of something. If Tanner kills me, he’s next.”
Trent smiled.
“That would make you the canary in the coal mine, and we know what happens to them. Goodbye, Mr. Rossetti.”
Trent closed the door and Johnny R stared at it, while fighting the urge to run after Trent and shoot him.



CHAPTER 31 - Cute, but scary
Tim Jackson swallowed hard as Tanner climbed into the rear of Madison’s BMW. They were meeting at Liberty State Park in Jersey City, New Jersey, and the Statue of Liberty loomed large in the foreground as the last rays of sun melted away.
Tim was in the passenger seat, but Tanner was in the back with Madison and he stared at her as if trying to read her mind.
“Hello?” Madison said and her voice sounded shaky.
“Why do you think your father had your mother killed?”
“She, she was going to leave him. Daddy married her when she was younger than I am, but she wanted her freedom and threatened to divorce him.”
“What did the cops say?”
“They said it was an accident, but I know he killed her, had someone kill her, because I saw it in his eyes.”
Madison fought back tears as she ran a hand through her dark curls. Tim reached back over the seat and she took his hand.
Tanner noticed the look of affection Madison gave Tim as she squeezed his hand, and thought it seemed genuine.
“Your father wants me dead, but I’m going to kill him first, so proving him guilty won’t matter. He won’t be living long enough to go to jail.”
A look passed between Tim and Madison and then Tim asked a question.
“That pile of bodies they found, was that you?”
“Yes, that was Richie Sullivan and his crew.”
“And this morning, those men downtown?”
“That was me as well, but I had help there, and that was just the beginning. The Conglomerate has declared war on me and I’m going to make them sorry they did.”
“Thank God I’m on your good side, and I will get into Richards’ office. Madison and I have a plan.”
“The sooner the better, but be careful. The Conglomerate doesn’t play games; if you’re caught, you’ll be killed.”
“Tanner,” Madison said and when Tanner looked at her, he saw she looked anxious.
“What is it?”
“You, you didn’t kill my mother, did you?”
“No. I don’t do that sort of work. If I had to guess, I’d say your father gave the job to someone he knew he could trust, probably an amateur. If Johnny R knew about it, he could use it for blackmail; your father would know that.”
Madison looked as if a light had just come on in her mind.
“Al Trent, it was Al Trent. He’s Daddy’s assistant and he worships Daddy.”
“It’s possible,” Tanner said.
“Were you going to kill him too?”
“Only if he got in my way,”
Madison sat up straighter, as mixed emotions danced across her face.
“I don’t give a damn about Al, but his Sister Marci and I were best friends all through high school, and his mother’s a sweetheart too. If he died, it would destroy them.”
“He should pay for killing your mother,” Tim said.
“You’re damn right he should, and maybe we’ll find proof in my father’s files that will put him away for it.”
“That’s not very likely,” Tanner said. “But I’ll try to come up with a plan that will make him accountable for your mother’s death. It will be payment for you helping Tim, but understand something, this doesn’t end until we get The Conglomerate’s files and break their encryption. That’s when we’ll be able to blackmail them.”
“I’ve been working on that,” Tim said. “And once we get the records, we’ll leave New York.”
“And go where?” Tanner said.
“I’ve got a place, a farm near the New Jersey/Pennsylvania border with lots of land; it’s where I was headed to when I was forced to hide in that warehouse.”
“I hope it’s safe and untraceable.”
“It is, and remote as hell.”
Tanner stared at him.
“Get those files. I’m good and I’m hard to kill, but everyone’s luck runs out, and I’m going to push mine to the limit.”
“You can count on me, Tanner; you can count on us. Madison is going to run interference while I break into her father’s office.”
Tanner climbed out of the car.
“This night supervisor, Carl Reese? Don’t underestimate him.”
“We won’t, and Tanner, stay safe, man.”
Tanner nodded at both of them, went to his vehicle and drove off.
Madison joined Tim in the front seat and let out a long breath.
“That was a little scary, but I think I like him, and I didn’t expect him to be so hot.”
Tim opened his mouth in shock.
“Tanner?”
“He’s cute, scary, but cute.”
“And what about me?”
Madison reached over and took Tim in her arms. After a long kiss, they parted, but Tim wrapped his arms around her, as Madison leaned back against him.
“Tim, I’m scared, are you sure that drugging Reese will work?”
“Yeah, but remember, you have to drug him after he opens up your father’s office.”
“I know, but I worry about being alone with him. He really is a pig.”
“Be nice to him for one more night and we’ll be home free.”
“And Tanner?”
“Tanner won’t stop until he kills everyone that wants him dead.”
“Like my father?”
“Yes.”
Madison grew quiet, as tears rolled down her cheeks.



CHAPTER 32 - I know just the guys
In a midtown pub, Sara greeted her sister Jennifer with a kiss and a hug.
The two sisters looked much alike, but Jennifer was a natural blond and her eyes were an ice blue. She was six years older than Sara, had been married briefly, and ran a nonprofit that helped to fund clinics in third world countries.
Sara was not alone. She was seated at the bar with a burly man of fifty whose nose had obviously been broken many times. Before her sister arrived, Sara had passed the man an envelope. The envelope held money, money for a certain... service.
“You understand what I want done, correct?”
The man smiled. It was not a pleasant smile.
“Don’t worry, I know just the guys.”
“How soon will it happen?”
“As soon as possible,”
“Thank you, Duke and good night.”
“Goodbye, ladies.”
The man walked off and Jennifer pointed after him.
“Who was that?”
“Just an old acquaintance from my days with the Bureau,”
“You were rude. You forgot to introduce us.”
“No I didn’t, and you’re early.”
Jennifer kissed her on the cheek again.
“I’m early because I couldn’t wait to see you, and have you eaten dinner yet?”
“No, actually I’ve eaten very little and I’m hungry.”
Jennifer smiled.
“We’ll get a table.”
Sara had slept most of the day and awoke feeling better, but her mouth was still sore from Vince’s punch, and so she ordered a pasta dish.
***
They spoke of family during the meal, but as they considered what to have for dessert, Jennifer asked Sara about herself.
“Do you miss being an FBI agent?”
“Some, but I think the newspaper will keep me busy.”
“I’m surprised you don’t want to practice law like Daddy.”
“I think that would bore me to death.”
“You never did say why you were fired.”
“I don’t want to talk about that. Why don’t we just have a pleasant evening?”
“Are you dating anyone?”
“No... I’m still not ready for that.”
“I didn’t know Brian well, since I only met him once, but I could tell that he loved you and I think he would want you to move on.”
“Maybe someday, but what about you? Are you seeing anyone?”
“I was dating a co-worker for a while, but he took a job in Washington DC, and I didn’t want a long-distance relationship.”
A few seconds later, Jennifer gasped in the middle of a sentence, as she stared over at the bar.
“Oh my God, that is one handsome man, and he’s looking this way.”
Sara turned her head to the left and saw her old partner staring at her, FBI Special Agent Jake Garner.



CHAPTER 33 - No lube
Seven blocks west of the pub where Sara was dining with her sister, there was a restaurant named Jangles, which was owned and frequented by members of The Conglomerate.
Dante Celso stepped out of his limo in front of the eatery and headed towards the front door with two bodyguards flanking him.
Dante was a cousin of Johnny R and the man who ran The Conglomerate’s massage parlors.
He was aware of Tanner and knew that the man had caused havoc and made threats against his cousin and others, but he thought that it had nothing to do with him.
He was wrong.
Dante Celso’s dead body was falling towards the ground even as the shot that killed him echoed among the city’s concrete canyons, signaling the beginning of Tanner’s terror spree. By morning, there wouldn’t be a Conglomerate member in the city that felt safe,
***
Rafe Green returned to his hotel room and limped over to the bed.
He’d been wounded twice while in the army and, illegal or not, Laurel Ivy was a good doctor. The stitches she put in his leg were sewn tight and whatever she’d given him for the pain was working, because his leg wound felt pleasantly numb.
After a shower, he ordered room service and then just sat on the side of the bed reliving the events of the day. He had killed two of the men that had attacked his brother, while the other three were either dead or injured.
Joe Pullo was still alive and Tanner had asked Rafe to let him be, with the promise that he would deal with Pullo’s boss, Johnny R.
Rafe had agreed, grudgingly, but if his brother died—his cell phone rang.
When he looked at the caller ID, he felt apprehensive. It was his sister calling. Had Jerome passed away?
After taking a deep breath, Rafe answered.
“Hey Debby... is there news?”
“He’s awake! Jerome is awake and he seems fine, oh Rafe, Jerome is back!”
Rafe let out a laugh of relief and wiped at tears of joy, the pain, stress, and horror of the day forgotten.
***
Sara frowned as she watched her sister touch Jake Garner once again.
The handsome FBI agent had charmed Jennifer within moments of meeting her, and the three of them had been chatting for some time, through dessert and several drinks.
Despite having once shot him, Sara liked Garner, but he was the last man she would want her sister to get involved with, because Jennifer wasn’t frivolous when it came to love, while Garner was a world-class lothario.
“Didn’t you say you had to work tomorrow, Jenny?” Sara said.
Jennifer sent her sister a wink.
“You don’t fool me, Sara, you want Jake all to yourself, but you’re right, I do have to get up early and so I’ll say goodnight.”
“You didn’t drive here, did you?”
“No honey, don’t worry, I’m taking a cab, and you do the same. You drank as much as I did.”
Garner rose as her sister stood and Jennifer gave him a peck on the cheek.
“I hope to see you again, Jake.”
“I would like that as well,” Garner said.
Sara gave her sister a kiss and a hug goodbye and after Jennifer departed, she stared at Garner.
“No.”
“No what?”
“Not my sister. She’s not going to be one of your conquests.”
“That would be up to her, wouldn’t it?”
“There are plenty of other women in this city, or have you already had them all? At the rate you go through women, I wouldn’t be surprised.”
Garner laughed, but then his face turned serious and he reached over and took Sara’s hand.
“How are you? I mean how are you really?”
“I haven’t given up on finding Tanner if that’s what you mean.”
He released her hand and touched her cheek tenderly.
“Does that bruise have something to do with Tanner?”
Sara looked surprise and took out a makeup compact to check her face in the mirror.
“I didn’t think it was noticeable, Jenny never mentioned it.”
“Jenny isn’t a trained observer, but I am, and you haven’t answered my question.”
“Yes, it did have something to do with Tanner, although it wasn’t caused by him.”
Garner stared at her while shaking his head.
“I wish you could let Tanner go, but live and let live just isn’t part of your DNA, is it?”
Sara smiled. It was a smile much like the one on the face of the man she’d been meeting with when her sister showed, a smile devoid of all warmth,
“I don’t do forgive and forget, a fact the man who gave me this bruise will learn the hard way.”
***
On Mulberry Street, Vince Maggio, Sara’s would-be rapist, awoke with a start, as a gag was shoved into his mouth and secured with a length of duct tape.
When he tried to sit up, two sets of powerful hands pushed him to lay flat atop his bed, before flipping him over to secure his wrists behind his back.
His boxer shorts were yanked off, leaving him naked; then, his ankles were spread and secured to the footboard by coarse rope. Afterwards, pillows were wedged beneath his midsection, causing his ass to rise, and become more accessible.
Vince bellowed behind the tape, but the pleas and protests came out unintelligible, and would not carry beyond the walls of his apartment.
As one man held him down, the other stepped out of his pants, and soon he was positioned on the bed behind Vince, Vince who was shedding tears born of dread.
The man smacked Vince hard on the ass and began screwing the top off a tube.
The second man spoke up. He was smaller than the first man, even though he was six-foot-four and weighed three-hundred pounds. However, their anatomy would be only one of Vince’s concerns, they also brought along... toys, extra-wide, extra-long... toys.
“No lube, man, Duke said the lady wants it to hurt.”
The other man shrugged, took aim, and gave Vince cause to scream.
From that night forward, even hearing the word rape made Vince Maggio want to vomit,



CHAPTER 34 - Stone cold sober
Tanner killed two men inside a Conglomerate drug warehouse before the other bodyguards could pinpoint where the shooting was coming from.
He then used one man as a shield, as he tossed an incendiary grenade beneath a long table where money was stacked high.
The grenade was a dud Tanner had rigged, but it smoked, sizzled, and caused everyone to head for the exits, including the bodyguards, who shoved and trampled their unarmed co-workers who were there to count the money.
Tanner found himself alone within seconds, and used an arm to swipe piles of cash into a knapsack, while wincing at the pain in his side. He’d been hit in the vest and the rib beneath it hurt like hell.
With the sack full of cash, he tossed a live grenade beside the dud he had thrown. This grenade was also specially rigged, with a longer than normal fuse.
Tanner went neither to the front nor the back, but to the roof, where he had earlier killed the two guards positioned there.
As he stepped out into the night, he could hear the bodyguards rushing back into the room, some cursing vehemently at having been deceived.
Tanner closed the door to the roof behind him just as a blast emanated from below, followed by the screams of his enemies.
The Conglomerate, in the person of Frank Richards, declared war on Tanner, and Tanner was waging war in return.
Within seconds, he was four roofs away and climbing back down a rope he had used to climb up with. Then, he drove off in the vehicle of a bookie he had killed earlier, his night of death not yet done.
***
Sara wondered where the time went to, as she and Garner left the pub at closing time, which was two a.m. When he mentioned that he knew a nearby jazz club that stayed open until four, she gave him a sly smile.
“Are you trying to get me drunk?”
“I think we’re both nearly there, but I really just want the night to continue. I enjoy your company, Sara.”
Sara laid a hand on his cheek.
“I had a good time too, Jake. You’re more interesting than I would have thought, but, I think I should be getting home.”
“I’ll escort you.”
Sara opened her mouth to say no, but as she looked up into Garner’s face, she uttered the word, “Fine.”
They were standing before her apartment door a short time later and Sara could feel the alcohol seeping into her bloodstream. She realized that she hadn’t been drunk in a long time and couldn’t remember the last time she had enjoyed an evening out.
Garner bent to kiss her, but she pressed a hand against his chest.
“I’m not inviting you in. I like you and you’re every bit as good looking as you think you are, but I’ll be damned if I’ll be just another conquest for you to brag about.”
Garner looked abashed and took a step backwards. To Sara’s surprise, she felt disappointment over him giving up so easily.
Her resolve was weakening. She hadn’t been with a man since Brian Ames, and like most young women, she had her needs.
Garner gazed into her eyes.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. You’ve made your feelings about me plain and I should respect that.”
“I don’t dislike you, Jake, in fact, the more I see of you, the more I like.” 
“Then, may I see you again?”
She blinked in surprise.
“What? You mean like a date?”
“On any terms you want, but I’d like to stay in contact.”
Suspicion seeped into her gaze.
“You accused me earlier of holding a grudge, but what about you? After all, I did shoot you once.”
“Actually, you shot me three times, and I don’t hold that against you, well, not much anyway. You have my number and... I hope to hear from you.”
He kissed her, but it was just a quick peck on the cheek and then he was walking off towards the elevator.
Sara watched him go as mixed emotions roiled within her, and she nearly called him back.
After Garner disappeared onto the elevator with a wave goodbye, Sara fumbled with her keys and entered her apartment.
She hit the light switch even as she closed the door, and when she turned around, she saw Tanner standing in her living room and pointing a shotgun at her.
The sight sobered her instantly.



CHAPTER 35 - Mama’s boy
Tim Jackson could hardly believe his luck as he slid in behind Frank Richards’ desk at MegaZenith.
He and Madison had come up with a plan to drug Carl Reese by putting the date rape drug, Rohypnol, in Reese’s coffee at break time, and had bought several of the pills from a pot dealer in the East Village.
The plan proved to be unnecessary, because after entering the security code and unlocking the door, Reese was called away to deal with a crisis of some sort on a lower floor and failed to secure the office when he left.
Madison, who had been watching Reese, alerted Tim of their opportunity, and as she kept watch for Reese’s return, Tim attempted to plunder Richards’ computer files.
After powering the computer on, a sign-up screen appeared and asked for a password.
Tim had questioned Madison extensively about her father’s life in an attempt to guess what he would use as a password. The likelihood that he could access the computer on site was almost nil, given the constraints of time, but with Madison’s intimate knowledge of the man, he hoped to do so.
If he could download Richards’ files and leave the computer intact, it would give him and Tanner a huge advantage, in that they could possibly gain access to The Conglomerate’s network without their being aware of it. But if Tim had to take the hard drive with him, it would alert them within hours.
Madison seemed certain that her father’s password would have something to do with her late grandmother, a woman her father worshiped, but whom Madison never cared for much, because her grandmother didn’t like Madison’s mother, and had let her feelings be known at every opportunity.
After wiping his damp palms on his jeans, Tim typed in the name of Richards’ late mother, Christine.
The computer beeped, informed him that his input was wrong and reminded him that he had only two more chances to enter the correct answer, or be locked out.
Madison stuck her head in the door and Tim looked up with a start, thinking her appearance meant that Reese was on his way back.
Madison smiled.
“Any luck?”
“Her name didn’t do it and if I had any sense I would just rip out the damn hard drive and get the hell out of here with it. The odds of me guessing right are astronomical, even with your help. He could just be using a random alpha-numeric sequence of some sort; the password doesn’t have to have any meaning to him at all.”
Madison shook her head in disagreement.
“Daddy likes to keep things simple. It’s why he always has an assistant like Al Trent at his side. He lets them worry about the details and minutia. The password would be simple, I know it.”
Tim ran a hand through his hair.
“All right, I’ll try again, but please go back and watch the elevator. We don’t need Reese finding us in here, and what’s that bag in your hand, garbage?”
“I emptied the shredder.”
“Why? Anything in there would be in a thousand pieces.”
“I’ve always been good with puzzles, now get back to work.”
Madison threw him a kiss and returned to the hallway.
Tim watched her go, then stared at the screen and typed in the name of Frank Richards’ childhood pet, a pug named Sparky, who Madison said Richards had mentioned often over the years.
WRONG ANSWER - ONE ATTEMPT REMAINING
Tim stood, walked around the desk once and sat back down to take his last shot.
It’s the mother. Madison says her father is a mama’s boy, so it has to be the mother.
Tim typed in the name that Frank Richards called his mother until the day she died.
MUMSY
The sign on screen disappeared and the desktop came up, bringing with it a background picture that shocked Tim.
It was a picture of Madison, or at least it would be if she were fifty years older. The background picture was a photo of Frank Richards’ mother, a woman who must have looked remarkably like Madison in her youth.
Tim muttered, “Mumsy? What a mama’s boy,” and then he went to work draining every shred of data from Richards’ computer.



CHAPTER 36 - No justice, no peace
Sara and Tanner stared at each other for ten seconds before Sara broke the silence.
“I’m still breathing, so either you want to talk or you’re waiting for me to beg for my life. If it’s begging you want, you’ll be disappointed.”
“Place your purse on the table and walk over here,” Tanner said.
Sara did as he said. Her gun was in her purse, but she knew it might as well have been absent for all the good it would do her.
After walking into the living room, she stood ten feet from Tanner and felt the tension drain from her shoulders when he lowered the shotgun.
Tanner was dressed in black from head to toe and still wore the bulletproof vest, which had been marked by slugs in several places. The long-sleeved shirt beneath it had a hood attached and it hung down his back like a mane, while behind him, on an arm of the sofa, was a trench coat and hat.
“There’s blood splatter on your clothes, been working late?”
“I watched Johnny R’s men capture you last night, and yet here you are, safe and sound, does that mean you’ve joined The Conglomerate?”
Sara searched Tanner’s face for deception.
“Brian said that The Conglomerate was more myth than truth and that the corporate side was being used by the mob.”
“That may have been true at one point, but it’s more like the reverse now. Frank Richards runs The Conglomerate in New York and he’s also the man who ordered Brian Ames death.”
“The CEO of MegaZenith? I heard that before and found it hard to believe, but why are you asking me about this?”
“Curiosity, how did you get away from Johnny R?”
“I had help, those two brothers.”
“Merle and Earl Carter?”
“They were helping me to find you.”
“So that you could kill me?”
“Yes.”
“You’ve found me.”
Sara said nothing and the two of them stared at each other again. This time it was Tanner who broke the silence.
“I don’t want to kill you, Blake, but I will if you keep coming.”
Sara moved towards Tanner until she was standing before him, screaming up into his face.
“You might as well kill me now you son of a bitch, because if it’s the last thing I do I will see you dead!”
Tanner moved the shotgun between them and placed the barrel under Sara’s chin, pushing her head back even more. Her gaze never wavered, but she trembled.
They stood like that until Sara felt the muscles in her neck cramp from the pressure.
The shotgun moved away, only to come crashing down on the side of her head.
Sara moaned once, dropped to the floor as if devoid of bones, and rolled onto her back.
Tanner gazed down at her with cold eyes, not seeing a beautiful woman, but an enemy.
“You’ve been warned.”  



CHAPTER 37 - So they keep telling me
With Joe Pullo’s crew gone, Johnny Rossetti was forced to go to his bench.
However, Gino Tonti was no minor leaguer, but rather a man who had been Sam Giacconi’s enforcer.
Tonti was sixty-eight, still fit, and had been in charge of placing men to act as bodyguards at the various drug dens, massage parlors, and gambling establishments. Gino Tonti was also the man who mentored Joe Pullo.
Although Gino hadn’t pulled the trigger on anyone in over twenty years, he had killed many in his youth. He also knew Tanner on sight, and after handpicking six of his best men, he was determined to track Tanner down and kill him.
They assembled in a machine shop in the Bowery that Gino owned and that manufactured cheap guns and homemade silencers on the side.
Gino looked at the six young men before him and wondered what they were feeding kids nowadays. The six all stood a head taller than Gino and were wide as linebackers.
Like Tanner, they were dressed all in black and wore vests. Each man carried a semi-automatic pistol and spare clips, and three of them had spent time in military war zones and lived to tell about it.
They weren’t afraid of Tanner, they were eager to bag him, because they knew that by doing so, their stock would rise within The Conglomerate.
“All right, you all have the new cell phones I gave you and here’s how we’ll play it. I’ll take Tony and Mike and work midtown. Al and Brenner stay in this area, while Marzo and Bobby will head uptown, and the second we get a sighting of the bastard, whoever’s closest tracks him down while the rest of us converge.”
One of the men spoke up. He was Tony, a handsome man with a cleft chin, and Gino had known him since he was a boy.
“Where was he spotted last, Gino?”
“The upper east side, but a pimp was knifed near Times Square. The pimp is still alive, so I don’t think it was Tanner.”
While running a hand over his thick white hair, Gino gazed from face to face and saw a look of fierce determination on each man.
“Tanner thinks he’s invincible, but he’s wrong and by morning we’ll be bringing Johnny his head.”
The men cheered loudly and patted each other as if they were about to play a rugby match. They were ready, pumped, and eager to kill.
They filed out into the parking lot, headed for their cars with keys in hand, when a shadow to their left moved.
***
Tanner opened up with the Atchisson assault rifle, killing the first two men with head shots, while knocking another on his back with a hit to the chest.
The remaining men fired back, but Tanner was positioned behind an industrial dumpster filled with metal scraps, and their shots weren’t making it through to the other side.
Two more men died, but then Gino dropped flat and fired round after round into the cinder block Tanner stood on, and caused it to crumble. Tanner fell sideways, to lay atop the parking lot, and nearly lost his grip on the shotgun.
Gino fired a shot at Tanner’s face, before needing to reload, but it missed and ricochet off one of the dumpster’s iron casters.
Tanner rolled to his left, as the remaining two men joined Gino down on their bellies and Tanner let loose with a volley of five shots, wounding Gino, killing Tony, but missing the third man. However, blood splatter from Tony’s wound blinded the man temporarily, giving Tanner time to move again.
The man swiped the blood from his eyes, even as he fired blindly at the place where Tanner had been. The shotgun empty, Tanner removed a Glock from a side holster and killed the man with three shots.
Gino’s weapon had flown away when Tanner wounded him in the right arm, severely injuring the limb below the elbow, but Gino still had a knife in an ankle holster and he tossed it with his left, while saying a prayer.
Tanner grunted in pain as the knife embedded itself in his thigh. It was in over an inch deep and quivering like an arrow. It could have been worse. Gino had been aiming for his throat.
Tanner stood, pulled the knife free, and felt a warm, wet stickiness flow its way down and into his boot. He picked up the shotgun and limped over to stare down at Gino.
“I figured Johnny would call on you, Gino.”
“I should have stayed out of it at my age, but he’s the boss.”
“That’s a nasty wound,” Tanner said.
He tucked the shotgun under one arm and took off his belt, then secured it tight around Gino’s upper arm.
“Keep pressure on that or you’ll bleed to death.”
Tanner walked past him, the limp noticeable but minor, and Gino called to him.
“You’ll never win this, Tanner; it’s just a matter of time.”
“So everyone keeps telling me,” Tanner said, and then he scooped up a set of keys from the ground and drove off in Tony’s ride.



CHAPTER 38 - Half a homo and a sweet piece
Tim finished erasing any sign that he had accessed Richards’ computer and joined Madison in the hallway.
When she spotted him, she raised her eyebrows in inquiry.
“Did you get in?”
“I did, and I got everything. It’s all here on a data stick and I also sent it to a cloud storage site, now comes the hard part. I have to break the encryption.”
Madison grabbed him and kissed him on the lips.
“You’ll do it, I have faith in you.”
“Thanks, but it’ll take a miracle. I tried to explain that to Tanner, but he wouldn’t listen.”
“What do we do now, sneak out?”
“No, let’s finish our shifts, and in the morning we’ll tell Reese that we decided to quit. I think if we just left all of a sudden it might raise suspicion.”
When they stepped on the elevator, Tim placed his foot against the door so that it wouldn’t slide shut.
“Do your thing,” he told Madison.
Madison made a call. Downstairs in the security office, the phone rang and a male voice answered.
“Security,”
“Hi, I was looking for Mr. Reese, is he there?”
“No, he’s not.”
“Okay, sorry to bother you.”
“No problem.”
While Madison talked to the security guard, Tim shut down the automatic loop that showed the corridor outside Richards’ office to be empty. If the guard was looking at the monitor for that camera, he might notice a slight gap in the picture, but by Madison calling, Tim hoped it would distract him.
The feed on the camera went back to normal just as the door closed on the elevator, and inside the ground floor security office, the guard noticed nothing amiss.
Madison stayed on the elevator to ride to a lower floor, while Tim got off and headed to a supply closet. He would gladly scrub toilets until it was time to leave, knowing he would never have to see the place again, or Carl Reese.
Just as he thought of the man, Reese appeared.
“Dyer, how are those shitters coming?”
“I’ve still got an entire floor left, but I’ll get it done.”
“Make sure you do and while you’re doing that, I’m going to supervise the new girl.”
“She’s got a name, you know?”
“She’s got a great ass too,” Reese said and slapped Tim on the shoulder, causing it to go numb.
Tim grimaced, rubbed at the ache, and headed for the freight elevator with fresh supplies.
***
Carl Reese watched Tim go and then made his way to his tiny office, which was actually a converted storage closet.
After settling behind his desk, he thought about Tim and smiled.
He had discovered that Tim and Madison were phonies only by a fluke of luck.
He’d been called to the corporate headquarters of the cleaning services company he worked for, which was located in Southern New Jersey, for of all things, mandatory sensitivity training.
He hadn’t been singled out, but was one of a group of supervisors. He resented it all the same and thought the training was a bunch of bullshit.
After sitting through a film and taking a quiz, he talked to a friend who worked in the personnel office.
When he mentioned Madison, who he knew as Drew, his friend, a man named Eric, looked blank.
“We haven’t hired any newbies in weeks.”
“What do you mean? There are two of them, a half a homo named Tim and a sweet piece of ass named Drew,” Reese said, thus revealing that the sensitivity training had no effect whatsoever on him.
When Eric checked the computer, they found the records that Tim had placed in their system.
“Here they are, but how? I process all of the new hire paperwork for the entire company and I never did this.”
Reese smiled.
“You’ve been hacked.”
Eric scratched his head.
“I guess, but who would hack into our system so that they could get a job scrubbing toilets?”
“Corporate spies, that’s who, they don’t give a shit about us; they’re after something at MegaZenith. Listen, keep this to yourself, there’s money here somewhere and I’m going to get a piece of it.”
Eric agreed, for a piece of the action, and Reese returned to the city.
Tim and Madison had been planning to drug Reese, but little had Madison suspected that Reese had the same fate planned for her.
His plan had been to slip her something at break time, play the concerned supervisor, and escort her home so that he could have his way with her. However, the scent of money derailed that plan.
Reese sat his feet up on a corner of his desk and wondered just what it was that Tim had stolen from Frank Richards’ computer.
Whatever it was, it would soon be his to take.



CHAPTER 39 - The guy from Die Hard?
Sara awoke on her living room floor just before daylight.
Her head ached and when she tried to stand, she vomited.
She finally stood, only to fall onto her sofa, and when she touched the side of her face she felt dried blood, which had run from a wound beneath her scalp.
Tanner. Why didn’t he kill me?
She stood once again and the room swam before her eyes, but she made it to the table by the door where she’d left her purse.
The thought occurred to her that she should check her apartment and be certain that Tanner had gone, but she knew he had left, and besides, it was an effort just to make it back to the sofa.
“I have a concussion,” she murmured to herself and realized she needed to see a doctor.
Once she had her phone in hand, she called for an ambulance.
“You fucked up, Tanner. You should have killed me when you had the chance.”
***
Merle and Earl both startled awake from the pounding on the door of their motel room.
The brothers had only been asleep for a short while, after spending all night at the club, watching the door for Tanner.
“Shit, who’s that?” Merle called.
“It’s Mario, guys, Johnny Rossetti’s driver. Johnny wants you two back at the club right now.”
Merle crawled out of his bed as Earl sat up in the other one. When Merle opened the door, Mario grinned at him. He was a fat man, forty-one, with a handlebar moustache.
“All hell broke loose last night, boys, and it’s all hands on deck. You got five minutes to get ready and then we’re going to the club.”
Earl came over to the door while scratching his privates.
“What happened? Tanner?”
“What else? Johnny’s ready to go ballistic. He’s also called an early morning meet-up with some Conglomerate dude. I think they’re gonna pull out all the stops.”
***
At the club, Johnny met with Al Trent, who even at six in the morning looked well groomed, and was dressed in his usual suit and tie.
“Mr. Richards doesn’t think the problem lies in the quantity of the manpower, but the quality.”
“What the hell does that mean? Joe Pullo ran the best crew in the city, but this Tanner, the bastard has more luck than I’ve ever seen. I mean he aced over a dozen guys last night and made off with a bundle of cash while he was at it. This shit is getting embarrassing!”
“Tanner is superb, we recognize that and we’re bringing in a man who’s even better.”
“Who?”
“Lars Gruber.”
“What? Wasn’t that the name of the villain in Die Hard?”
Trent sighed.
“No, Lars Gruber is the best assassin in the world.”
“Wait! You’re talking about the German dude, right? Hell, he’s better than Tanner, but he’s in Europe.”
“No, he’s in California and should be finishing an assignment any day now. When he does, he’ll come here and kill Tanner.”
Johnny snapped his fingers as he remembered something.
“Jackie Verona, the Underboss of the Calvino Family, Gruber killed Jackie’s son, Tony, when the kid turned snitch last year, didn’t he?”
“Yes, and that man was guarded by US Marshals at a safe house. Tanner should be a walk in the park.”
“Maybe so, but snitch or not, Jackie will want Gruber dead for what he did to his son.”
“We’re aware of that, Mr. Rossetti.”
Johnny stared at Trent and understood.
“Jackie’s days are numbered, aren’t they? You’re going to wrap him up in a bow for Gruber. What? Was that part of his compensation for coming here?”
“I never said that, but I will say this, if Mr. Verona changes his routine, or suddenly takes a vacation, I’ll assure Mr. Richards that it was you who caused him to do so and you’ll be wearing your own bow, understood?”
“You’re a real cocksucker, aren’t you, Trent?”
Trent smiled without showing teeth, turned and left the club.



CHAPTER 40 - Buddy, baffles, and bodyguards
Santa Barbara, California
John Mattson saw the classic Cadillac driving towards him and gave his partner, Harvey Cross, a nudge.
“Heads up,” Mattson said.
He and Cross were bodyguards, and their current employer was a man who had refused to join The Conglomerate, although he didn’t know it by that name, and later refused an offer to sell his company.
The man had then been approached by a Conglomerate thug who was far less sophisticated than the business types he had seen before. The thug didn’t touch him, but did give him a deadline to sell.
That deadline had come and gone, and since that day the man travelled nowhere without bodyguards, not even to the home of his mistress, which is where he had spent the night.
It was an upper-class neighborhood and the home was located in a cul-de-sac, where the houses had broad sloping lawns and wide driveways.
Harvey Cross had been dozing behind the wheel of the armored limo he drove while working, but looked up to see what had caught Mattson’s attention.
“Hey, I know that car, that’s Buddy’s car.”
“Who’s Buddy?”
“He’s a guy that hangs out at the sports bar I drink at, he said that old Caddy belonged to his father, it’s a ‘61.”
“He drives like he’s drunk.”
“He might be; he can really put it away.”
The car in question was a convertible that had tail fins in the back. It was light purple with a white interior.
The car parked in a driveway across the street from the home Cross’s employer slept in, and a blond man in his thirties staggered out and headed up the walk.
Cross lowered his window and called to him.
“Yo, Buddy, you live here?”
Buddy turned and stared at Cross blankly, but then recognition dawned on his face, was accompanied by a wide smile, and Buddy walked over to the limo and peeked in.
“Harvey? What are you doing here?”
“I’m working. My employer is dating your neighbor.”
Buddy laughed at that.
“Dating? You mean she’s screwing him for favors. The wife and I always wondered how she afforded to rent that house.”
Harvey waved a hand in an effort to disperse Buddy’s breath.
“I see you closed down the bar.”
“Yeah and the wife is gonna give me shit.”
Harvey pointed past Buddy, to a woman standing in the doorway of the home where he had parked the vintage Caddy. The woman had her hair up in red curlers and wore a floral-print robe. She was looking at the car with a quizzical expression.
“Is that your wife?” Harvey said.
Buddy turned to look, then, swiveled back towards Harvey with a silenced gun in his hand, and when he spoke, his voice had a German accent.
“I’ve never seen that cow before in my life.”
Buddy, who was actually Lars Gruber, shot Harvey and his partner Mattson a combined eight times, killing both men. The slaughter made surprisingly little noise, and the woman on the porch called to him, oblivious to what had just happened.
“Is this your car?”
It wasn’t his car, but belonged to an eighty-year-old widower who was in the hospital. Gruber had taken the car from the man’s garage and used it while he played the part of Buddy.
Gruber nodded to the woman while smiling, walked over, and shot her in the face. She fell backwards into her home, as a cat whizzed by her and ran off into the night.
Gruber winced, that last shot made a bit of sound as the baffles within the silencer, which was a military grade sound suppressor, eroded from the heat of use, as he had employed it on his last three jobs.
While screwing a new silencer onto the gun, Gruber looked around to see if anyone was watching. No one was and he marched across the street, where he carried out his assignment.
The victim’s wife would be approached shortly after the funeral and sell her late husband’s company to a Conglomerate representative, but in the meantime, Gruber was headed to New York, his target, a man named Tanner. 



CHAPTER 41 - Right back at ya
Rafe limped off the elevator and walked over to his car in the hotel’s parking garage. Despite the fact that he was looking for him, he didn’t spot Tanner until he was nearly at the car.
The garage was underground and Rafe’s car was near the ramp that led up to the street, where outside, the night was fading away to dawn.
“Are you making fun of my limp or do you have one of your own now?”
“I underestimated a senior citizen, but let’s talk in the car.”
Rafe climbed behind the wheel while Tanner sat in the passenger seat. Tanner had dressed his wound and changed clothes. He was wearing jeans with a gray hoodie and running shoes.
“I watched the news before I left my room, it seems like the Giacconi Crime Family is in a war, the only thing is, no one seems to know for certain who they’re fighting with, but for now, it’s being blamed on the Russian mob.”
“The reporters are behind the times, the Giacconi’s and the Russians made peace years ago.”
“A blog called Street View mentioned you by name yesterday, but the TV news anchors are saying that one man couldn’t cause this much grief on the Giacconi Family. They also said that you were an urban myth, what’s that about?”
“I’m not the first assassin to go by the name Tanner; it was passed down to me, and they’re right when they say I couldn’t have done it alone, because you helped me with Pullo’s men.”
“But that chaos last night, was that all you?”
“It was, and I’m not through yet.”
“Johnny Rossetti?”
“Johnny Rossetti, or would you like the honor?”
Rafe smiled.
“My brother came out of his coma, so I’ve lost the fire in my belly, but I’ll stay here for another day, and if you need help, just say the word.”
“I was hoping you’d say that. I may need you for a diversion soon, likely tonight.”
“I’m in; I still owe them for my brother.”
Tanner opened his door to get out.
“Take care of that leg.”
“Right back at ya,” Rafe said, and Tanner limped up the ramp and was gone.
***
Tim and Madison stopped for breakfast after leaving MegaZenith, and Madison told Tim about her last conversation with Reese.
“When I told him I was quitting he asked for my phone number, can you believe that?”
“I don’t blame him for trying.”
Madison reached over and took Tim’s hand.
“What are you doing today?”
“First, I’ll get some sleep, but I’m meeting Tanner later.”
“Come back to my place. You can help me pack.”
“Pack? Where are you going?”
Madison leaned across the table and gave Tim a long kiss.
“I go where you go, or haven’t you noticed that I have a thing for you?”
“You’ll really come with me? You know, where I’m going, it’s far from the city. Hell, it’s far from everything.”
“I don’t care. There’s nothing holding me here anymore.”
They finished their meal and made their way to Madison’s apartment downtown, where they stood outside her doorway, kissing.
When they separated, Madison fished out her keys, and just as she opened the door, there came the sound of pounding footsteps.
Tim had just enough time to see that it was Carl Reese rushing towards them, before Reese collided with him and Madison, shoving them both inside and onto the floor.
Madison opened her mouth to scream and Reese pointed a gun at her in warning, before slamming the door shut with his foot.
Reese smiled at the couple.
“Now, it’s time I heard the truth. Start talking.”



CHAPTER 42 - What’s good for the goose...
Tim helped Madison off the floor and then stood before her in an attempt to shield her from Carl Reese’s gun.
Madison’s apartment was modern, but small, and began with a living room, which was separated from a tiny kitchen by a waist high glass block wall. There was a sofa in front of the wall, and Reese gestured with the gun for Tim and Madison to sit on it.
Once they settled before him with their hands clasped together, Reese took a few steps to his right and gazed down the short hallway, where he glimpsed a view of Madison’s bedroom.
He sent her a wink.
“You and I will explore that room later, but right now I want what you stole out of MegaZenith’s computers.”
Tim opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Reese raised a finger to his own lips.
“Don’t give me any lies, Timmy boy, just give me what I came for.”
Tim released Madison’s hand and reached into his side pocket. When his hand came out, it was holding a flash drive.
Reese ripped it from his hand and grinned.
“I don’t know what’s on here, but I would bet it’ll make me rich.”
“It’s useless without the encryption key,” Tim said.
“I doubt that. I’d also be willing to bet that MegaZenith’s competitors will know how to crack the encryption.”
“You got what you wanted, now just leave us alone,” Madison said, and it broke Tim’s heart to hear the fear in her voice.
Reese smiled a big happy grin as he sat in a loveseat across from the sofa, which was separated by a coffee table.
“Now that we got our business out of the way, let’s say we have fun. Drew, what do you have to drink here?”
“What?”
“Refreshments, do you have any liquor?”
“No, just milk and soda,”
“Soda will do, be a good girl and pour three glasses for us, and if you come back in here with a knife in your hand I’ll kneecap little Timmy, you get me?”
Madison nodded as tears glistened in her eyes. She went into the kitchen, poured cola into three glasses and placed them on the glass block wall, which had a Formica counter atop it.
“Bring me my glass,” Reese said.
Madison handed him one of the glasses and Reese smiled at her while his eyes roamed over her body.
“God, you are one hot little piece of ass, aren’t you? Tell me Timmy, does she give good head? Oh never mind, I’ll find out soon enough.”
Madison backed away and Reese laughed again.
“Bring in those other drinks and sit them on the coffee table in front of me.”
Madison went back into the kitchen and Reese drank his soda, as he swallowed the last of it, he leaned his head back, but his eyes never left Tim.
When the other two glasses were placed before him, he took out a baggie that held chunky white powder.
“I’ve got a surprise, kiddies, something to spruce up your drinks.”
“Cocaine?” Tim asked.
Madison shook her head.
“No, that’s Rohypnol, ground up Rohypnol.”
Tim stared at her in shock. Reese was about to do to them the very thing that they had once planned for him.
Reese laughed.
“Send that girl to the head of the class, yes sweet thing, these are roofies, and it’s going to make you nice and friendly.”
“I won’t drink it,” Madison said, as Reese divided the contents of the bag between the two glasses of soda.
Reese nodded.
“I thought you’d say that.”
He stood, walked around the coffee table and kicked Tim hard in the face, twice, splitting his bottom lip open.
Madison let out a shriek as Tim slid down the sofa, looking dazed.
“Drink bitch! Drink or I’ll keep kicking him until there’s nothing left.”
Madison picked up a glass, but had to calm herself before she could swallow.
“All of it,” Reese said. “And you too, Timmy. It’ll keep you nice and docile while Drew and I get to know each other.”
Tim drank, but had to tilt his head sideways to keep it in his mouth, which seemed numbed and painful at the same time. He didn’t taste the Rohypnol, but he did taste his own blood.
After they both drank, Reese sat back down and waited for the drug to take effect.
Madison grabbed a wad of tissues from a box on the coffee table and tended to Tim’s busted lip, while standing in front of him. As she dabbed at the blood with one hand, she reached into her bra and removed an empty foil packet.
She whispered to Tim.
“I drugged him too.”
When Madison sat back beside him, Tim stared across at a grinning Carl Reese and wondered which of them would pass out first.



CHAPTER 43 - Ewww, that’s nasty
With Tanner rampaging throughout the city, Frank Richards decided to leave his Park Avenue apartment and retreat to his 35-acre estate, which was located in the quaint hamlet of Katonah, New York, situated on the bank of the Cross River Reservoir.
He arrived there with ten highly trained bodyguards and was confident that if Tanner made an appearance, the estate’s security system would give them ample time to prepare. The home also had a panic room in the basement, and as a last resort, Richards could cower there until Tanner was killed or left the property.
Al Trent entered the massive living room and stopped short when he saw the painting hanging over the fireplace. It was much like the one Richards displayed at his Park Avenue apartment, but larger, giving it greater detail.
It was a portrait of Richards’ late mother.
“Madison really does resemble your mother, sir,”
“That she does, but let’s not speak of her. She’s made her decision and she’s no longer a part of my life.”
“That saddens me. I had harbored a desire that she and I might one day wed.”
“I knew you were attracted to her, but I didn’t know you felt that strongly about her.”
“She’s a lovely girl, but it was more a desire to be a part of your family, since you’ve always been sort of a father to me.”
Richards smirked.
“Careful Al, you’re venturing into boot-licking territory.”
Four guards remained outside to patrol the grounds, while the six remaining guards inside stood about. They were close, but not close enough to hear the conversation,
Richards settled himself behind an ornate desk with spindly legs, and placed his briefcase atop it.
“I understand that Gruber finished his assignment in California. When can we expect him here?”
“His flight will be arriving soon and he says that he already has an idea of how to kill Tanner.”
“And what would that be?”
“He didn’t go into detail, but I believe he’ll be using Johnny Rossetti as bait.”
“When you speak to him, assure him that Johnny would be an acceptable loss.”
Trent smiled.
“I will do that with pleasure, sir.”
“Has there been any sign of Tanner since he dispatched those men in the Bowery?”
“No sir, but we expect more trouble tonight.”
“Lars Gruber will handle Tanner. Tanner’s gifted at what he does, I’ll give him that, but Gruber is far and away his better.”
“He’s certainly well compensated. I understand he asked for a quarter of a million dollars?”
“He did and I agreed to pay it. This nonsense has gone on long enough.”
Trent gazed up at the portrait again.
“May I take a tour of the house, sir? I’ll show myself around if you don’t mind.”
“That’s fine, but don’t be too long. Remember, you have to meet Gruber in the city. And while you’re doing that, I’ll be here working. Despite everything going on, I still have a corporation to run.”
“Yes sir, I won’t be long.”
Trent went up the staircase. There were no servants in the home, as Richards had given them the next few days off. If Tanner did show, Richards didn’t need witnesses around to view his capture and murder.
After opening three doors, Trent found the room he’d been looking for, Madison’s bedroom. A room she mostly used during the summer.
Trent searched through a chest of drawers until he found her underwear. He removed a pink silk panty from the drawer, but then tossed it back in when his eyes found better treasure in the closet.
Behind a laundry basket was a pair of Madison’s soiled panties. They were weeks old and musky from use, but Trent inhaled them as if they were roses.
He stuffed them in his pocket, left the bedroom, and locked himself inside an upstairs bathroom, where he used the panties while he pleasured himself.
It was as close as he’d ever get to being in Madison’s pants.



CHAPTER 44 - One can only hope
LaGuardia Airport, Queens, New York
Lars Gruber tossed his carry-on bag to Johnny Rossetti’s driver, Mario, and then cast a critical eye towards Merle and Earl, who were glancing about nervously.
“Who are these two losers?” Gruber asked in his normal voice, which had a distinct German accent.
“This is Merle and Earl Carter, Mr. Gruber. Johnny sent them along to keep an eye out for Tanner; these two know what he looks like.”
Gruber laughed.
“Johnny Rossetti thought that Tanner would try to kill me? How would he even know I’m here?”
Mario shrugged.
“This dude Tanner always does what you’d least expect?”
“Nonsense, Tanner has no finesse. Frank Richards sent me a file on the man and it appears that he’s just been lucky. Take that shootout last night as an example, the fool went up against seven men alone and walked away from it. Pure luck, but it’s about to run out.”
“You know best, Mr. Gruber,” Mario said.
“I don’t know best, fat man, I am the best. Richards is paying me a quarter of a million dollars to kill Tanner and I won’t even work up a sweat.”
Merle’s eyes boggled.
“A quarter mil? I thought the reward was only up to a hundred K?”
“That’s for losers like you; I wouldn’t get out of bed for that kind of money.”
Gruber gazed at Merle and Earl again and shook his head in disgust.
“Is this the best Johnny Rossetti has left? They look like frightened rabbits.”
Earl frowned at that.
“Hell yeah, we’re scared, Tanner ain’t no joke.”
Gruber made a sound of distaste.
“Schwuls!” Gruber snarled, using a German slang word to call the brothers homosexuals.  
They left the arrivals area for private jets, and Gruber insisted on sitting alone in the rear of the limo, while saying that Merle and Earl weren’t fit company. This caused Merle and Earl to sit up front with Mario, while Gruber sat in the back and opened the package that contained the weapons he would use.
As Mario put the vehicle in gear, Merle muttered, “Jerk,”
Mario whispered to him.
“Watch your mouth, Gruber is a dick, but he’ll kill Tanner, count on it.”
Earl smiled.
“My money is on Tanner.”
“I’ll take that bet for a hundred,” Mario said and Earl agreed.
Merle smiled.
“Either way we win, but maybe they’ll kill each other.”
“One can only hope,” Mario whispered, as he drove back to Johnny Rossetti’s club.



CHAPTER 45 - Psychosomatic
From the corner of his eye, Tim saw Madison act as if she were fighting sleep. At least he hoped it was an act.
As for himself, he felt no effect from the date-rape drug, but figured that would change.
Taking Madison’s cue, he blinked rapidly, lowered his head to his chest and then jerked it up, as if to ward off drowsiness.
Carl Reese, seated across from them, was drugged as well, but it didn’t seem to be affecting the man at all. He was a foot taller than Tim and weighed twice as much as Madison, and Tim realized that he would likely succumb last.
Reese spoke to Madison, who he knew as Drew.
“Why don’t you take off your top, Drew? It’ll save me the trouble.”
“I’d rather play in traffic than have you touch me, pervert.”
“Now, now, be nice. I could have had you two arrested for corporate espionage, but instead, I’m letting you keep your freedom. That’s worth a roll in the hay, hmm?”
Madison didn’t answer, instead, she fluttered her eyes and her head lolled. It was no act; the Rohypnol in her system was kicking in.
Tim felt it as well, as his eyes seemed to want to close on their own, but a spike of adrenaline revived him temporarily.
He looked over at Reese and saw the man run a hand over his face as if to stifle a yawn, but then Reese rose to his feet and walked around the coffee table to stand beside Madison.
“That’s it sweet piece, get nice and drowsy, and you know what, you’re gonna like it too. You’ve probably forgotten what it’s like to be with a real man if Timmy here is what you’re used to.”
“He’s twice the man you are,” Madison said, but the words came out of her mouth like sap from a tree in winter.
She laid her head atop the sofa, but then jerked herself upright, as her eyes stayed half-closed.
Reese smiled down at her, but the smile became a yawn and when he raised his hand to cover his mouth, he took a step backwards, as if stumbling. Afterwards, he went back to the loveseat and sat.
“Shit, you two are contagious, just watching you is making me sleepy.”
Tim wanted to say something but found he couldn’t muster more than a moan, as the drug came down on him like a hammer. He looked at Madison and saw that her head rested on her shoulder and although her face was turned away from him, he could see that her mouth hung open.
Reese was holding the glass that had held his soda, as he shook his head and blinked.
“Why am I getting drowsy? There’s no way you could have switched glasses with me, and anyway, I drank mine first.”
“Psychosomatic,” Tim said and was amazed at how much conscious effort it took to mutter that one word.
“Psychosomatic?” Reese repeated. “What, like it’s all in my head?”
Tim nodded.
Reese stared back at him with a blank expression as he slid down lower in his seat.
A moment later, Reese sat up with a start.
“I’m really tired, but not too tired.”
He rose, then, walked over and lifted Madison off the sofa by grabbing her around the waist. Madison made weak sounds of protest and moved her arms, but Reese pulled her along easily, dragging her towards the bedroom.
Tim stood, determined to stop Reese, only to fall to his knees, and then to the floor.
“Nooooo...,” Tim said, but the sound barely carried, and Reese and Madison disappeared into the bedroom.



CHAPTER 46 - The envelope, please
Lars Gruber had Mario drop him ten blocks from the strip club and told him that he would enter through the back door when he arrived.
“When will that be?” Mario asked. “Johnny will be waiting.”
“I’ll arrive when I arrive, fat man, so just tell Johnny R to wait.”
“Yes sir, Mr. Gruber,” Mario said, and drove off with Merle and Earl.
The limo was barely out of sight when a red Mercedes pulled to the curb and Gruber climbed inside.
***
Not far away, Tanner was parked beside a fire hydrant, watching.
He had been following Johnny Rossetti’s limo in the hope of catching the man unaware while on the road, but instead, he followed it to the airport.
He didn’t know who Gruber was on sight, but knew that if Johnny sent his limo to pick him up at the airport, then it meant he was a somebody.
After Gruber climbed into the second car, Tanner kept following him, and in less than ten minutes, the car drove up a ramp and inside a warehouse that was once a box factory, but had several large FOR SALE signs across its front.
Tanner left his car in front of another hydrant and walked around to the rear of the building.
By the time he found a broken window that was close enough to hear what was being said, he had almost missed the action.
Jackie Verona, Underboss of the Calvino Crime Family was tied to a chair and gagged.
Verona was about fifty, in good shape and had all his hair, which was still dark, thanks to hair dye. In his youth, he had been a mob hit man and was not above practicing his former trade when needed.
The man from the airport was standing before Verona and holding a gun, while three young punks looked on. No, make that two young punks, the third one was well dressed and the driver of the Mercedes, he wore glasses and had an air of authority about him.
He stood before Jackie Verona with the man from the airport, as the other two watched and waited from several yards behind.
When the man with the gun spoke, Tanner heard the German accent.
“I want you to know that you were a gift to me. Your friends feared that you might interfere in my work here, and since your son was an informer, why not you?”
Jackie Verona mumbled and shook his head violently.
The German shrugged.
“Yes, but why take the chance, on your loyalty, or my life.”
The man raised the gun and shot Verona once in the heart and once in the head, killing him. Afterwards, he removed the clip and handed the gun to the young man in glasses.
“I understand you have use for that weapon, Mr. Trent?” the German said.
“I do. It will be used to frame someone, insuring that this will never come back on you.”
“And who would that someone be?”
“Johnny Rossetti, after all, it’s due to his incompetence that we needed to hire you?”
Lars Gruber smiled.
“I see why Richards keeps you around.”
“Thank you and the best of luck with Tanner.”
“It’s not luck, I’m simply better than Tanner will ever be, I’m better than anyone.”
Trent smiled.
“But not modest.”
“Never that,” Gruber said, smiling.
Trent spoke to the punks as he handed them an envelope.
“You know what to do with the body, and once it’s done, I suggest you leave town.”
The punks nodded, looked inside the envelope and smiled.
***
Tanner debated staying with Gruber, but decided to stick with the punks instead.
After Gruber and Trent left, Tanner watched the two punks move Jackie Verona’s body from the chair, and carry it to an old Pontiac that was sitting up on blocks behind the warehouse.
The car had no window glass left and its surface was more rust than paint. After opening the car’s trunk, they dropped Verona’s body in without ceremony and slammed the lid shut.
With that done, the punks walked over to a green Camaro with New Jersey plates and drove off.
Tanner walked back to his car, cruised around the area while thinking, and when he had a plan in mind, he drove back to the empty warehouse.
The lock on the back door gave him little resistance, and after going inside, he retrieved a white envelope from the floor. It was the same white envelope that Al Trent had handled,
After backing his car up to the Pontiac, Tanner opened his trunk and transferred Jackie Verona’s body into it.
He knew the plan in his head was an elaborate one, but he also knew that if he could pull it off, that he would have The Conglomerate off his back, possibly for good.
Tanner drove along, laughing to himself, and looking forward to the night to come.



CHAPTER 47 - Kick a man when he’s down
Gruber finally arrived at the club hours later and let Johnny in on his plan to kill Tanner.
They were in the office with Merle, Earl, and Mario.
“You’re going to pretend to be me? How? I mean we’re about the same size, but we don’t have the same hair color and you look nothing like me.”
“I don’t have to be an exact match; I just have to give the impression that I’m you. I want you to leave the club, climb in the limo and go somewhere, somewhere big and busy, like a mall or a department store. I’ll be there waiting for you, dressed exactly like you, and when I leave, I’ll be flanked by four of your men, the bigger the better.”
“And what do I do?”
“You stay where you are, or you leave by another exit, it won’t matter, because if Tanner is watching, he’ll think I’m you.”
“What if he’s not fooled?”
“Then, you will have to deal with that, but this is the plan. I spoke to Frank Richards on the drive in and he approved it.”
“I bet he did, he’s probably hoping I’ll get whacked first, but let’s say your plan works, what happens then?”
“I come back here and wait for Tanner to make his move. He’s a reckless fool and he’ll be stupid enough to attempt to hit you here, despite all the men guarding you, possibly even because of it.”
Johnny gave Gruber an incredulous look.
“I’ve got over a dozen guys here and dozens more coming. Do you really think Tanner is stupid enough to risk those odds?”
“It feeds Tanner’s ego to defeat superior odds,” Gruber said, before staring at Merle, Earl and Mario, with disdain. “And from what I’ve seen of your men, he’ll likely get past them; when he does, he’ll meet me and die.”
Johnny looked Gruber over and smirked.
“What’s so special about you, pal?”
“I’m the best killer in the world. That’s what makes me special.”
Johnny rubbed his chin as an idea occurred to him.
“How about a hospital, is that a busy enough place for you?”
“A hospital would be excellent. They’ll likely have an awning outside and I’ll be even harder to see as I make my way to the limo. And one more thing, we’ll wear hats, which will cover my hair and obscure my face when I pretend to be you.”
Mario asked a question.
“What hospital, Boss?”
“We’re going to see Joe Pullo.”
“That’s good, it’ll cheer him up.”
Johnny nodded, but he wasn’t thinking about cheer, he was thinking about revenge.
***
Tim awoke after being asleep for hours and drifted in a haze of half-sleep as he tried to fight off the drug.
There was a puddle of drool under his chin and he dragged himself through it as he crawled towards the bedroom.
“Madison?”
There was no answer and fear pushed Tim to his feet, to stumble along like a drunk. He was more tired than he could ever remember being, but it brought back a memory of when he was a child and his mother was still alive.
She had taken him to the city, it was his first time in New York, and they spent the day visiting The Bronx Zoo and the American Museum of Natural History. By the end of the day, he had a belly full of junk food and a mind filled with pleasant memories, but he was tired, he remembered that he was so tired and that his mother had to carry him onto the train for their ride home.
That was a good tired, this was not, and he fought going under with everything he had. After what seemed like a millennium, he reached the bedroom doorway and saw that Madison was lying sideways across the bed. She was fully dressed, except for her blouse.
Reese was on his knees beside the bed with his arms outstretched atop the mattress, and in one hand, he clutched the blouse Madison had been wearing.
Reese was stirring as well and he looked over at Tim with half-closed eyes and spoke.
“Drugged me... somehow... how?”
Tim ignored Reese and pulled himself up by using the doorframe.
Reese rolled over until he was sitting on the floor with his back against the bed and then fumbled at his waistband, in an attempt to pull his gun free, but that simple task proved too much and his hand dropped to the floor, as his eyes closed.
Tim tottered into the bathroom across the hall, where he collapsed onto the tile floor.
The feel of the cold, hard tiles against his cheek roused him and he pulled himself up and over the lip of the bathtub. As he fell, the spigot cut his forehead and the pain revived him further.
With fingers that felt numb, he turned on the faucet and cold water rained down on him, causing him to shiver, but also granting wakefulness. He sat up inside the tub, shivering and breathing in and out quickly, then laughed as he realized he felt much better.
Fearing it wouldn’t last, Tim scurried out of the tub, dripping wet, and looked for a weapon. When he returned to the bedroom, he was holding the lid off the back of the commode, and he stumbled over to Reese and brought the heavy porcelain crashing down atop the man’s head, causing the lid to break in two.
Reese made a croaking sound and flopped sideways onto the floor.
Tim pulled the gun from Reese’s belt, then, remembering the flash drive, he dug it out of Reese’s side pocket.
With Reese handled, he sat on the bed beside Madison, who appeared to be asleep, the breasts beneath her red bra rising and falling in a steady even motion.
Tim realized he was drifting off again and went back to the shower. This time he was able to stand, and after only a few seconds under the cold stream, he went to the kitchen, while leaving a trail of water in his wake, and prepared an insanely strong pot of coffee.
While he waited for the coffee to brew, he downed two energy drinks he’d found in the fridge and took out his phone.
“Tanner.”
“It’s Tim, I need your help.”
His words sounded slurred to his own ears and Tim worked his mouth. Between the drug and the busted lip Reese had given him, he nearly mumbled.
“Tim? Where are you?”
Tim told him the street and described the apartment house; he hadn’t noticed the street number when he arrived.
“We’re on the second floor. It’s Carl Reese, man, he followed us here and drugged us... but, but, Madison drugged him too.”
“Where is Reese now?”
“He’s here, unconscious; I smashed the toilet lid over his head.”
“How much does he know?”
“He knows we’re phonies, but not our real names.”
“Was he armed?”
“Yeah, he had a gun. I took it from him.”
“Tie him up, I’ll be right there.”
“What are you going to do with him?”
“I’m going to stick him in the trunk of an old Pontiac.”
“What?”
“Nevermind,”
Tim took the time to sip some of the strong coffee before going back to the bedroom. Madison was mumbling and her eyes fluttered, as the effects of the drug waned.
Tim used scarves found in Madison’s dresser drawer to tie Reese’s hands together and lashed them to the headboard.
When he was finished, he glared down at Reese and kicked the unconscious man hard in the balls.
Tim didn’t know if Reese would feel it when he regained consciousness, but it made him feel better to do it.



CHAPTER 48 - Marone!
Tanner arrived in, of all things, a stolen flatbed truck with six portable toilets on the back. He parked it a block from the apartment and made his way there on foot.
He bent down and examined Reese, whose head sported a large lump.
“He’ll be out for a while.”
He then noticed the bandage on Tim’s forehead and the cut on his lip.
“He hit you?”
“The lip, yeah, but I cut my head falling into the tub.”
Madison came out of the bathroom wearing a pink terrycloth robe and Tim handed her a second cup of coffee. Madison kissed him.
“My hero,”
“You’re my hero; thank God you spiked his drink.”
Tanner held his hand out.
“That text you sent me earlier said you downloaded Richards’ files. Let me have the flash drive.”
“Here, and I’ve got the whole thing in cloud storage too, but Tanner, I can’t break the encryption.”
“Try anyway, and you did good work, Tim, you and Madison both.”
“We’re heading to the place I told you about. I sent you the directions, but why don’t you join us?”
“I can’t. Not yet, I have to finish things here first.”
“Are you talking about my father?” Madison asked, as she dried her hair with a towel.
Tanner shook his head.
“Not yet. Tonight I’m going to a club.”
***
Inside Johnny Rossetti’s strip club, Merle and Earl huddled in a bathroom stall together as they placed a call to Sara.
She was back home after being treated at the hospital for her head wound. The doctor had wanted her to stay for a day of observation, but she refused and decided to rest at home instead.
“Lars Gruber? Are you certain that’s his name?”
“Yeah, why, you know him?” Merle asked.
“I know he’s wanted by the FBI and Interpol for questioning in several murders. He’s a hit man just like Tanner. I guess they’ve decided to fight fire with fire.”
“Gruber’s an asshole, but they say he’s good and Gruber thinks Tanner is coming to the club.”
“Thank you, guys, this news is worth a bonus, and be careful there. Just stay out of Tanner’s way.”
“That’s our plan,” Merle said.
When the call ended, Sara left her bed and got dressed; she too was going to a club.
***
At New York-Presbyterian Hospital, Johnny R visited with Joe Pullo.
Pullo sat up in bed with the right side of his chest bandaged and an IV bag attached to his arm.
“How bad are you, buddy?”
“Shitty, but I’ll heal, and I’m sorry, Johnny, but Tanner just outsmarted us.”
“Don’t be sorry. I know you, you did your best, but Tanner, he’s inhuman.”
“You should go away, if you want to live, you should hide.”
“I don’t hide from anybody, but there’s something I want to discuss.”
“What’s that?”
“First, how long are you going to be in here?”
“The docs want me to stay for a few days, but I’m bored out of my mind in here already.”
“I hear you, but it sounds like you’re lucky to be alive.”
“Tanner could have easily killed me with the shotgun he had, but instead, he shot me with a pistol.”
“Why?”
“We’re friends.”
“Hell, with friends like him...”
“Yeah,”
“Listen up. Richards hired Lars Gruber to take out Tanner, but I’m not convinced he’s up to it.”
Pullo sighed.
“That’s a toss-up; Gruber’s the best, at least he was. I think Tanner is going for that title.”
“If Tanner kills Gruber, I’ll be next in line, and I don’t want to die.”
“Richards will never cancel the contract on Tanner, and I don’t think Richards would care if you were out of the picture too.”
“I know that, Joe, and I’ve got a plan. Is there any way to contact Tanner?”
“He’s made contact with me before, but I don’t know how to reach him.”
“Shit. I need to contact him, see if he’ll deal.”
“What do you have to offer?”
“I’ll make sure he gets to Richards. That bastard is hunkered down in the country at his mansion.”
“Tanner might take that deal, if I vouched for you, but you’d have to give your word not to touch him. At least for that one time,”
“I’d do it.”
“Even though he killed your Uncle Al?”
“Yeah, because that hit was ordered by Richards. This whole mess lands at his feet.”
“Let me think about it, maybe something will come to mind. I guess I know Tanner better than anyone, if that’s even his real name.”
Johnny patted Joe on his good shoulder and headed towards the door.
“You know, Gino Maggio is one floor below you. He lost part of his right arm last night.”
“Damn. Was it Tanner?”
“Yeah, but get this, Tanner tied off the wound with his belt. The docs say it saved Gino’s life.”
“I can see that. Tanner likes Gino.”
Johnny R made a gesture towards heaven with his hands.
“Marone! If you and Gino are examples of what he does to people he likes, God help those he hates. See ya around, Joe.”
Pullo said goodbye and then stared at the wall while he thought about Tanner.
When he recalled something from years ago, he made a call.
“Hello?”
“Laurel Ivy, how are you, honey? This is Joe Pullo again.”



CHAPTER 49 - O Romeo, Romeo
As the sun sank below the horizon, Lars Gruber gave instructions to the street soldiers gathered inside Johnny’s strip club.
They were all men that the arrogant German gazed upon with contempt.
What a motley looking crew.
Merle and Earl were towards the front. They were dressed in bulletproof vests, which they wore under hoodies, and were carrying guns in hip holsters. Of the eighty-one men present, they were two of only six given vests.
Gruber’s trap relied on Tanner being able to enter the club, so that Gruber himself could kill him. To that end, he was going to lure Tanner in by understating their manpower. Merle and Earl would guard one end of the alleyway behind the club, while Mario, along with Carl the bartender, manned the other end.
Carl had been drafted because he knew Tanner on sight. However, he was even less of a street soldier than Merle and Earl were, and looked to be on the verge of fainting as he sweated through his clothing.
Frank Richards was counting heavily on Johnny Rossetti being Tanner’s next target, and so he gave the green light to Lars Gruber’s plan.
For the next few nights, they would essentially control the city blocks surrounding the strip club, although to the uninitiated, nothing would look any different.
Most of the men would be scattered away from the club in doorways and cars, awaiting the sound of gunfire. Once they heard it, the entire area surrounding the club would be shut down and no one would be allowed to leave until they were checked out.
To accomplish this, they had help from the cops, their cops, the ones they had owned for years. They had also stolen two work trucks from the gas company and dressed several men in coveralls and hardhats.
At the sound of gunfire, these trucks would block off the street leading to the club and tell anyone who asked that there was a gas leak.
They also had a van standing by, along with a freshly dug grave, and once Gruber killed Tanner, the corpse would be taken away within minutes.
Gruber’s assessment of a motley crew wasn’t far from the mark, because Tanner had single-handedly killed or wounded the best men Johnny had, and so the word went out for replacements and a variety of would-be tough guys showed up.
Several of the men in the club appeared to be street punks looking to make a reputation.
One in particular, was a guy in a leather vest who wore a black bolo tie with a silver clasp in the shape of an R. His spiky hair was dyed a white-blond and he had full-sleeve tattoos on both arms. He seemed to be dancing to music no one else could hear, and was annoying not only the other men, but also Gruber.
He popped his gum loudly and asked yet another question. He was no kid, but a man who had apparently never grown up.
“Those dudes with the vests, man, you’re just using them as like... what do they call it, sacrificial sheep? I mean, you trying to get those dudes whacked or what?”
Gruber’s face reddened as several men in the crowd mumbled their agreement with the punk’s assessment, Merle and Earl among them, who were assigned to the east end of the alley. Other than a full on frontal assault, the east end of the alley was the most likely place for Tanner to enter from.
Gruber raised his hands to indicate he wanted silence and the gathering quieted down.
“The positions at the alley entrances and the front door are most vulnerable, yes, but that is why these men were supplied with vests.”
The blond punk adjusted his mirrored sunglasses and let out a laugh.
“Them vests ain’t gonna do shit for a head shot, yo!”
The crowd laughed, save for those wearing the vests, and Carl the bartender stumbled over to a stool, while feeling the need to sit before his knees gave out.
Gruber pointed at the mouthy punk.
“What’s your name?”
“They call me Romeo, because I’m lucky with the ladies. By the way, where’s all the bitches?”
“The strip club is closed, Mr. Romeo, but you are lucky.”
“Why’s that?”
Gruber smiled. It was a nice smile, and for more than a few, it had been their last sight on earth.
“We have one more vest left in the office. You’ll be joining these two brothers here on the east end of the alley.”
“Yo, that’s bullshit, man!”
Gruber removed his silenced gun from the custom-made holster on his hip and held it loosely.
“Take it or leave it.”
The punk sulked, but he stayed quiet.
“All right, now that we have settled that, everyone get into their positions, and remember, only these six—” Gruber smiled. “Only these seven men with vests stay near the club, the rest of you will be staying back, and when the shooting starts, you’re to get into your designated positions and keep anyone from leaving the area. That way, if Tanner attempts to flee, he’ll be trapped and I’ll finish him off.”
He gazed down at the men he had picked to guard the front door.
“If you hear trouble coming from the alleyway, ignore it and stay at your post. It could just be a diversion. I will handle the alley and the club alone. Now, everyone get going.”
***
Sara parked her car five blocks from Johnny’s club and began walking there on foot. Her head still hurt from Tanner’s assault, but the dizziness had abated, and if she walked slowly, she didn’t weave.
Without knowing it, she passed by over a dozen men waiting to pounce on Tanner if he happened their way. And when she neared the strip club, she walked down a side street and huddled in the doorway of an abandoned factory, where she had difficulty finding a place to stand because of all the empty liquor bottles and trash in the shallow alcove.
The smell of urine was present as well, but Sara stayed, because from where she was standing, she could see the gate set in the fence, the fence at the east end of the alley that ran behind the club. A spot she also believed Tanner might pick as a point of entry.
Reaching into her purse, Sara removed her gun and hoped for a chance at getting revenge.
***
On the other side of the gate, Merle and Earl found themselves standing in the well-lighted alley with Romeo, who insisted on showing the brothers his quick draw technique, as he drew and holstered his gun like a Wild West gunslinger.
“I ain’t afraid of Tanner. Shit, let him come. I could use the reward money.”
Merle spoke to Romeo as he looked about, his eyes searching up, down, left and right for signs of trouble.
“Tanner is no joke, dude. We met him in Vegas and he almost killed us.”
“Yeah, well, no offense, but you ain’t me,” Romeo said, as he danced to a tune only he heard.
Earl kicked a portable toilet that sat against the chain link fence. There was a thick padlock securing the door.
“They dropped this thing here and then forgot to take the damn lock off.”
Romeo stopped dancing in place and ran back towards the club.
“I’ll go see if Gruber has the key.”
As Romeo neared the rear door of the club, he hollered to Gruber.
“Yo, Mr. G, we need the key for the portable shitter you had placed out here.”
There was silence for several seconds, but then the door opened slowly. Along with new lighting, Gruber had Mario place convex mirrors on poles in the alley, so that he could see in either direction without exposing himself to a line of fire. To the west, the alley curved towards the avenue, while eastward, it stayed straight and dead-ended across from the rear of a warehouse.
The warehouse was made of red brick and had no windows at the rear. Inside, were two men hiding in the shadows, just in case Tanner sought to use the building’s roof as a shooting post.
Gruber checked the mirrors and when he saw Romeo standing alone, he peeked his head out.
“What are you talking about?”
Romeo pointed back the way he came, where Merle and Earl were.
“The portable shitter down there, it’s locked. You got the key?”
Gruber squinted as he considered Romeo’s words. He then disappeared back inside, only to return wearing his own vest and carrying a silenced pistol.
“Come with me, and for once, keep your mouth shut.”
Romeo looked down at the gun in Gruber’s hand and nodded.
Gruber moved down the alley at a steady pace and as he neared their position, he waved Merle and Earl towards him.
“Come here, men, we have to talk strategy.”
The brothers approached warily, as they too stared at the gun in Gruber’s hand.
When they were standing a foot in front of him, Gruber charged past them while firing shot after shot into the portable toilet. The Clap, Clap, Clap, Clap, Clap, Clap of his silenced shots making no more noise than a cough.
Gruber shot high and low, but seldom in the middle and after emptying one clip, he reloaded in a blur of skilled motion and fired again.
After reloading once more, he approached the shredded plastic box at an angle, while walking sideways, his gun held at the ready. When he saw the lock on the door, he grabbed it with his bare hand and gave it a hard tug, causing it to come loose from the door. The lock had been cut and then glued back together.
Gruber ripped open the door and a bloody figure clad in black fell to the concrete of the alley. It had been a man and he too had a vest, but it gave the man no protection against the numerous head and leg wounds acquired from Gruber’s shots.
When Merle, Earl, and Romeo, gathered around Gruber, he holstered his weapon and gestured grandly at the corpse.
“Take a good look you worthless shits. There’s your bogeyman Tanner, and now you know why I’m the best.”
Romeo, who was actually Tanner in disguise, gazed down at the twice-killed corpse of Jackie Verona, and prepared to show Gruber the error of his ways.



CHAPTER 50 - Always the loner
Laurel Ivy took a seat by Joe Pullo’s hospital bed, after giving him a kiss on the cheek and checking out his wound.
“That looks like good work. Who’s your doctor?”
“You are, but the dude that sewed me up this time is named Patel. Don’t ask me the first name, I can’t pronounce it.”
“I’m glad you called. I was wondering how you were.”
“I called for a reason.”
Laurel sighed.
“I figured as much, but if this is about Tanner again. I still have no idea where he is.”
“And even if you did know, you wouldn’t tell me, right?”
“Yes,” Laurel said and then she gazed over her shoulder.
“It’s just you and me, Laurel, so don’t be nervous. Besides, I would never let anyone hurt you.”
“Why would you think I’d know where Tanner is?”
“There was a period of time there when I thought something was going on between you two, am I wrong?”
“Tanner said something to you?”
Pullo laughed, but then winced at the pain of his wound.
“Oh, that’s a good one, Tanner gossiping about his love life, no, he never said a thing, but like I said, I had a hunch.”
“It’s been over for a long time.”
“I understand that, honey, but here’s the thing, if, only if, you can somehow get a message to Tanner, do so. It could help him.”
“I thought you were trying to kill him?”
“I was, but that’s not what this is.”
“What’s the message?”
“Have him call me here.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
Laurel clasped her hands together in her lap and stared down at them as she thought things over.
“I wasn’t lying when I said that I don’t know where he is, but I might know someone that could reach him, and I’ll ask that person to pass along your message, all right?”
Pullo smiled.
“That’s great, baby,”
“If he calls...”
“Yeah?”
Laurel took in a deep breath and released it.
“Nevermind, if he wants to hear my voice or see me, he’ll call.”
“Being around Tanner isn’t the safest place to be right now, you know?”
“He’ll be all right, won’t he?”
“I don’t know, but if he calls me, maybe I can help.”
“Even though he tried to kill you?”
“He didn’t try to kill me; he just put me out of commission. Tanner never fails and I think there’s a German guy about to learn that the hard way.”
***
Laurel left the hospital and took a cab to Rafe’s hotel. When he opened the door and saw her standing there, shock lit his face.
“How did you know where to find me?”
“I’m nosey and I’m careful. I went through the pockets of your pants while I was treating your leg wound and I saw the keycard for this room.”
“Is there trouble?”
“No, but can I come in?”
Rafe let her into the room and she watched him walk.
“That limp seems better, how’s the leg?”
“It is better, and I’m good thanks to you, but what’s up?”
“I need to get in touch with Tanner.”
“I don’t know how to do that. He had asked me to help him tonight with this war he’s waging, but he called earlier and said he wouldn’t need me after all.”
“But he might call again?”
“Possibly, but I have no way to reach him and I’m headed home tomorrow,”
Laurel nibbled her bottom lip as she shook her head in frustration.
“Typical Tanner, always the loner,” Laurel said.
Rafe smiled.
“You sound like you’d like to keep him company.”
Laurel grinned back at him, but then she looked worried.
“I wonder why Tanner changed his plans.”
Rafe shrugged.
“I guess he came up with a better one.”



CHAPTER 51 - Tanner smiled
Tanner removed the bolo tie, even as his left foot came down on the back of Gruber’s knee, driving him to the ground. As he slipped the bolo over Gruber’s head with one hand, he disarmed him with the other.
Gruber reacted quickly as he tried to grab his gun, but only succeeded in knocking it to the ground. Meanwhile, the three fingers he managed to get between the bolo and his throat were being severed, and would soon fall to the ground.
The bolo was no mere tie, but a black garrote consisting of razor sharp wire at its middle, where it looped. Tanner forced a knee into Gruber’s back, as he gripped the silver R and pulled tight on the bolo’s ends and the garrote pierced its leather covering and sliced into Gruber’s neck.
Merle and Earl looked on with wide unbelieving eyes as “Romeo” brought death to Gruber. But when Gruber reached back and swiped desperately at Romeo’s face, dislodging the mirrored sunglasses, the brothers knew that they were looking into Tanner’s eyes.
They gaped at each other in stark disbelief, before looking down at Jackie Verona’s body in confusion, but then they gazed back up at Tanner, and knew it had all been a ruse.
Meanwhile, Gruber’s panicked eyes pleaded with the brothers, as he pointed at them, silently begging them to help. The begging ended along with his life, as a powerful spray of blood erupted from Gruber’s neck, and the German deflated like a defective blow-up doll.
Tanner’s eyes never left the Carter brothers, and he was ready to defend against them if needed, but Merle and Earl merely watched in fascination and horror.
If they had any thoughts on trying to kill Tanner, they didn’t act on them.
With Gruber dead, Tanner released his body and let it fall into the grime of the alley, while freeing the silver R from the garrote and pocketing it.
“Well boys, what do you say?”
Tanner stood relaxed, but looked like something from a Slasher movie, as Gruber’s blood dripped off him and covered half his neck and chest. He was armed, but his gun was holstered.
Merle and Earl looked at the guns on their own hips and shook their heads.
“We ain’t killers, Tanner,” Merle said. “It’s why we didn’t kill you back in Vegas, and we could have, ya know?”
“Give me your guns, slowly.”
They did as commanded, and after checking to see that a round was chambered in each gun, Tanner removed and pocketed the clips, then, he handed them back with the empty clips that Gruber had used. After that, he picked up Gruber’s gun and removed the silencer.
“What now?” Earl said.
“Now you boys get to be heroes, just shoot where I aim.”
Tanner began firing into the soft dirt at the base of the wooden fence, which ran the length of the alley.
Merle and Earl followed Tanner’s lead by firing off their chambered rounds and emptying their guns.
The clips Tanner had taken from Merle and Earl’s guns were compatible, and Tanner removed the empty clip from Gruber’s gun and fed in a fresh one before placing it near Gruber’s body.
The sound of running feet came from the other end of the alley and Tanner whispered to Merle and Earl.
“Let me do the talking.”
He placed the mirrored sunglasses back on just as Mario and Carl appeared.
Mario spoke in a breathless gasp.
“Did we get him?”
Tanner was “Romeo” again and as Romeo, he jumped up and down excitedly while pointing about.
“Oh shit man, shit man, shit man, he was hiding in the damn crapper, Tanner was hiding in there and he and he popped out and wrapped that wire around Gruber’s neck. I didn’t have a shot cuz Gruber was in front of me, but I tried to get him free and that’s when all the blood sprayed. Tanner tossed Gruber at me and I kicked the door shut on him, and that’s when these two lit his ass up inside the box.”
Mario stared about at the carnage and then locked eyes on Merle and Earl.
“Wow, you guys killed Tanner?”
A noise came from behind them, and they saw that Carl had fainted; he lay in the alley on his back. The sight of blood and death had been too much for him.
Mario checked him, and saw that he was okay.
“He’ll wake up soon, but stay here while I go get the dudes guarding the front door.” Mario took three steps and then turned back. “Holy shit, Tanner and Gruber both, wow!”
Mario disappeared from sight and the gate in the fence creaked open. Tanner held his gun at his side, but at the ready, and saw Sara Blake peek in.
When Sara saw the bodies on the ground, she walked in, her mouth agape, her eyes locked on the bullet-riddled corpse clad in black.
“Tanner...?”
Tanner said, “Who’s the bitch?” in his Romeo voice, which he pitched higher than his own, while also imbuing it with a singsong quality.
Merle and Earl moved towards Sara.
“You have to go now,” Merle said, and he tried to push Sara back through the gate.
She broke free of him and bent closer to the bodies.
“Lars Gruber, Tanner killed him?”
“Yeah,” Merle said. “But lady, Sara, you have to leave.”
He looked over at Tanner and shook his head in a silent plea that he not kill her.
“This other body, the one with all the head wounds, is it really Tanner? Is he really dead?”
Tanner went into full Romeo mode and began prancing around.
“Hell yeah he’s dead, my boys here blew his punk ass away after he killed Gruber.”
Sara looked over at Romeo, who was turned sideways, and then she stared at Merle and Earl.
“You two killed Tanner?”
The boys said nothing and Romeo filled the silence.
“They blasted his ass.”
Sara huffed in surprise and took out her phone. Tanner thought she might call the police, the real police, and not The Conglomerate’s paid puppets, but instead, she was readying her camera.
Voices approached from down the alley and Merle and Earl grabbed her arms and dragged her outside the gate.
“You gotta go now or they’ll hurt you,” Merle said in a desperate whisper.
Sara took one last look at what she believed was Tanner’s body, and then she fled.
Mario returned with the guards from the front, and Johnny was with them. They came upon Carl first and Johnny pointed at him.
“Oh no, Carl got killed too?”
Mario laughed.
“Nah, Carl just passed out from the sight of the blood.”
Johnny smiled at that and continued on, where he bent down and examined the bodies.
“That damn Tanner finally ran out of luck, and Gruber, whew, Tanner almost decapitated him.”
He looked up at Romeo and saw all the blood covering him.
“Did you get wounded?”
“No man, but that German dude went off like a fountain when I was trying to help him get free.”
Johnny took out a phone.
“Bring in the van. We got two to go, but keep the street closed until I say different.”
When he was done with the call, Johnny went over and stood before Merle and Earl.
“Boys, you just earned a fat reward, plus I’ll give you a night in the club you’ll never forget.”
Someone groaned and everyone turned to see Carl sitting up.
Mario walked over and helped him to stand.
“Come on, tough guy, let’s get you inside.”
Johnny’s phone rang and he answered it.
“Say that name again?” A pause, “Yeah, bring her here. I’m in the alley.”
He closed his phone and sighed.
“It looks like we may be planting three tonight. That so-called reporter is back, Sara Blake.”
And while Merle and Earl blanched at the news of Sara’s capture and coming demise, Tanner smiled.



CHAPTER 52 - It’s been a hell of a night
The gate opened and Sara was shoved back into the alley by two thugs, one of whom passed her purse over to Johnny.
“There’s a piece in there, Boss,”
Johnny reached inside the bag.
“I’m more interested in her phone.”
Tanner was leaning near the open gate in the fence, ready to move if necessary, and he wondered what Johnny would think if Sara had managed to take a picture earlier.
Johnny pushed several buttons on the phone, became frustrated, and tossed it over to Tanner.
“You look like you know how to search this thing, let me know if she’s made any recent calls.”
“You got it, Boss,” Tanner said, and then he popped the gum he had in his mouth. He glanced at Sara over the tops of his shades, but saw that she was watching Johnny.
Tanner searched through her phone and the results surprised him.
“There’s nothing here. It’s wiped clean, no call history, no photos, nuthin.”
Johnny gave a little laugh.
“No, not nothing, she called someone and then erased it. Smart,”
The van pulled up outside, and Johnny told Mario and one of the men who came with Sara to tote the bodies into the van.
“But before you go...” Johnny said and took out a knife, a switchblade. He knelt beside the body he believed to be Tanner’s and cut open the left pant leg.
Tanner knew what he was looking for and congratulated himself for having the foresight to prepare for it.
Jackie Verona’s left leg had received several shots, but among the carnage they caused, Johnny could discern an earlier wound that laid beneath a bandage, a wound that was narrow and horizontal.
“Gino said he got the bastard with a knife in the thigh yesterday, and there’s the mark. This was definitely Tanner. All right, take them away.” 
Mario pointed at Sara.
“What about her?”
“I’m sure her ride will be along soon. Who’d you call, honey, your Fed buddies?”
Sara tried to hide her surprise at Johnny’s knowledge.
“Yes, I’m a former Fed and Special Agent Jake Garner will be here any minute.”
Johnny let out a sigh.
“Somebody turn on that hose by the wall and wash away this blood, after that, soak everything down with bleach.”
Johnny took Sara by the arm and guided her towards the club.
“Take off Mario, the Feds are coming.”
Mario pointed at Tanner and the Carter brothers,
“You’re with me guys, you too blood boy.”
“Let me use the hose first,” Tanner said.
After stripping down to the waist, he sprayed his neck and chest. He had to be careful about cleaning his arms, for fear that he might smear the temporary tattoos he wore.
Seconds later, he was in the back of the van with a pair of body bags, a perforated Porta-potty, and two very scared brothers, as Mario drove them towards the tunnel.
Tanner grinned.
“It’s been a hell of a night, hmm boys?”
Merle and Earl returned his smile with frowns.



CHAPTER 53 - Flirting with the enemy
Inside the strip club, Johnny R went behind the bar and poured himself a whiskey.
“What will you have, honey?”
Sara looked surprised by the offer, but said she’d have the same, only on the rocks.
With the drinks made, Johnny leaned on the bar and smiled at her.
“You’re a real looker, you got guts and you’re smart, a rare combination.”
“Are you talking about me, or yourself?”
Johnny nearly spit out the sip of whiskey he had just taken.
“Ha, ex-Fed or not, I like you, and hey, that shit with Vince, that wasn’t me.”
“I settled with him.”
This time Johnny nearly choked on his drink, and after coughing and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he pointed at her.
“That was you? You ordered that? There’s a real dark side under all that beauty, isn’t there?”
“Look who’s talking.”
“Are you trying to flatter me, honey?”
Sara said nothing, as she looked Johnny over and smiled. He returned her smile and the silence between them stretched, as they admired each other.
The front door of the club banged open and Jake Garner walked in with two New York City police officers.
“Are you all right, Sara?”
“I’m good, but I’d like to leave.”
“Where are the bodies?”
“They’re gone. They were carted off in a white van that looks like a thousand others and I never saw the plate numbers.”
Johnny’s face paled.
“Wait, what’s he talking about?”
Sara smiled.
“You’re thinking how could I have told him about the bodies when I didn’t see them until after your men grabbed me, right? Well, it’s very simple; I saw them earlier through a gap in that wooden fence.”
Johnny finished his drink in one gulp.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I know nothing about any bodies and I run a legitimate business here.”
Garner laughed.
“I bet you’ve said those same words on many occasions.”
Sara held out her hand.
“I’ll take my purse now.”
Johnny reached under the bar and came up with her purse. As he handed it to her, their hands touched, eliciting an inner sigh in each of them.
As Sara was leaving the club, Johnny called to her.
“Come back anytime, Sara, minus the Fed boyfriend of course,”
Sara smiled.
“Maybe I’ll come see you on visiting days after your arrest.”
Garner glared at Johnny, not liking the banter between him and Sara.
“She’s leaving, but I’ll be staying and there’s an FBI forensic crew on its way.”
Johnny sent him a blank look.
“Whatever you say, Mr. Fed, but may I see the search warrants?”
“Those are on their way here as well.”
Johnny had poured a second drink and he held it up in a toast.
“Goodnight, Sara Blake,”
“Goodnight, Johnny R,” Sara said, and out into the night she went, filled with a strange sense of loss, believing Tanner dead, and thus, leaving her devoid of her obsession.



CHAPTER 54 - Kiss or kill
Bass River, New Jersey 1:26 a.m.
Tanner watched Merle shovel the last pile of dirt atop the bodies, as Mario dragged over several branches to cover the grave.
Tanner was dressed in a T-shirt that advertised the strip club, and with his spiked blond hair, tight jeans, and tattoos, he looked younger than he was.
Soon, they were on the road headed back, but later, as they approached one of the rest stops on the Garden State Parkway, Mario pulled in and parked.
“I’ve got to take a leak, anyone else?”
The others said no and Mario climbed out of the van.
“I’ll bring back coffee.”
Mario went inside to use the bathroom, and while he was in there, Tanner spoke with Merle and Earl.
“You two are heroes now, but if you tell anybody that I’m still alive you’ll be dead heroes, understand?”
Merle scowled at him.
“Hell, we ain’t saying shit, Tanner, if they figured out we lied, they’d kill us.”
“Tanner?” Earl said.
“What?”
“Are you gonna stay dead?”
“Who knows, I might grow to like it.”
As he said he would, Mario returned with coffee, and they stood outside the van, stretching their legs while sipping their drinks.
Mario removed his wallet, counted out several bills and passed them to Tanner.
“I called Johnny while I was inside and he said to pay you. As for Butch and Sundance here, Johnny’s going to give them the hundred K reward, along with one hell of a night at the club.”
“We get the reward?” Merle said.
“Of course you do,” Tanner said in his Romeo voice, but with an edge to it. “You killed Tanner, duh.”
Mario looked at him and smiled.
“I haven’t seen you around before Romeo, but you’re all right. Come to the club sometime, I’m always there with Johnny and we’ll play some pool.”
“I will, but next time have some women there too.”
Mario laughed and slapped him on the shoulder.
“Come on guys, let’s get back.”
***
Tanner had Mario drop him off in midtown and then walked off towards Times Square.
Mario returned Tanner’s wave goodbye and then pulled away from the curb.
Afterwards, he looked at Merle and Earl by using the rear view mirror.
“That dude is flaky, but he seems all right, hmm?”
“I hope I never see him again,” Merle said.
“Amen to that,” Earl said, “Amen to that.”
***
Tanner watched the van disappear and headed for the subway.
Tim had given him all the info he had on Al Trent, and thirty minutes later, Tanner was breaking into Trent’s Mercedes, where he left something hidden in the trunk.
When he walked away, he was headed back towards the subway, and limping noticeably.
He had given himself a cortisone shot before going to the club, but his hours of playing the dancing, prancing Romeo had made his leg hurt more than ever, and he needed to rest it. He also needed time to think.
Tanner sighed as he settled into a seat on the subway.
There’s plenty of time to think about things when you’re dead, plenty of time.
***
In the office of Street View, Sara clicked on the icon marked POST and watched her blog entry go live, along with the single photo she’d been able to take in the alley, the one that appeared to show Tanner dead, while lying alongside Lars Gruber.
Behind her, Emily and Amy Sharpe let out a cheer.
“This is a huge exclusive, but we still haven’t tied all this chaos back to MegaZenith,” Emily said.
“I know,” Sara said. “But I’ve become convinced that Frank Richards is involved. Too many things point to it.”
Emily smiled.
“When do we get to meet those two brothers you told us about, the ones working undercover for you?”
“Maybe someday, but they can’t be seen with us, not yet.”
“Are they cute?” Amy asked.
“Merle and Earl?”
The sisters nodded.
Sara grinned.
“I’ll let you decide that when you meet them.”
“They sound so brave, so smart,” Emily said, and then she wondered why Sara was laughing.
***
The blog post spread across the Internet within hours.
By noon, the twenty-four hour news stations were discussing the photo, and debating if the mystery man named Tanner had really waged a one-man war on the mob, or was the dead man in the photo a scapegoat for a rival gang.
One thing was clear however, the blog and independent newspaper named Street View was once again worth reading.
***
Laurel Ivy opened the door of her illegal clinic and found Joe Pullo staring at her.
Pullo took one look at her red eyes and puffy face and knew he had guessed right about the depth of feelings she had for Tanner.
“I’m so sorry, honey, I know you cared for him.”
Laurel opened his jacket and looked at his bandages.
“You should still be in the hospital.”
“For what it’s worth, Laurel, I think Tanner had feelings for you too. It’s how I guessed that something was going on.”
Laurel sobbed, as tears spilled down her cheeks.
“I loved him, Joe.”
Pullo offered his good shoulder and Laurel leaned in and cried on it.
***
At the club, Johnny R sat up on the sofa in his office as Al Trent walked in.
Trent handed Johnny the newspaper version of Street View and jammed a finger at the picture.
“That is unacceptable. Are they going to arrest you?”
“Picture or not, there are no bodies, my lawyers say they can fight it.”
“Why didn’t you check her camera?”
“She didn’t have one; she had a phone and it had no pictures on it.”
“She likely sent them to herself or placed them in cloud storage.”
“Phones can do that?”
“Of course,”
“I didn’t know that. I’m old school.”
“Mr. Richards is also extremely upset over the loss of Gruber. He was a valuable asset.”
“He’s blaming that on me?”
“Gruber was only involved in this because you were so ineffective at stopping Tanner. If you could run your own shop, Gruber would still be alive.”
“Why are you here?”
Trent smiled, as his eyes twinkled behind his glasses.
“I’m here to give you a bit of news.”
“Which is?”
“You’re being demoted.”
“Say what?”
“It’s simple. Mr. Richards will be recommending to the rest of the ruling council that you be relegated to an inferior position inside The Conglomerate.”
“Only Sam Giacconi can remove me as Underboss.”
“Sam Giacconi is a senile old man, and in any event, Mr. Richards seems confident that he can remove you as well.”
“Bastard! Why doesn’t he just have me killed like he did my uncle?”
Trent smiled again.
“That was my recommendation, unfortunately, Mr. Richards ignored it.”
Johnny was off the sofa and had Trent slammed up against the door before the younger man could even flinch. He took out his knife and pressed it against Trent’s throat.
“I should slice you into pieces and toss you in the river.”
Trent swallowed hard several times, but when he spoke, his voice sounded steady.
“If you hurt me, Richards will have you killed.”
Johnny withdrew the knife, opened the door, and shoved Trent out into the hallway.
“Get the hell out of here!”
After slamming the door, Johnny picked up the newspaper and saw Sara’s name and picture under the byline.
He laughed to himself as rival emotions surfaced.
He wanted to see Sara again, but when he did, he didn’t know if he’d try to kiss her, or kill her.
“Maybe both,” he muttered, and fell back onto the sofa.
***
Al Trent left the club in a huff, but as he drove away, his mood brightened.
He still had the gun that Gruber used to kill Jackie Verona. It was time to play that card and have Johnny R framed for murder.
The gun was hidden inside his apartment, and after retrieving it, he planned to return to the club on some pretext and plant the weapon in Johnny’s office.
However, Trent returned home to find a patrol car waiting for him.
The homicide detective accompanying the officers handed him a search warrant for both his car and residence.
“Are you serious? What is this about?”
“I’m investigating the murder of Carl Reese.”
Trent thought the name sounded vaguely familiar and then recalled it.
“Mr. Reese supervises the night cleaning staff for us. You’re saying someone murdered him?”
The detective was a tall man in his fifties with graying hair, and he looked Trent over with suspicious and knowing eyes.
“An anonymous caller said that they saw you and Mr. Reese having an argument inside a warehouse yesterday.”
“That’s crazy; I barely know the—what warehouse?”
“It used to be a box factory. Mr. Reese was found shot to death inside the trunk of a nearby car.”
Trent went silent as his mind raced through the possibilities. Someone was trying to frame him, but who? And what happened to Jackie Verona’s body?
“I want a lawyer,” Trent said.
The cop was not surprised by his request.
Later, the murder weapon that Tanner had planted in the trunk of Trent’s car was discovered, and found to match the bullets that killed Carl Reese. It was the same gun Reese had used to threaten Tim and Madison.
Tanner had walked the still stunned Reese away from Madison’s apartment the day before, as if escorting a drunk home. Afterwards, Tanner had driven Reese to the former box factory, where he shoved him inside the trunk of the Pontiac and shot him with his own gun.
Reese had pleaded with Tanner for his life, but was ignored,
As if the attempted rape of Madison wasn’t reason enough to kill him, Reese also knew that The Conglomerate’s computers had been compromised by Tim, and so had to die.
In the coming days, a forensic team would discover one of Al Trent’s hairs in the warehouse, a single strand left behind when he was there with Gruber.
While an envelope found with Reese’s body would be confirmed as having Trent’s prints on it.
A second gun found in Trent’s apartment won’t be linked to any crimes, but two shell casings recovered inside the warehouse will match the gun perfectly, and cause the police to wonder if it had been used to create the dried puddle of blood found beneath an equally bloody chair.
When Johnny learned of Trent’s troubles, he wore a smile for days.
***
On East 6th Street, Mrs. Edith Ross opened her apartment door and smiled at her young neighbor, Ms. Claire Harper.
“Hello dear, how are things?”
Claire looked disheartened.
“Things are awful. My renters insurance won’t cover all the damages, the police are still calling my apartment a crime scene, and the landlord says that he doesn’t know when I’ll be able to move back in.”
Mrs. Ross looked sympathetic. The old woman also felt a sense of guilt over having let the young man with the family photo fool her. Had she called the police or the landlord to confirm his identity, Claire could have avoided all the trouble she’d been going through since returning from her vacation.
The old widow invited Claire inside and they talked over coffee. But as Claire was leaving, she remembered the main reason that she had dropped by.
“You said that a package came for me?” Claire asked.
“Oh yes, this came yesterday.”
Mrs. Ross reached over to a table by the door and handed Claire a package that was about twice the size of a cigar box. It was wrapped in plain brown paper, postmarked New York City and had a fictitious return address.
“I don’t know what this could be, but thank you for holding it for me.”
“You’re welcome, dear, and how are your parents?”
“They’re great, but it’s a little weird being back in my old bedroom.”
“The next time I speak to the landlord I’ll try to light a fire under him. I miss having you in the building.”
Claire kissed the old woman goodbye on the cheek, and returned to her car. She was just about to start the engine when curiosity took hold, and she decided to open the package instead.
Inside, was a rectangular metal box, and taped atop the box was a note,
Sorry for the mess, I hope this makes up for it.
When Claire opened the box, she saw that it contained thirty-thousand dollars in cash.
It was a large chunk of the money Tanner had stolen from The Conglomerate drug den he had attacked days earlier.
Despite the horror show she returned home to, after her apartment had become a battleground for Tanner and Joe Pullo’s crew, Claire had enjoyed a very lovely time while on her Mexican vacation.
Next year, she was going to Hawaii.



CHAPTER 55 - I wouldn’t miss it for the world
The farm was as isolated and large as Tim had promised it would be, enabling Tanner to hone his long distance target shooting skills.
The limp in his leg had gone, and he wiped off the temporary tattoos with rubbing alcohol, but some of the hair dye remained, particularly along the sides, and Madison quipped that it made him look distinguished.
The old farmhouse was huge with six large bedrooms, and Tanner took the one farthest from Tim and Madison, giving them their privacy and insuring his own.
The Conglomerate thought he was dead and had no idea that he possessed their organization’s files.
Tim was undoubtedly still being sought, but he would no longer be using the handle Rom Warrior and was working exclusively on cracking The Conglomerate’s encryption.
As for Madison, her only family, her father, had disowned her, and had no reason to track her down.
***
Days after coming to the farm, Tanner was laying prone on his stomach atop a grassy hill, sighting a long-distance shot, when Tim approached from behind.
Tim gestured at the shooting earmuffs Tanner removed as he stood to greet him.
“How did you hear me coming with those on?”
Tanner pointed at the thermos of coffee he’d brought with him to practice shooting. It was shiny and better yet, reflective.
Tim smiled.
“That’s why you told Madison to make sure she bought the type made of stainless steel, you could see my reflection. You don’t miss a trick, do you?”
“If I did, I’d really be dead. What’s up?”
“The daily progress report, I’m still unable to break their encryption, but as I said before, it would be the greatest of luck if we stumbled onto the correct sequence randomly.”
“I get that, I also think you wouldn’t climb up the hill just to tell me that again.”
Tim took a folded piece of paper out of his shirt pocket.
Tanner opened the paper and saw a list of names. He recognized a few from the news and Frank Richards was also on the list. The heading at the top gave a time in the near future and the place was a building on Wall Street in New York City.
“What’s this?”
“You can thank Madison for that. She bagged up the debris from the office shredder and spent the last few days piecing that and two other sheets together. The other sheets turned out to be nothing, but that, that’s a list of The Conglomerate ruling council, along with the time and place that they’ll be gathering.”
Tanner looked thoughtful for a few moments, but then nodded to himself, as an idea came to mind.
“The next time we go into town, I’ll be shopping for a business suit.”
Tim looked puzzled for a moment and then appeared stunned.
“You’re planning on going to that meeting?”
Tanner was still holding his rifle and he stroked it like a lover.
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”



MAKING A KILLING ON WALL STREET
By
REMINGTON KANE



CHAPTER 1 - Two are better than one
When Tanner spotted the beer mug coming at him from the corner of his eye, he ducked, while also thrusting a fist to the right and punching his attacker in the balls.
That’s when the man’s four friends decided to join the fight.
Tanner was in rural Pennsylvania, in the small town of Ridge Creek, and near the farm he’d been living at with Tim and Madison.
Tanner hadn’t been with a woman since he was in Florida nearly a month earlier and after a week on the farm, he was beginning to stare longingly at Madison and so knew it was past time he got laid.
Hell, he was so horny that even Tim was starting to look good to him, and so he went to the local watering hole, a big rambling dump named Grover’s Bar & Grill that had once been a barn.
It was late afternoon and people were just getting off work, so the bar only held a little more than two dozen patrons, many of which were couples.
Tanner found the pickings slim the first hour he was there and was talking up the middle-aged, but still tasty, bartender, when a pair of women walked in who were young, hot and wearing short dresses that showed lots of cleavage.
One of them was a blonde with huge blue eyes and hair that hung down to her ass. The other was a brunette with shoulder-length hair, large breasts and green-eyes that seemed to sparkle.
Tanner zeroed in on them immediately, as did the group of five guys that looked like factory workers. The men wore matching green shirts that had CRAMER STEEL stitched on the back.
The factory workers were closer to the women’s table and so one of them, a man with a goatee and ponytail, sauntered over there first, but Tanner made a point of catching the eye of the blonde as he leaned back against the bar.
The woman smiled, looked him over and then whispered something in her friend’s ear. When the brunette’s eyes wandered over him and she licked her lips, Tanner knew his chances had improved, and he planned to exit the bar that night with one of the ladies on his arm.
The man at the table followed their gaze, then glared at Tanner and asked him what the fuck he was looking at.
Tanner ignored the man, walked over to the table, and spoke to the women, in hopes of leaving with the blonde.
Not fond of being ignored, the ponytailed man sitting with the women stood, and then told Tanner that he should go back to the bar, “...if he knew what was good for him,”
Tanner did know what was good for him, and it was the 108 pounds of primo blonde tail who was seated in front of him and making his cock twitch.
Tanner finally acknowledged the man with a glance, told him to fuck off, and that’s when the man swung the beer mug at his head.
As beer mug’s four friends charged at him from their table, Tanner stepped atop a chair, leapt towards them and landed in their midst, while smashing two of them against the side of the head with his elbows, the twin blows buckled the men’s knees while stunning them, and cut their numbers in half.
The bigger of the two remaining men swung a punch at Tanner that he managed to duck just barely, to then rise and jab his rigid fingers into the man’s throat. A second later, the remaining man struck him in the left kidney, making him wince from the pain.
The blow had also knocked the wind out of him, and as Tanner tried to regain his breath, the man swung again and gave him a solid blow above the right eye.
Tanner let out a loud moan, dropped to one knee, and pretended to appear dazed by the blow.
The man grinned down at him, cocked his right fist way back behind his shoulder, and prepared to finish Tanner off with one mighty blow.
This left the man’s midsection exposed, and Tanner rose in a flash and buried a knee into it. When the man doubled over, Tanner straightened him up with a forearm beneath the chin and the man fell to the floor of the bar, where he lay flat on his back.
However, the man’s friends were all recovering their wits and would be looking to start the battle again within seconds.
When the hand touched his shoulder, Tanner nearly reacted with violence, but the delicate nature of the fingers upon him spoke of their owner before he turned and confirmed it with his eyes.
It was the blonde with the long hair, and when he turned to face her, she placed a caressing hand on his cheek and smiled.
“Let’s get out of here.”
Tanner nodded and then the other woman joined them as they reached the door.
They were driving away in Tanner’s pickup truck when the five guys came stumbling out of the bar shouting curses.
The blonde touched the bruise forming above Tanner’s eye.
“Does that hurt?”
“Not when you touch it.”
“I’m Brittany, she’s Amber and what’s your name?”
“Call me, Romeo.”
“Romeo? I like the sound of that. Take the next exit and turn right, our apartment is a few blocks down that street.”
“You two live together?”
Amber reached across Brittany and rubbed Tanner’s chest.
“We do everything together.”
Tanner smiled.
He had hoped to leave the bar with a woman and wound up with two, so much the better.
“Romeo?” Brittany said.
“Yeah?”
“That was a hell of a fight, are you a boxer?”
“No and I didn’t start the fight.”
“You just finish them, hmm?”
“Yeah, you might say that endings are my business.”
“No talking about work,” Amber said. “Tonight we party.”
“Fine by me,” Tanner said.
He left the young ladies’ apartment the following day, fully sated and with a request to return soon, but his mind had already begun to make plans about the best way to move forward.
It was time to get back to work. 



CHAPTER 2 - Vice versa 
The Cabaret Strip Club in New York City was playing host to the heroes of the hour, as Merle and Earl Carter were finally being rewarded for their perceived killing of Tanner.
The club had been shut down for a week, as the FBI investigated the murders of Lars Gruber and Tanner, which they believed took place in the alleyway behind the club.
Gruber was indeed murdered, and by Tanner, while the other body carted off that night belonged to a mobster by the name of Jackie Verona, who Gruber himself had killed just hours before his death.
The conclusion the FBI came up with was that murders took place, but that they had no way of proving so, despite there being a photograph that showed the bodies. Still, the photo couldn’t be positively linked to the location of the club and so the investigation was stalled and the strip club reopened.
The Carter brothers had already been given the hundred grand in cash they had won as a reward for their presumed killing of Tanner, and on this night, they were being led by hand back to the VIP rooms, each in the company of a young woman who would see to their pleasure.
They were not alone, as their generous host, Johnny Rossetti, had also decided to reward the men who had guarded the front doors, along with the other men who had guarded the alley. They were all present, except for Romeo, who had yet to return the calls made to his phone. 
From where he was standing at the bar, Johnny Rossetti watched Merle and Earl as they entered their VIP rooms on the arms of hookers, and then he turned to look at Carl the bartender.
“Hey, weren’t you working the alley last week?”
“Yeah, but I don’t need any reward, living through it was reward enough.”
Johnny grinned.
“I still can’t believe you fainted, but fair’s fair and I’ll hook you up.”
One of the dancers was on break inside a roped-off section at the side of the bar, and was wearing a white silk robe, she was a woman named Skye, who had large natural breasts and long dark hair. Johnny pointed at her as he talked to one of the barmaids.
“Go tell Skye I want to see her.”
“Skye?” Carl said.
“You like her, right? I see you two talking all the time.”
“Yeah, she’s nice.”
“You’re gonna find out just how nice when she gives you a lap dance, but don’t expect anything more from her, she’s not a hooker. I only got pros for the Carter brothers. They deserve it for killing Tanner.”
Skye appeared with a questioning look in her green eyes.
“You wanted to see me, Johnny?”
“Yeah, honey, Carl here is one of the heroes from last week, take him back to VIP room six and show him a good time.”
Skye smiled at Carl.
“Follow me, sir.”
Carl smiled back weakly and followed Skye towards the VIP rooms.
Johnny headed for his office, but stopped, as he saw Al Trent enter.
Trent was unshaven, and thick dark stubble covered his face, while his eyes looked red and swollen from lack of sleep and the jeans and green polo shirt he wore looked wrinkled.
“This is the first time I’ve seen you without a suit on Trent, but don’t worry, I hear the state pen is giving away free suits, nice orange jumpsuits.”
Trent rushed towards Johnny and stuck a finger in his face.
“You framed me, didn’t you?”
Two of the club’s bouncers rushed over and Trent took a step backwards. One of the bouncers had a shaved head, while the other had a wide red scar on his left cheek, and both men were twice Trent’s size, dressed all in black, and armed.
Johnny spoke to the man with the scar.
“Pat him down, Bull.”
The search took only a few seconds, and when it was done, the man spoke to Johnny as he held up the contents of Trent’s pockets.
“He’s clean, Boss, no weapons, no bugs, but he does have a wallet, watch, and phone.”
“Give them back to him when he leaves. Trent, follow me to my office.”
Trent stared at his belongings for a moment and then rushed to catch up to Johnny, who had already walked away.
“Just tell me why you framed me, Rossetti.”
Johnny reached his office and held the door open for him.
“Get in here. I didn’t frame you, but I can guess who did.”
***
Across the club, in VIP room six, Carl swallowed hard as Skye removed the silk robe to reveal a red string bikini, and when she began gyrating her hips to music, he spoke.
“Don’t do that.”
Skye cocked her head.
“What?”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“Johnny wants you to have fun, and it’s my job, besides, it’s not like you haven’t seen me dance before.”
“I know, Skye, but... that was different.”
“How?”
“That was for other guys, people off the street, and I thought we were friends, sort of.”
“We are friends; I mean we talk all the time. You’ve even met my daughter.”
“How is Ashley?”
“She’s good. She started high school this year.”
“Get out of here. The last time I ran into you two at the supermarket she was just a little thing.”
“Yeah, but she’s grown like a weed the last few months.”
“Really?”
“Um-hmm,”
“See what I mean? If you do this, rub against me and whatever else, that’s going to make things weird between us and we won’t be friends anymore.”
Skye stared at him for long moments without saying anything, then, she put her robe back on and cut off the music.
“You really don’t want me to give you a lap dance?”
“No.”
“I could get one of the other girls if you’d like? I mean, I know I’m like the old lady here at thirty-two, and there’s that new girl, the small blonde, I hear she’s only nineteen.”
“No, it’s not that, you’re not old and you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
“What?”
Carl shrugged.
“It’s true.”
Skye sat down beside Carl and took his hand.
“Didn’t you say earlier that you were off this Sunday?”
“Yeah,”
“So am I, and I want you to come to my apartment for dinner.”
“What?”
“Dinner, and I’m a good cook too.”
“You want me to come to your apartment?”
“Yes, will you come?”
“Sure.”
Skye kissed Carl on the lips.
“You’re a good man, Carl.”
Carl blushed a bright red that made Skye laugh.
“I think you would have fainted if I had danced for you.”
Carl sighed.
“It wouldn’t be the first time.”
***
“Why would Frank Richards want to frame me for murder?”
Johnny sent Trent a shrug, from where he sat on the sofa in his office.
“Maybe it’s because you know too much.”
Trent thought that over and realized it might be true. After all, he had gotten rid of Richards’ wife for him and there were many other secrets he knew, or suspected, such as the true reason behind the upcoming meeting of The Conglomerate’s elite, but that was something that even Richards wasn’t aware he knew.
“Let’s say you’re right and it was Richards, why not just kill me instead?”
“I don’t know, kid, and to tell you the truth, I really don’t care. As far as I’m concerned, it couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.”
“You really didn’t frame me?”
“No, but whoever it was did a great job of it. Not only do the cops want you for killing that guy, Reese, but the papers say they also have you linked to a murder that took place in some box factory.”
“I don’t know anything about either murder.”
“Are you sure about that? Jackie Verona has gone missing and I seem to recall you telling me not to send him a warning.” Johnny stood and walked over to study Trent carefully. “Did you kill Verona, kid?”
Trent turned and headed for the door.
“I don’t know whose blood and brain tissue they found in that warehouse and I didn’t kill anybody.”
Trent opened the door, but before he left, he gave Johnny a bit of news.
“Richards got the board to agree to demote you. You’ll be summoned by him any day now.”
“The son of a bitch wants to see me tomorrow, but he wouldn’t tell me who was taking over. Do you know?”
“I don’t; I only know you’re out, and that’s the one bright spot in my world right now.”
Johnny waved a hand at Trent.
“Go on, before I put you out of your misery.”
“Somebody framed me, Rossetti, and when I find out who it was, I’ll be back at Mr. Richards side.”
“Sure kid, keep telling yourself that.”
***
Johnny walked out into the club with Trent and watched him leave, then saw Merle and Earl walking towards him with wide eyes and silly grins.
They were dressed in new suits instead of their usual casual, and ratty, attire. The suits were a gift from Johnny, as were the women who had just pleasured them. Nothing was too good for the men who had killed Tanner.
Johnny smiled at them.
“I see the girls showed you boys a good time. They should have, they cost three bills each.”
Merle and Earl nodded at Johnny, and when they looked at each other, they giggled. 
However, the biggest smile in the club belonged to Carl, who walked back to the bar with Skye on his arm, and when they parted, she gave him a quick peck on the lips.
Johnny pointed at him as he went back behind the bar.
“Look at that grin; I guess Skye treated you right, hmm?”
“Vice versa,” Skye said, and she sent Carl a wink as she returned to the stage.



CHAPTER 3 - Loose ends 
The following morning, at the rear of the MegaZenith building in Manhattan, Johnny stepped out of his limo, as his driver, Mario, held the door open for him.
After taking a few steps towards the loading dock, Johnny stopped walking and placed a hand on Mario’s shoulder.
“Get back in the limo; I’m going up alone.”
Mario blinked in surprise, as his fat face scrunched up in concern.
“Alone? But what if something happens?”
“If they want to whack me, they’ll whack me, but there’s no sense in both of us getting hit, but don’t worry, I think this is the last place Richards would pick to kill me. Wait thirty minutes and if you don’t hear from me, then, get the hell out of here.”
“I don’t like it,” Mario said.
“Me either, buddy, but one way or another I’m no longer the Underboss of The Family after today.”
“Shit, so who’s the new boss?”
“That’s what I’m about to find out.”
“You’re sure you don’t want me as backup, just in case?”
Johnny sent him a wink.
“Stay here and I’ll return with news in a few minutes.”
Johnny walked up a set of concrete steps and disappeared into the shadows of the loading dock.
Mario let out a sigh and went back to the limo, where he leaned against it and smoked a cigar, as he checked his phone for messages.
When he saw that there was one from his daughter, he listened to it and felt distress as he heard her teary message.
“Daddy, it’s Maria, please call me as soon as you can. I... I screwed up.”
Mario phoned his daughter and heard the sound of the call being answered, but no one spoke.
“Hello? Maria, it’s Daddy, baby, are you there?”
A female voice answered, but it was not his daughter’s voice.
“Mr. Petrocelli, this is Special Agent Michelle Geary of the FBI, are you alone?”
“The FBI? What’s going on? Where’s my daughter?”
“We need to talk. I’ll be at the Starbucks on East 57th Street at six o’clock, refuse to meet with me and your daughter does time for dealing drugs.”
“What? My girl’s no dealer, she’s a college kid.”
“Apparently, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree, Mario, selling drugs is how you got your start, isn’t it? We have her on video dealing drugs and if you don’t play ball, she’s going away for a long time.”
“Let me speak to her.”
“She’ll be with me tonight, and if you don’t join us by six, she’ll be in a cell by seven. Remember, East 57th, Goodbye Mario.”
The phone went dead and Mario let out a curse. After climbing back into the limo, he slumped in his seat, while wondering just how much the FBI had on his daughter and knowing that he would do anything they asked to see her clear of trouble.
***
Upstairs, on the sixtieth floor, Johnny was being greeted at the freight elevator by Richards’ new assistant, a man named Robert Vance.
Vance was early-thirties, tall, good looking, and blond. His light-blue eyes scrutinized Johnny before he offered a hand in greeting.
“Mr. Rossetti, I don’t know if you remember me sir, but we met once while you were out in Las Vegas last year. My name is Robert Vance.”
Johnny shook his hand.
“I do remember you, and my late Uncle Al told me that you were the one who brokered peace between him and Richards.”
“Yes, although by that time, Mr. Richards had already contracted with Tanner to have your uncle killed, had I known that, I wouldn’t have wasted my time making peace.”
“Why not?”
“A contract is a contract, and despite your loss, I believe that Tanner acted in good faith.”
“Even after Richards told him to stand down?”
“As I said, a contract is a contract, but please follow me to Mr. Richards’ office, he’s waiting for you.”
“They frisked me downstairs. That’s the first time that’s happened.”
“Just a precaution, and your weapon will be returned, also, Mr. Richards will have a bodyguard present.”
They walked together in silence. When they reached the office, Vance motioned for Johnny to enter alone.
“You know, Al Trent used to sit in on meetings.”
“Yes sir and perhaps someday I’ll gain that level of trust as well, but for now, I’m off to run an errand.”
Johnny stared at Vance for several seconds and then offered his hand.
“Come by the Cabaret Strip Club sometime and we’ll talk.”
“I might do that,” Vance said, and then he ended the handshake and opened the door for Johnny to enter.
Johnny walked in and took a seat in front of the desk. Standing by the window behind the desk was the promised bodyguard, a middle-aged man named Gary. Gary was large, but by no means huge, and his gray eyes kept a close watch on Johnny.
Richards made a show of releasing a great sigh as he shook his head sadly.
“If you had only handled Tanner in a timely fashion I wouldn’t be forced to demote you, however, as things stand, the board feels that it’s time for fresh blood at the helm.”
Johnny looked over at Gary and saw the bulge of a shoulder holster beneath the suit jacket he was wearing.
“Fresh blood at the helm, or spilled here in the office?”
“You won’t be harmed, just demoted.”
“Sam Giacconi is on the board and as his proxy I should have been allowed to vote.”
“Your vote would have resulted in a tie and no action would have been taken against you, but you’re an Underboss, not a Don, and so we didn’t bother to count it.”
“That’s bullshit and you know it. Ever since Sam went into the nursing home I’ve been acting in his place.”
“In any event, the deed is done and you’ve been removed as leader.”
“Alright then, who is my replacement?”
“I’ve chosen Joe Pullo. He’s a man who has proven himself loyal time and again and I’m sure he’ll continue to do so as Underboss of The Giacconi Crime family.”
“Joe?”
“You disagree with the choice?”
“I disagree with the decision, but... Pullo’s a good man, and smart too.”
“You are to act as his advisor, his Consigliere, as you people like to call it. Will you do it?”
Johnny sneered.
“I want to keep living, so yes, I’ll do it.”
Richards grinned.
“Excellent, and as the new boss, Pullo will be taking your place at the meeting Sunday as well. That’s all, and from now on, my new man, Vance, will make contact if I need to speak to Mr. Pullo. Oh and by the way, the Cabaret Strip Club now belongs to Pullo; let’s call it a perk of leadership.”
Johnny stood up in a rush and Gary brought his gun out.
“That club is mine! I built it from the ground up.”
Richards grinned again.
“You’ll sign it over by the day of the board meeting or blood will be spilled, your choice.”
Johnny balled his hands into fists as he struggled to keep calm; when he could speak again, he asked a question.
“Anything else?”
The grin had left Richards’ face, only to be replaced by a smug look of satisfaction.
“We’re done, but I want to say one more thing. You’ve only yourself to blame for this. Your ineptitude at handling the Tanner situation was epic, including the loss of Lars Gruber.”
“Tanner was the best. It’s as simple as that, but in the end, my men handled him.”
“Tanner was a bug, and let me remind you that you no longer have men. From now on you’ll simply follow orders from Pullo.”
“Yeah and those orders come from you.”
Richards dismissed him with a wave.
“As I said before, we’re done.”
Johnny headed for the door, eager to leave.
***
Johnny left the office without another word and strode off towards the freight elevator, as Richards watched him leave.
“Gary.”
“Yes sir?”
“Make certain that Mr. Rossetti has left the premises. Afterwards, go find Al Trent and bring him back here.”
“Yes sir,” Gary said, and left the office.
Richards rose from his seat and gazed out at the city, which was spread before him.
This is a good day to tie up loose ends, and once the meeting of the board is over, I’ll be the only one left standing.
Richards poured himself a drink and smiled as he thought about what was to come.



CHAPTER 4 - Never insult a man’s ride 
Tanner returned to the farm and found Tim rushing towards him while holding a newspaper. They were standing on the farmhouse’s wide front porch. The house sat in a clearing surrounded by trees, with the barn behind it and a graveled driveway leading in from the road.
“Tanner, I think I know how to access Richards’ files.”
“You’ve cracked the encryption?”
“No, but look here, Al Trent was indicted on two counts of murder. I’ll bet you anything he could get into those files.”
“Yes, but we discussed this and agreed that he wouldn’t give that info up even under threat of death.”
“That’s true, he wouldn’t give it up to you, because he would believe that you’d kill him anyway, but he would give it up to me.”
“And why would he do that? Are you planning to torture him?”
“Of course not, but I don’t have to. I can give him something he wants, something he desperately needs, a new identity, one that he can use to escape the law.”
Tanner stared at Tim.
“How’s Madison feel about that plan?”
Tim’s enthusiasm deflated.
“I... haven’t mentioned it to her.”
“I framed Trent for her, so that Trent would pay for killing her mother. I think this plan should be her call.”
“Yeah, you’re right.”
“There’s another thing, even if she agrees, there’s no guarantee that Al Trent will take the deal, plus, once he knows he’s dealing with you, he might try to trade you to The Conglomerate and use their help to disappear.”
“I hadn’t thought of that, but it’s worth the risk and you’ll be there to back me up, or rather, Romeo will.”
“Speaking of Romeo, I’ll be heading back to New York tonight, I need to get an inside view of what’s been going on.”
“That’s risky, isn’t it?”
Tanner gave a slight shrug.
“No risk, no reward.”
Tim smiled at him.
“I noticed you didn’t come back last night. I guess you made friends with one of the locals.”
“You could say that, but it’s too risky to stay in this area long term, so start thinking about where you want to relocate to when all this is over.”
Tim waved an arm around.
“We have been thinking of relocating, but it’s as safe as can be here. There’s no way anybody can track us down.”
“I’ve killed more than a few men who had that very same thought when they tried to hide from me. Anybody can be found, Tim. It just depends on how badly the person looking wants to find you.”
***
At that very moment in Southern New Jersey, Al Trent was speaking with a man named Eric, who ran the personnel office for Tri-State Janitorial Services.
Tri-State Janitorial Services employed the late Carl Reese, one of two men that Trent had been indicted of killing. Tri-State was also the company whose computers Tim hacked into in order to infiltrate MegaZenith.  
Trent came to Tri-State looking for the answer to who framed him. He believed the trip would likely be a waste of time, but when Eric whispered to him that he would like to speak to Trent in private, Trent knew that he had been right to come there.
Trent left Tri-State, and now he and Eric were meeting for lunch at a diner on Route 70, one that was two towns away from Tri-State’s headquarters.
Trent had arrived first and ordered coffee for both of them. He hadn’t touched his, and spoke to Eric as soon as the man slid across from him in the booth. Trent also took note of the envelope Eric was carrying.
“What is it you know?”
Eric was in his mid-thirties with brown hair and brown eyes. His height was average, but he had the beginnings of a gut.
“I know that I want to be paid for the information I have.”
“All I’ve got on me is three-hundred and change.”
“What about that watch you’re wearing? It looks expensive.”
“It’s an Omega and worth more than that car you drove up in.”
Eric laughed.
“You’re a snotty bastard, aren’t you? Give me the watch and I’ll tell you what I know, otherwise, I walk away and deny we ever met.”
Trent’s gaze flicked to the envelope.
“What’s in there?”
“Something that might help you, you see, I don’t think you killed Carl, but inside this envelope are pictures of the people who I think did kill him.”
“I don’t understand.”
A waitress appeared and asked if they wanted anything else, when they both declined, she walked away and Eric continued.
“Carl came here for training and it was a day or two before he was killed. That’s when we discovered that a couple of corporate spies had infiltrated our company as a way to gain access to MegaZenith. Carl told me he was going to blackmail them and now he’s dead.”
“Why didn’t you tell the police about this?”
“And confess to being part of a blackmail plot? No thanks, plus, I’d probably get fired, and it might put me on the killer’s radar, so when I give this to you, use it however you want, but keep me out of it.”
“Are there names to go with those pictures?”
“Yeah, but they’re fakes and when I checked again, after I heard that Carl got killed, all of their info was gone from our system, the only reason I have these photos is because I printed them out the day Carl was here, actually, right after he left.”
Trent played with his watchband.
“I’ll give you all the money I have in my wallet and five-thousand more. I can transfer it to you today.”
Eric shook his head.
“Uh-uh, I like that watch and besides, you insulted my car.”
Trent ripped the watch from his wrist and slid it across the table, then, he yanked the envelope from Eric’s hand and opened it.
Inside were two photos, showing a man and a woman each.
Trent recognized both of them. They were the photos that Tim had used to set-up his and Madison’s fake ID’s at MegaZenith.
Madison’s involvement both perplexed and angered Trent, while learning that she was involved with the hacker, Tim Jackson, left him mystified.
“What did Reese say about these two?”
“Carl said that they were a couple. He had a thing for the girl. My guess is that he tried to pressure them too much and they killed him, but why frame you? Do you know them?”
Trent said nothing more; he just rose from the booth and walked out to his car. He had to get back to the city and find Madison, and once he did, he’d have answers, he also planned to make her pay for using him. And as far as Tim Jackson was concerned, Trent considered him a dead man.



CHAPTER 5 - He’s back  
Sara checked her appearance one more time before leaving her apartment and hailing a taxi.
The last week of her life had been one of the strangest to her.
She had always been a woman driven by passion, by goals, and some would say, by obsession.
For years, her obsession was The Bureau, and her goal was to be its first female Director. That desire became meaningless to her when the man she loved was killed. From that day forward, only revenged fueled her.
With Tanner believed to be dead, she had been feeling like a rudderless ship, that is, until she found a new target for her wrath.
While it was true that Tanner had killed her lover, he did so on orders, and by his own admission, those orders came from Frank Richards, the CEO of MegaZenith, who covertly, was a ruling member of a criminal organization named The Conglomerate.
So now, she had a new target with new goals fueled by the same sense of revenge.
She would use anything and anyone to get to Richards, but all her bridges to the FBI had been burned when she left, all but one that is.
Her former partner, Jake Garner, was attracted to her. Through him, she could gain information that might aid her and, if she were truthful about it, she was attracted to Garner as well.
She knew from their past association that Garner often stopped for drinks after work at a restaurant in Midtown, and decided that it would be good to run into him again.
Her plan was to have a late lunch at the restaurant and linger over drinks until Garner finally showed. 
She was dressed casually, but still with an eye towards seduction and had no qualms about using Garner to get information. The man had broken a hundred hearts if he’d broken one, and might not even be capable of having a serious relationship. He wouldn’t lose his heart to her and she believed that she no longer had one to give, no, her heart died along with her lover, Brian Ames.
***
The restaurant was named Martino’s and it served Italian cuisine.
Sara spotted Garner as he was leaving and was surprised that he had been drinking so early in the afternoon. She was about to call out to him when she noticed his companion.
The woman was blonde, beautiful, and looking at Garner with great interest as he spoke.
Garner must have said something humorous, because the woman let out a laugh and touched him on the arm. Seconds later, the two of them climbed into a taxi and sped off, and if Sara had to guess, they were headed to bed.
It didn’t surprise her to find Garner with a woman, but she was still filled with anger and felt betrayed.
The blonde had been her sister, Jennifer, and she had warned Garner away from her because she knew that he would break Jenny’s heart with his love ‘em and leave ‘em approach.
Sara was pissed and the anger came not only from the fact that she believed her sister was headed for heartache, but also from another emotion, jealousy.
Although she wouldn’t admit it to herself, she wanted Jake Garner, and not just as a source of information. She was jealous that her sister was sleeping with him and it was a feeling she didn’t like one bit.
***
Johnny arrived at the club and was so lost in thought that he hadn’t noticed the redhead rushing towards him as he stepped from the limo.
“I need to speak with you, Johnny.”
Johnny looked up with a start, but then smiled.
“Hello Sophia, any news about your father?”
Sophia Verona pushed past Mario and got up in Johnny’s face. She was the daughter of Jackie Verona, and also a member of The Calvino Crime Family.
“The word is that The Conglomerate had my father hit. What would you know about that?”
“I don’t know a thing, honey, really, but if I had to guess, I’d say that he was killed by Lars Gruber.”
“Gruber is dead.”
“Yeah, but Jackie went missing the day Gruber arrived here.”
Sophia looked thoughtful. She was a beautiful woman in her early-thirties who ran a squad of cyber thieves. She was the top earner for the Calvino Family, but because she was a woman, she wouldn’t even be considered to take her father’s place as Underboss, but in truth, she was well liked by the troops and tough enough to lead them.
“Sophia?”
“Hmm?”
“What’s Vic Conti say about all this? He runs the Calvino’s; does he think Jackie is dead?”
“No one really knows what to think, but Saul Adamo keeps pushing to take his place.”
“Adamo? He’s not smart enough to step into Jackie’s shoes.”
“Frank Richards had the board appoint him, and yeah, you’re not the only one not happy about it. I think it means he had something to do with my father’s disappearance.”
“Saul and your father do hate each other, so how is he treating you?”
“Not good, he sent one of his men over to learn our system. I think he’s getting ready to push me out... or worse. I also think he wants to push Vic out and take over.”
Johnny placed a hand under her chin.
“If there’s any trouble, come here, and I’ll make sure you’re safe.”
“I can handle myself, you know?”
“Believe me I know it, but I want you to know that you can come to me.”
Sophia smiled.
“Why? For old time sake?”
“Yeah, it’s been years since we broke up, but I still care about you.”
“I know that and it’s why I came here. I knew you wouldn’t bullshit me, and if Gruber did kill my father, then it was Frank Richards that ordered the hit.”
Johnny gripped her arm.
“Don’t do anything stupid like going after Richards; you wouldn’t live through it.”
Sophia wrenched her arm free as anger lit her green eyes.
“I’m more worried about Richards coming after me,” she said, and then marched back towards her car.
***
Johnny entered his office and found Joe Pullo sitting before the desk.
“I’ve been told that your rightful place is behind that desk now, Joe, or would you rather I started calling you, Mr. Pullo?”
Pullo stood. He was wearing a black suit with the jacket hanging open and the holster on his left hip was visible, as was the gun it held, while his right arm was in a white sling because of his healing shoulder injury.
Pullo’s brown hair, which had receded, was cut short, but his eyebrows were bushy and compensated for the hairline, while the eyes beneath them broadcast his intelligence.
Johnny was standing in the center of the office and Pullo walked over and stood before him.
“My grandfather worked with Sam Giacconi when they were both just a couple of button men for the old Tarsi Family, did you know that?”
Johnny nodded. “Yeah, I heard Sam mention it.”
“My father did collections, broke the bones of the late payers, and whacked the ones who needed it. He did that right up until the time he was killed by the Calvino Family, back before we made peace with them. Old Albertino Calvino himself shot my father to death when I was just eight-years-old, did you also know that?”
“Yes, I did,” Johnny said, and he also heard that it was Joe Pullo who made the crime boss disappear and that Pullo had only been fifteen at the time.
“The day after my father died, Sam Giacconi comes to the house and tells my mother that she didn’t have to worry about anything. He had been shot too, a leg wound, but he took the time in the middle of a war to come and comfort my mother. I never forgot that.”
Johnny said nothing, but he nodded. That was the Sam Giacconi he knew, a real leader and a class act.
“The next day, I showed up at that candy store he used to own and told him I wanted to work. He paid me to sweep the floors and stock shelves. By the time I was ten, I was running numbers and I made my bones just a few years later.”
“I get it, Joe. You’re saying that you’ve earned the right to lead The Family.”
A slight smile curved Pullo’s lips, as he shook his head.
“No, Johnny, you don’t get it. When Sam started getting sick with the Alzheimer’s, he came to me and told me that he was putting you in charge. He said that I was to think of you as if you were him, and that if anyone threatened you, that I was to take them out.”
“What are you saying?”
Pullo got down on one knee and bowed his head.
“I don’t care what Richards or anyone else wants. I work for Sam Giacconi and so I work for you. You are my Don, my loyalty and my life, they’re yours.”
Johnny gazed down at Pullo with awe showing on his face. He reached down and gripped Pullo beneath his good arm.
“Stand up.”
Pullo rose and the two men stood silently before each other, until Johnny embraced him with a hug.
“You’re an even better man than I knew.”
When Johnny released him, Pullo asked a question.
“So, what’s our next move?”
Johnny smiled.
“You and I are going for a ride. There’s something I need to show you.”
“I take it by that smile that it’s good news?”
“The best, buddy, but listen, for now, we need to make Richards think that he’s in control, so when we’re not alone, you’re the boss and I’m just your advisor.”
“I get it, but this Conglomerate thing has gotten out of hand when they’re the ones picking who runs the family.”
“That’s what we’re going to talk about when we get where we’re going.”
“Talk about it with who?”
“You’ll see when we get there, but just know this, things are about to change.”
“Are we going to war?”
“Maybe, but there’s a chance we won’t have to, but c’mon, we’ll take your Hummer.”
“No limo? So even Mario doesn’t know where you’re taking me?”
“No and you’re the only one I would trust with this.”
Joe stopped Johnny as he put his hand on the doorknob to leave.
“What’s going on?”
Johnny took Pullo’s face between his hands and grinned.
“He’s back, Joe, the old man is back.”
“What? Sam? How?”
“An experimental drug treatment for Alzheimer’s disease, and damn if it didn’t work. Sam is back.”
Pullo’s grin matched Johnny’s as he opened the door.
“Take me to him,” Pullo said and both men rushed from the club.



CHAPTER 6 - You can’t trust a weasel 
Merle and Earl Carter stood together inside their hotel room and gazed in at the contents of their room safe.
They were looking at the hundred grand in cash that The Conglomerate had paid them as a reward for killing Tanner. There was just one problem; Tanner wasn’t dead.
“We can’t spend it,” Merle said.
“I know,” Earl agreed.
They had moved out of the hooker-infested motel they had been staying in and now shared a room in a downtown hotel that catered to the tourist trade.
The money to do so came from Sara, who had paid the boys a handsome sum for not only killing Tanner, but also as a reward for earlier having saved her from being raped and possibly killed.
Sara’s money they spent freely, because although she would be furious with them for tricking her if Tanner showed up, they didn’t fear that she would kill them. Well, they didn’t fear it very much. The Conglomerate would kill them, and so they didn’t dare spend a penny of the reward money.
“Think of all the things we could buy with that,” Merle said.
“I am and it makes me sick that we can’t touch it,” Earl said.
“Maybe Tanner will stay dead.”
“Maybe, but what if he don’t? He could show up years from now and we’d still be screwed.”
“Earl.”
“Yeah?”
“I hate Tanner.”
“Me too,”
***
At the farmhouse in Pennsylvania, Tanner halted his run as he spotted Tim and Madison out for a walk.
As the three of them traveled along together, Tim explained to Madison the deal he wanted to make with Al Trent.
Madison had listened without commenting, but when Tim finished, she looked over at Tanner.
“What do you think about this?”
“As I told Tim, it’s your decision, but I’d rather not do it.”
“Why?”
“Trent sounds like a weasel, and you can’t trust a weasel.”
They walked on in silence, loosely following a stream that ran through the property.
When they came to the spot where the stream flowed downward from a steep incline, they crested the small hill, walked through a narrow band of trees, and stepped into a clearing, where a building stood, and which had only been half completed.
The structure was three stories high with a steel frame. The concrete floors were laid in, along with the walls and roof, but it had no doors or windows. Pipes were visible that would have been the plumbing system, but the aborted building had never been connected to the well water on the property.
The structure was one reason that the land had been inexpensive. In 2008, the farm had been sold to a developer who had inside information that the surrounding area would be part of a new East-West highway that would stretch from Southern New Jersey to Ohio.
The developer reasoned that the value of the land would skyrocket, and managed to get a vast portion of the farmland rezoned for commercial use.
If all had gone as expected, millions would have been made, but as is often the case, things changed for the worse.
The economy tanked as they broke ground for what was to be the first of four office buildings, unfortunate, but easily handled by delaying completion of the other buildings. However, when the word came out of Washington DC that the highway project had been cancelled, the developer found himself the owner of a half-completed office building, even as his existing buildings lost tenants at an alarming rate, due to the downturn in the economy.
The project was abandoned, the property put up for sale, and after spending years as an eyesore on the developer’s balance sheet, it was sold to Tim for pennies on the dollar.
In the years the farm sat abandoned, the locals gave the place a name. They called it Forgotten Farm.
The office building saw use at night as a make-out spot for local teens, who used its third floor as a sort of lookout point, to view the nearby stream and dormant fields.
Tanner investigated the building when they first arrived and discovered food wrappers, used condoms, and remnants of marijuana cigarettes, along with a stack of beer cans in one corner that was three feet high.
It also appeared as if the teens were using the different sized, empty wooden wire reels left behind as tables and chairs.
The kids never came near the farmhouse, so Tanner left them alone to have their fun, and Tim and Madison agreed with the decision.
Madison reached down and picked up a piece of rusted rebar, one of the many pieces of scrap left behind when the project ended.
“I don’t want to do it. I want Al to go to prison. It’s what he deserves for murdering my mom.”
Tim sighed.
“Then that’s it, we won’t do it, and I guess we’ll go back to Tanner’s plan, infiltrating the upcoming meeting of The Conglomerate’s big shots, but Tanner, how are you going to do it?”
“I’m not sure yet, which is why ‘Romeo’ needs to go back and gather more info.”
Madison stared at him with a concerned expression.
“Everyone thinks you’re dead, why not just walk away and let things be?”
“I can’t. There are loose ends that need tying up, and this was never about running; this was about winning. The men who control The Conglomerate think that they can either own me or kill me, but I’m going to make them see that they can’t do either one, and that I’m nobody’s puppet.”
Madison kissed Tanner on the cheek.
“Please be careful.”
A sound came from their right and Tim pointed at a group of trees.
“Your friend is back, Madison.”
It was a dog, a female, with some German shepherd in her. She was so skinny her ribs showed. Madison had been leaving food for the dog recently, by the rear porch steps at night, and had watched her eat from the window. The dog would follow them, but she never came near and Tanner suspected that she had made a home inside the incomplete structure.
Madison called to the dog. The hound moved closer, and then sat.
“She still doesn’t trust me.”
“It’s a hard thing to earn,” Tanner said.
They began the trek back towards the farmhouse and Tanner asked them about their plans.
“What about you two? Where do you go from here?”
“We’re thinking of heading south,” Tim said. “Madison and I like the farm and we’ll either keep it as a safe house or put it up for sale, but it’s too rural for my tastes in the long run, and we’ll probably head to Atlanta, or maybe Miami.”
“One way or another, things will change at this meeting on Sunday,” Tanner said. “And your theft of Conglomerate funds will be at the bottom of their things to worry about. With your new ID’s, you should be safe.”
Madison looked past Tim to speak to Tanner.
“If you’re going to play Romeo, we’ll have to dye your hair again and apply the tattoos.”
Tanner nodded.
“Romeo needs to head back to Manhattan.”
“And back into the lions’ den?” Tim said.
Tanner smiled.
“I’ll feel right at home there.”



CHAPTER 7 - The ghost and the wicked witch 
“What are you gawking at, Joey? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Those words were spoken by eighty-six-year-old Sam Giacconi. Giacconi had never been a large man and age had shrunken him. He was lined with wrinkles and his flesh was mottled by age, but his eyes held a fierceness that could rival the fire in Tanner’s gaze.
Johnny had given Joe directions to a long care facility, and as they drove, he filled him in on Sam Giacconi’s condition.
Giacconi had been part of an experimental treatment to cure Alzheimer’s, and of the fifty-six patients receiving the treatment, Giacconi was one of the forty-seven patients who responded to the protocol, which included drugs, memory drills, and physical exercise. Giacconi’s memory wasn’t perfect, but it was better than many his age, and the researchers were hopeful that it was a permanent cure.
Sam Giacconi was in a wheelchair. He had a bad hip before succumbing to Alzheimer’s and the subsequent inactivity only aggravated the condition.  
Pullo grabbed Giacconi’s offered hand, then leaned down and embraced him gently about the shoulders, when he released the old man, he shook his head in wonder.
“It’s a miracle.”
“You’re telling me, until two weeks ago, I was lost in the past, locked away inside my own head. Hell, Joey, when the docs asked what year it was, I said it was 2012, because that was the last year I remembered.”
Pullo shook his head again.
“It’s a goddamn miracle, the last time I visited you, you thought I was my grandfather.”
Giacconi looked over at Johnny.
“Does he know?”
“Yeah, Sam, Richards told Joe that he’s in charge, and when I told Joe, he pledged to keep following me, because it’s what you wanted. That’s why I brought him here.”
Giacconi looked at Pullo with pride shining in his eyes.
“I knew you were a stand-up guy, Joey, but to just give up your power that way, that’s above and beyond.”
“I take orders from you, Sam, and the last thing you said to me was to protect Johnny and to treat him as if he were you, and that’s all I did, but what I want to know is, what are we going to do about this Conglomerate thing? It’s getting out of hand.”
Giacconi rolled his wheelchair over to a table, which was in the kitchen area of his spacious private room.
“You two sit and I’ll tell you what we’re gonna do.”
“You’ve got a plan?” Johnny asked.
“I’ve got a plan,” Giacconi said, “And it’s gonna put us back in charge like we should be.”
***
Mario arrived at Starbucks early and found his daughter sitting with a man and a woman, and the two of them had Fed written all over them.
It was Jake Garner, along with his new partner, Special Agent Michelle Geary, a woman in her early-forties with blond hair and a shapely figure.
Maria looked up at her father with wet eyes.
“I’m so sorry, Daddy.”
Mario sat beside her and took her hand.
“It’s okay, baby. I’ll straighten this out.”
“Mr. Petrocelli, I’m Special Agent Michelle Geary and this is my partner, Special Agent Jake Garner, we have evidence that your daughter was trafficking in drugs and we will arrest her for it... if necessary.”
Mario was sweating even though his hands felt like ice. He was scared to death for his daughter, whose dream was to become a lawyer. Something that wouldn’t happen if she were convicted of trafficking in drugs,
“What evidence do you have?”
Geary opened a laptop, hit a few buttons, and spun the machine around so that Mario could see the screen. It took a second for the video to load, but when it did, it showed his daughter in a setting that appeared to be a park.
A hidden camera and microphone followed Maria as she walked to a bench and handed the lone man sitting there a shopping bag, the man thanked her, and then passed her a white envelope. Within seconds after the exchange, several men and women in suits and uniforms were yelling at Maria to get on the ground. The video ended, with a confused and terrified Maria being knocked off her feet and shoved face first into the grass.
Maria grabbed her father’s arm. She was a cute girl of nineteen with dark hair and dark eyes.
“I’m not selling drugs. A friend of mine from school, Kimberly, she handed me that bag and asked me to take it to her brother, the man on the bench. I didn’t know there were drugs in there and I don’t know where the marijuana came from either.”
“What marijuana?”
Maria wiped tears away as she talked.
“They found marijuana in my purse and they say there was cocaine in that bag. Daddy, I swear on Mama’s memory that I’m innocent. Kimberly must have set me up.”
“I believe you, baby,” Mario said, as he stared across at the two FBI agents.
The woman had an evil little smirk on her face, while the man looked confused, and Mario briefly wondered if he hadn’t been in on the set-up. If not, it didn’t matter, cops were all the same, and he’d back up his partner’s play even if he didn’t agree with her tactics.
Mario wasn’t the brightest man, but he knew a frame when he saw one and he also knew his daughter. Maria was innocent.
After taking a deep breath in order to calm himself, he spoke to the woman.
“My daughter leaves here now, never sees you again, and we have a deal.”
“You understand what we’re asking?”
“Yeah, and we have a deal, but my daughter goes free.”
Geary smiled.
“Evidence goes missing all the time.”
“No evidence, no trial, not even an arrest. She leaves here and goes back to her life.”
“Agreed, but you’ll have to deliver.”
Maria was looking back and forth at them.
“What’s going on?”
Mario smiled at her.
“Everything’s good, you just go home and I’ll be there later.”
“What do they want you to do?”
“We’re just going to talk. Now leave and I’ll see you later.”
“Daddy?”
Mario kissed her on the forehead.
“Go baby, and don’t worry about a thing.”
Maria rose from the table hesitantly, and after another assurance by her father, she drifted out onto the street and disappeared among the crowd.
Mario glared at the two FBI agents.
“You bastards play hardball, I’ll give you that.”
Geary leaned across the table.
“I’ll tell you what you’re going to give us; you’re going to give us Johnny Rossetti and the rest of your scumbag friends on a platter, because if you don’t, I’ll personally see to it that your daughter does hard time.”
Mario swallowed a cold lump down his throat as he looked into Geary’s eyes, and knew that he was in a world of shit.



CHAPTER 8 - Romeo returns 
Tanner, in the guise of Romeo, returned to New York City and was standing on the corner of East 38th and looking across the street at Laurel Ivy’s townhouse.
He knew that she must believe him to be dead, but he also knew that when he revealed to her that he was alive, that she would keep his secret for as long as he asked her to.
He was about to cross the street when he recognized a man coming from the other way, and he moved back beneath the shadows of the tree he had been standing under.
The man was Joe Pullo.
Pullo climbed the steps of Laurel’s townhouse and rang the doorbell. When Laurel appeared in the doorway, Tanner felt his heart beat faster, and for the thousandth time he wondered what it was about her that affected him like no one else.
Laurel greeted Pullo with a bright smile and a kiss on the cheek.
When Tanner saw that Pullo only rated the cheek and not the lips, he smiled without knowing it. Still, it appeared that Pullo and Laurel were friends, and possibly dating, and that meant that more than kissing could soon follow.
Tanner turned away, perplexed to no end by the emotions frothing inside him, and as he had done for years, he struggled to push Laurel Ivy from his mind.
***
He arrived at the strip club a short time later, knowing that he need not be concerned about running into Pullo.
He had traveled by subway and walked to the club. When he neared the entrance, he saw four masked men rushing towards the door with their guns drawn.
One of the men shot the bouncer who was standing outside smoking, while another man caught sight of Tanner, who was dressed in Romeo’s signature leather vest, bolo tie, and tight black jeans.
As the man took aim, Tanner whipped out his gun and shot the man twice in the chest. The man fell and his three friends turned on Tanner, but Tanner was already firing on them and hit a second man in the leg, which caused the thug to fall to the ground and lose his weapon.
Of the two men left, one went down from a fatal shot to the neck delivered by the club’s wounded bouncer. Upon seeing this, the last man grabbed up his friend with the wounded leg and dragged him back towards their car, where a driver waited behind the wheel, and the car sped off just as two more bouncers ran out of the club.
The wounded bouncer shouted to his partners.
“Don’t shoot the blond dude; he saved my ass.”
Tanner approached the group slowly, with his gun held loose at his side, and one of the bouncers pointed at him.
“Yeah, that’s Romeo; he was here last week when Tanner got wasted.”
The wounded bouncer spoke again.
“You saved me, dude, the fuckers were about to shoot me again.”
Tanner answered as Romeo.
“Man, I just came here to look at some ass and have a drink, and that’s when everything went all World War III and shit.”
The wounded bouncer had been hit in the side. The wound was dripping blood, but didn’t look to be serious, as the bullet had passed through one of the man’s love handles.
When the senior bouncer told one of the other men to take the wounded man to see a doctor, Tanner figured they were probably talking about Laurel Ivy. He smiled as he realized it would interrupt her date with Pullo.
“Romeo?”
His name was called by the senior bouncer, a man named Bull who was nearly the size of his namesake and had a scar on his left cheek.
“Yeah, Boss?” Tanner said.
“Hear those sirens? That means it’s time for you to hide. Go inside and stay in the office, I’m sure Johnny will want to talk to you.”
“Him and the cops both,”
“No, we’ll make a few calls and keep the club out of this. Now give me your gun and I’ll hide it with the others.”
After taking Tanner’s gun, Bull reached down and pulled the masks off the dead men. When he pulled the mask off the man Tanner had killed, he straightened abruptly.
“Son of a bitch, that’s Sammy Vega, he’s a member of the Calvino Family.”
Tanner stared down at the man.
He thought he had stopped a robbery, but it appeared that he might have interrupted something more serious.
Bull handed him the masks and tossed his head towards the door.
“Get inside and wait in the office.”
Tanner did as he was told and found the club looking normal, as music blared and men hooted at near-naked women.
Outside, the shots had seemed like thunder, but apparently, they couldn’t compete with the throb of the music and the raucous crowd.
Carl was behind the bar, but paid no attention to Tanner because he was busy mixing drinks.
Tanner went inside the office, hid the bloody masks in the base of a fake plant that was sitting in a corner, and took a seat on the sofa to think.
He thought he had stopped a heist, but he had stopped an act of aggression by The Calvino Crime Family, a Family whose Underboss had been Jackie Verona.
With Verona gone, someone was looking to take over, and that someone was making a move on the Giacconi Family while they were still weakened from their war with him.
Tanner smirked.
It was a smart move, start a war, which would be blamed on the Calvino’s boss, Vic Conti, only Tanner had never heard Conti described as a warmonger.
With Jackie Verona missing and assumed dead, someone else in The Calvino Family was making a power grab, and only days before the upcoming council meeting, a bold move, and they wouldn’t be very happy with Romeo when they learned he had interfered.
Tanner touched the R clasp hanging from the bolo tie.
“Romeo, I think you stumbled into a mess.”
***
Johnny returned to the club around midnight, after the police had left and the bodies had been toted away.
Tanner was sitting in the office with Bull, who had brought him his weapon, along with a beer and cheeseburger from the bar. When Johnny walked in, Bull stood and told him what had happened, including the fact that one of the dead men was from the Calvino Family.
Johnny shook his head.
“Saul Adamo must be crazy if he thinks he can just roll in and take our territory away.”
“I thought Conti ran the Calvino’s?” Bull said.
“He does, but I’ve been told that Adamo is making moves now that Jackie has disappeared.”
“Maybe he’s crazy like a fox,” Bull said. “We have lost a lot of men lately thanks to that bastard Tanner.”
“I’ll call Joe Pullo and bring him up to speed. I’ll also call Vic Conti and see what he says about this.”
“Adamo will think twice now before trying anything again,” Bull said.
“How’s Tony doing, Bull?”
“He just called, said he’ll be fine, but Doc Ivy told him to rest for a couple of days.”
Johnny smiled at Romeo.
“You did us a solid, and thanks to you they never entered the club, not only would they have robbed us, but they might have hurt a customer.”
“I just came here for a drink and to look at some ass, but I’m ready for trouble when it comes, you know?”
“Where are you from?”
“L.A., but I got family here, over in Jersey.”
“Do you need me, Boss?” Bull asked.
“No, you go back into the club, and that was good work tonight.”
Bull nodded towards Romeo.
“We had help, and if he wasn’t so small, I’d put him on my crew.”
“Yo, I ain’t no elephant like you, but I’m big where it counts.”
Bull laughed.
“See ya around, Romeo.”
When Bull left, Johnny grabbed the chair from behind the desk and rolled it around to the other side of the coffee table, to sit across from Romeo, who was seated on the sofa.
“Do you always wear those mirrored sunglasses?”
“Yeah, it’s like, part of my look, you know?”
Johnny reached into his pocket and brought out a roll of cash, after counting out a thousand dollars, he laid it in front of Romeo.
“I’m putting you on the payroll, a thousand a week to start, what do you say?”
Tanner scooped up the money and shoved it in a side pocket.
“I’ll take this for what I did tonight, and if you need help, I’m here, but I stay my own man.”
“It can be cold out there on your own, Romeo.”
“Maybe man, but there ain’t no team in I,”
Johnny leaned back in his seat and thought for a moment, before straightening back up and speaking.
“I’ve got a special project for you.”
***
Uptown, Jake Garner sighed as he watched Mario leave the building where the FBI headquarters was housed. He and his new partner, Michelle Geary, had ridden down in the elevator with Mario, after hours of interrogation.
“That fat fuck gave us very little this time,” Geary said. “But by the time I’m through with him, he’ll be a star witness at Johnny Rossetti’s trial.”
“You set up his daughter, didn’t you?”
“Of course, the stupid girl was gullible, but we have her on video delivering drugs to a known dealer and that’s all that matters.”
Garner spoke through clenched teeth.
“This isn’t how I work, Michelle, and I don’t think Marty will like it either.”
“You’re going to snitch to the boss about this, why? Mario Petrocelli will do whatever we want now and once we wire him up, we’ll learn more in a week than we have in the last year.”
“Maybe so, but this isn’t right and you know it. It’s why you kept me in the dark.”
“I get results, Jake, and you’ll profit by them as much as I will, partner. The Johnny Rossetti’s of the world don’t play by the rules, so why should we?”
“Because we’re supposed to be better than they are.”
“We are better, because we’re going to win and take them off the streets.”
Garner headed for the door.
“I’m going home.”
“Do that and think about what I said. When we put Rossetti away, our careers will advance, count on it.”
Garner left the building and caught a cab. When he was halfway home, he checked his phone for messages and saw that Sara had left one asking to meet him for lunch at a midtown restaurant the next day.
He texted her back, agreeing to meet, and then texted her sister, Jennifer.
He didn’t know what Sara wanted to see him about, but it was time she knew that he and her sister had gotten together, and also why. He sent one more text and wondered what Sara’s reaction would be once they all met.
“Not good,” he mumbled to himself.
Sara, his ex-partner, had shot him, and now Geary, his new partner, was trying to lead him down a dangerous path of backdoor justice.
Garner sighed and thought that maybe he should have been a doctor like his mother wanted him to be.



CHAPTER 9 - What you see is what you get
The following morning, Sara gave the limo parked at the curb a curious look, as she walked towards the storefront office of Street View, the weekly paper and daily blog that she owned.
She was carrying a cup of coffee, which she switched to her left hand in order to grab her keys to unlock the door, but before she could bring them out, her partners, Emily and Amy Sharpe, opened the door and greeted her with smiles.
“Good morning, Sara, you have a visitor,” Emily said.
Sara walked in and saw Johnny Rossetti seated on the sofa in the office’s reception area.
Johnny gave her a smile and Sara looked at Emily and Amy.
“Are you two okay?”
“Yes, he’s been a perfect gentleman,” Emily said.
Amy leaned in and whispered.
“He might be a criminal, but if he were any hotter I’d climb up into his lap.”
Sara smiled, then, whispered back.
“He is sexy, isn’t he? He’s also just as dangerous.”
When Sara approached him, Johnny stood in greeting and offered his hand.
“Sara Blake, how are you?”
“I’m surprised by your presence here, that’s how I am.”
Johnny pointed towards her coffee cup.
“I hope that doesn’t mean you’ve already eaten breakfast, have you?”
“Actually, no, just the coffee,”
“Good, I was hoping you would join me for a meal.”
“Why?”
Johnny shrugged.
“Just talk.”
“We could do that here.”
“I’d rather talk in private.”
Sara studied him for several seconds, before turning and looking at Emily and Amy.
“I’m going for a ride with Mr. Rossetti. If I’m not back soon, call the police.”
Johnny laughed.
“Very dramatic,”
Sara walked towards the door.
“Let’s go.”
***
Five minutes later, they were in the rear parking lot of a McDonalds and Johnny’s driver, Mario, was passing back a bag with breakfast sandwiches in it.
Sara shook her head.
“This is your idea of taking me to breakfast?”
Johnny thanked Mario and raised the mirrored divider between the seats.
“As I said, I wanted to speak to you alone, and you did place me on a time limit.”
Sara took a bite of her breakfast sandwich and grinned.
“This is damn good, now what’s on your mind?”
“You, you’re on my mind.”
“In what way?”
“In more ways than one, but for now, I’ll just bring up business. That story you published about Frank Richards wasn’t the smartest thing you could have done.”
“Our lawyers assured us that we didn’t libel the man. My blog post only raised certain questions concerning him and MegaZenith.”
“Frank Richards is not a man you want to annoy.”
“Is that what this meeting is about? Richards sent you to warn me off?”
“Richards doesn’t know we’re meeting. This is me looking out for you.”
“Why?”
Johnny reached over and touched her on the cheek.
“I like you, Sara, ex-Fed or not.”
“Thank you for the warning, but I can handle myself.”
Johnny lowered his hand from her face and gazed into her eyes.
“Go out with me tonight.”
“For what, Big Macs?”
Johnny laughed.
“I was thinking of something a little fancier.”
She shook her head.
“I’m not looking to date anyone, least of all a mobster.”
“Is that what you see when you look at me, a mobster?”
“That, and a man, a very handsome man,”
Johnny leaned in and they kissed, but Sara ended it quickly.
“I’d like to go back to my office now.”
Johnny sighed and hit a button on his armrest. He had to hit it twice, as Mario was lost in thoughts of concern over his FBI problems. After a moment passed, there was static, followed by the sound of Mario’s voice.
“What’s up, Boss?”
“Take us back to Street View.”
“You got it.”
The intercom cut off with more static and Johnny looked over at Sara.
“If you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.”
“Yes, at your club, surrounded by naked women.”
“They’re not really naked, and it’s just a business to me.”
“I see, you prefer women who keep their clothes on?”
Johnny’s eyes flowed over her.
“I didn’t say that.”
When they arrived back at Street View, Sara told Johnny to stay in the limo and that she would walk alone to the door.
“I hope to see you again, Sara.”
“You never know, Mr. Rossetti.”
“Call me Johnny.”
“All right, Johnny, and anytime you want to tell me what you know about Frank Richards, I’ll be ready to listen.”
“Well hell, we could do that over dinner.”
“Is that a bribe?”
“Not really, the safest thing for you would be to forget all about Frank Richards.”
All trace of good humor left Sara’s face.
“If what I believe is true, Richards ordered the hit that sent Tanner to kill someone I loved.” 
After saying that, she watched Johnny closely, searching his eyes as she asked a question.
“Does the name Brian Ames mean anything to you?”
Johnny’s eyes shifted upwards and to the left, as he tried to recall the name.
“I never heard it before that I recall. Why? Is that the person you lost?”
“Yes.”
“So this is all very personal for you?”
“Of course it is.”
“Be careful, Sara, Richards is a snake.”
“And you work with the man, so what’s that make you? Goodbye, Mr. Rossetti, and thank you for breakfast.”
Sara left the limo and marched towards her office, as Johnny watched her go. She was just about to close the door behind her when she saw Johnny leave the limo.
When he reached the door, she stepped back outside.
“Yes?”
“Al Trent, you want to talk to Al Trent, he could tell you things about Richards that no one else can.”
“Al Trent? Who is he?”
Johnny smiled.
“He’s a nerdy little prick that used to be Richards’ right hand man, that is, until he was arrested on two counts of murder.”
“He’s in prison?”
“No, he’s out on bail, but if I had to guess, he’ll either make a run for it soon, or try to cut a deal.”
“A deal that involves Frank Richards? You’re saying that Al Trent knows what skeletons are in Richards’ closet.”
Johnny wagged a finger.
“I’ve said enough, goodbye Sara.”
He had reached the limo again, when she called his name.
“Johnny!”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.”
“You just be careful.”
She smiled.
“Of snakes?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Maybe you’re not one of them after all.”
Johnny spread his arms.
“What you see is what you get.”
He then climbed back into the limo and disappeared behind the tinted glass.



CHAPTER 10 - It’s time to get back to work
There was a meeting later that morning at the club, with all the Giacconi lieutenants in attendance, and Johnny let them know that Joe Pullo was the new Underboss, while he had been demoted to Consigliere.
The news surprised no one, as it had leaked the previous day, but one of the senior men stood up and spoke to Pullo.
“I’ll follow you just like I followed Johnny, but from what I hear, this came down from Frank Richards, is that right?”
“It is,” Pullo said.
“Yeah, well pardon my French, but that’s bullshit. Who the fuck is Frank Richards to tell us how to run The Family?”
Johnny and Joe traded glances. This was exactly the sort of sentiment they wanted to hear, but for now, it had to be quelled. Johnny raised a hand to silence the men.
“We’re part of The Conglomerate and Frank Richards is high up in the organization, so that’s that, more importantly though, is what happened here last night.”
They then discussed the attack on the club the night before and the belief that someone in the Calvino Family might have been behind the attempt. The men agreed that they would keep an eye out and then they celebrated Pullo’s rise to power, while Johnny stayed in the office.
When the men left, Pullo joined Johnny.
“I could get used to running things, everybody was kissing my ass.”
“Wait until we hold the formal announcement with the rest of the families, you’ve never seen so much ass kissing.”
“Saul Adamo will be there?” Pullo said.
“Probably,”
“Hmm, I say we bring more men than normal, just in case.”
“I’ll take care of it.”
“How about that guy Romeo from last night?”
“I got him working on something else.”
“What’s he like?”
“He looks like a flake, but he kept his nerve last night and saved the club.”
“I look forward to meeting him,” Pullo said.
There was a knock on the door, and when Johnny yelled, “Come in,” Merle and Earl entered.
“You wanted to see us, Boss?” Merle said and then he looked at Joe. “I mean, Bosses,”
Johnny smiled.
“Joe’s the boss now, just call me Johnny, and yeah, I wanted to see you.”
Pullo stood.
“I’ve got someplace to be for a while,” Pullo said and Johnny knew that he meant he was going to visit Sam Giacconi.
“When you get back, start using the limo, it’s yours now.”
Pullo shook his head.
“This is going to take some getting used to.”
Once Pullo left, Johnny looked over at Merle and Earl.
“It’s time to get back to work, boys.”
“You want us to steal some cars?” Earl said.
“Hell no, you boys are more valuable than that. We need you to take care of a little problem.”
Johnny passed them a file that contained a photo of a man with a wide, florid face. Atop the picture was written a name and address.
“That’s Matthew Burns; make sure he leaves the planet.”
“You mean kill him?” Merle said.
“You whacked Tanner, so Burns should be a piece of cake, but you have to make it look like an accident.”
The brothers gave each other a stricken look. They hadn’t killed Tanner, they hadn’t killed anyone, but they couldn’t tell Johnny that.
“What did this guy do?”
“He’s a thief. He embezzled money from the wrong people years ago, and was spotted just the other day in Jersey. You two are going to make sure he finally pays for it.”
Merle looked down at the photo and thought that Burns looked like a nice guy.
“How much time do we have?”
“The sooner the better, and remember, it has to look like an accident, don’t go blasting him to pieces like you did with Tanner. We don’t want the cops involved.”
The boys left the club and sat in their car.
“What are we gonna do, Merle? I don’t want to kill anybody.”
“Me either, but if we don’t kill this guy, Johnny might kill us.”
“Let’s go home. Let’s just go back home to Arkansas and become farmers like Daddy.”
“They would find us there, Merle, they would send somebody like Tanner after us and we’d be dead, instead of this guy Burns they want us to kill.”
“You’re right, so what do we do?”
“Let’s go find this guy and see what’s what.”
“And then?”
“I don’t know.”
Earl started the engine.
“If we could find Tanner we could ask him to do it, he kinda owes us.”
“Maybe, but who the hell knows where he is?”
“If we get out of this, I think we should get real jobs.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, but we could start a business with the hundred grand we got.”
“And what happens if they find out Tanner is alive?”
“Right, I forgot, damn Tanner, he screwed us good.”
“Why don’t we just do it?”
“You mean kill the guy?”
Merle nodded.
“Yeah, there’s two of us and only one guy. We can do it.”
“You really think so?”
“I don’t know, but I guess we’ll find out.” 



CHAPTER 11 - Fight or flight?
Sophia Verona watched in amazement as the man pointing the gun at her suddenly sprouted a hole between his eyes, and she realized he’d been struck with a bullet, as the sound of the gunshot echoed throughout the house.
Sophia was on her knees with her hands bound behind her back. She wisely fell forward, to lay flat on her stomach, as the other two men spun around to face their attacker.
When she looked over her shoulder, she saw a man with mirrored sunglasses and spiked blond hair firing at the men who had abducted her, and the look of calm control lighting his face shocked her.
The man displayed no fear, and Sophia knew that his shots had been on target, because the remaining two men fell beside her on the floor, and both had fatal head wounds like the first man, and also like the first man, they never got off a shot.
“There’s a driver in the van outside,” Sophia said.
“He’s toast,” Tanner said and after taking out a knife, he cut Sophia’s hands free and helped her to her feet. She was wearing a white blouse beneath a blue sweater, with a matching blue skirt that was short and showcased her long, shapely legs, while her red hair hung loose about her shoulders.
They were in an abandoned house on Staten Island. The Calvino Family ran the island and they were the smallest of the five Families, however, thanks mainly to Sophia’s skill at Internet crime, they were third in earning power.
“Who are you?” Sophia took off the blood-spattered sweater and spoke in a breathless voice, as her heart raced. It was just seconds earlier that she thought herself about to die.
“My name is Romeo. Johnny R sent me to look out for you.”
“Johnny? Oh, God bless him, and you too, Romeo. You saved my life.”
Tanner pointed at the first man he’d shot.
“He’s one of yours, isn’t he?”
“His name is Anthony Cello. I grew up with the son of a bitch. He said he’d make it quick, as if he was doing me a favor. He also told me that he was killing me on orders from Saul Adamo.”
Tanner headed towards the hallway that led to the rear of the house.
“We have to leave in case somebody heard those shots.”
Sophia reached down and took the weapon that seconds earlier was aimed at her face, and then she and Tanner left the home, traveled through sparse woods, and climbed inside the car Tanner had left there.
“Were you following me?” Sophia asked.
“Keeping watch, and I saw them grab you off the street.”
“The bastards were good, they clamped a hand over my mouth and I couldn’t even scream. One second I was walking back to my car and the next thing I knew, I was in their van getting my hands tied behind my back.”
“Rossetti said to protect you, but as long as Adamo is alive it sounds like you’re screwed.”
“If you’re thinking of killing Saul, you’re crazy. He’ll have a dozen men around him.”
“Where at? Do you know the layout, where the men will be?”
Sophia thought about it and realized that she did know where Adamo was, or rather, where he would soon be.
“Saul owns a restaurant in Staten Island. He gets there mid-morning and stays until closing. He won’t have a dozen men with him, but he will have at least three or four.”
“There will be staff there too?”
“Yeah, a few, but only in the kitchen. The restaurant is more like a private club for members of The Family and usually only serves dinner.”
Tanner had been contemplating taking the fight to Adamo, but realized, that as Romeo, he’d be more likely to just follow orders, take Sophia to a safe place and let Johnny Rossetti worry about the rest.
“It’s up to you, baby. I’m just a hired gun. Say the word and I’ll take you someplace to hide until Rossetti can come get you.”
Sophia stared at him as he drove along.
“Hide?”
“Yeah, or I can take you straight to Rossetti.”
Sophia’s fear had passed, to be replaced by anger.
“Saul Adamo had a hand in killing my father, I know he did, and now he tries to kill me too. I’m not going to hide and I’m not going to run to Johnny, I’m going to take the bastard out.”
“Do you have men you can trust?”
Sophia looked down at her hands, which were massaging her wrists, as she tried to get circulation back into her fingers.
“I would have said the man back there, the one who was about to kill me, was someone I could trust, but now, I’m not really sure about anybody.”
“It sounds like you’re on your own.”
Sophia laid a hand on Tanner’s bare shoulder, near the seam of his leather vest.
“What about you? Will you help me, or do you have to get permission from Johnny?”
“I’m an independent; the only permission I need is my own.”
“Romeo, killing someone like Adamo without The Conglomerate’s blessing could be a death sentence. You should know that before you help me.”
“I just killed three of his men. Adamo will be looking to whack me anyway.”
Sophia agreed and became thoughtful, when she did speak, it seemed to Tanner as if she were thinking aloud.
“Saul thinks I’m dead and won’t be worried about retaliation. I would have just disappeared like my father. If I give him time, he’ll know something is wrong and he’d expect me to go to Vic Conti, or even Johnny, and then he’ll gather more men around himself.”
“If you want to kill him, the sooner the better,” Tanner said.
Sophia reached down to the floorboards and grabbed the gun she’d taken.
“Help me kill Adamo, Romeo, and I’ll give you anything you want.”
Tanner’s gaze left the road and flowed over Sophia, paying special attention to her shapely legs.
“I’ll remember you said that.”
Sophia laughed.
“Fucking men, always thinking about sex,”
And then, the two of them went off to find Adamo.



CHAPTER 12 - Blood red
Frank Richards’ bodyguard, Gary, escorted Al Trent into Richards’ office with an arm on his elbow, and then guided him to sit in one of the chairs in front of the desk.
“I finally tracked him down,” Gary said.
Richards studied Trent from his seat behind the desk.
“You look like shit, Al.” 
“I feel like shit as well, sir, and let me assure you once again that I’m being framed.”
Richards looked up at Gary.
“Wait outside the door.”
Once Gary left, Trent slid the envelope containing the pictures of Madison and Tim across the desk.
When Richards opened it, he furrowed his brow.
“Madison, and who is this man? He looks familiar.”
“That’s Tim Jackson, the man that hacked into one of our subsidiaries and stole nearly a million dollars.”
“Where did you get these pictures?”
“From a source at Tri-State Janitorial Services, Tim Jackson hacked into their system and created fake ID’s for himself and Madison that allowed them to work here as part of the night cleaning crew.”
“To what end?”
“To access MegaZenith’s files, and if it were anyone but Jackson I would say they had no chance at decrypting them, but with a man like Jackson, who knows.”
Richards rose from his seat and paced in front of the windows behind his desk.
“This could be disastrous, and Madison, to betray me this way.”
“You disowned her and she suspects you had her mother killed, which you did, is it any wonder she’d seek revenge?”
Richards stopped pacing and stared at Trent.
“You mentioned Tri-State, does this tie-in with the murder of Carl Reese?”
“Yes sir, I believed they framed me, or rather, Madison did, and yet, I still have no idea what happened to Jackie Verona’s body and why Reese was found in its place. Perhaps Madison and Jackson were following me when Gruber committed the murder.”
“Hmm, it seems my daughter has more starch than I thought, it’s a pity she only utilizes it to cause me harm.”
“I have a proposition, sir.”
“Yes?”
“Let me track down Jackson and your daughter. It’s the only way I’ll clear my name, and I’m one of the few people you can trust with the files he’s stolen.”
Richards knew that Trent was right about the files. He had told Gary to find Trent because he had such knowledge and Richards feared that he would use that knowledge or the fact that he had ordered his wife’s murder, to make a deal with the DA in order to avoid prison.
However, if he killed Trent now, he would still need to send someone to track down Jackson, and if Jackson disclosed how valuable the files were, he would just be trading one problem for another.
There was also the matter of motivation, something that Trent possessed in abundance if he believed that finding Jackson would clear his name.
“All right, I’ll give you all the help you need in tracking down Madison, and Tim Jackson, but I want you to do so with Gary by your side.”
“Why sir?”
“You suspect that Jackson killed Reese, which means he’s dangerous, but I’m sure that Gary will handle him.”
“As long as he knows he’s not to kill him. I’ll need Jackson’s testimony to prove my innocence.”
“I’ll make sure he knows that, but tell me, do you have any idea how to find Jackson?”
“Not a clue, but I think I know how to track down Madison.”
“Ah and then she’ll lead you to Jackson, good thinking.”
“My plan to find Madison involves surveillance, but if I’m correct in my assumptions, I’ll have her back here in a matter of days.”
“Tell Gary what’s going on and he’ll help you with anything you need.”
Trent grinned and appeared visibly relieved as tension left his neck and shoulders.
“Thank you, Mr. Richards. I’ll get those computer files back, prove my innocence, and once more take my place beside you.”
Richards smiled in return and reached across the desk to shake Trent’s hand.
“Good luck, son, and please, send Gary in when you’re through telling him what’s happening.”
Trent left the office with a spring in his step, and a few minutes later, Gary returned.
“Mr. Trent said you wanted to see me?”
“Did he tell you his plans?”
“Yes sir, we’re to track down your daughter and a man named Tim Jackson.”
“That traitorous bitch is no longer my daughter, but yes, you’re to assist Al with tracking her and Jackson down, and once you find them... see that they disappear.”
“Sir?” Gary said, not sure if he understood what was being asked of him. Disowned or not, Madison was still Richards’ flesh and blood.
“You heard me correctly; I want them both eliminated, and when you find where they’ve been hiding, burn the place to the ground.”
Gary swallowed once before speaking.
“Yes sir and is there anything else?”
“Yes there is, once he’s no longer useful, dispose of Al Trent as well. Accomplish these tasks and I will double your salary.”
Gary smiled.
“Consider it done.”
“You’re excused,” Richards said, but as Gary reached the door, he called out to him.
“Yes sir?”
“About the girl... make certain that she doesn’t suffer.”
“Yes sir, I understand.”
Richards watched Gary depart on a mission to kill Madison, his only child, and the last speck of white within Richards’ black heart darkened to blood red.



CHAPTER 13 - A very short life
Merle and Earl were in Paterson, New Jersey, gazing out through their windshield at the home of Matthew Burns, a man they had been ordered to kill.
“Maybe we could sneak up, knock him out, and put him in the bathtub, make it look like he drowned,” Earl said.
“That won’t work, the cops will figure out he was hit from behind.”
Earl turned in his seat and stared out the rear window.
“Let’s walk back to that bar on the corner there. I need a few beers if we’re going to do this.”
“Damn right, and maybe we’ll think of something while we’re drinking.”
They left their car parked in front of Burns’ modest home and strolled to the neighborhood pub that sat on the corner.
The lunch crowd was gathering from local businesses and the boys decided to eat as well as drink.
They sat at the bar rather than at a table. After ordering their lunch, fish and chips, they drank their first beers, trying to muster the will to do what they knew they had to do, if they wanted to keep breathing themselves.
When they were halfway through their food and on their second beers, a man slid on the stool beside them, when Earl realized who it was, he gave his older brother a nudge.
“It’s him.”
Merle turned his head and found the man he was sent to kill staring at him. Matthew Burns was a large man in his mid-fifties with a red face and bright blue eyes. He had a sizable beer belly, and he towered over Merle and Earl even though they were all seated.
Burns glared at them.
“I know why you two are here and let me tell you, it’s not gonna happen.”
***
On Staten Island, Tanner and Sophia watched the rear of Saul Adamo’s restaurant as a produce truck backed up to unload fresh vegetables.
They were behind a wooden fence that had seen better days, and although there was music playing from the house behind them, they were hidden from sight by the trees.
They had stopped to buy baseball caps, which they wore low, in case there were cameras, and Sophia had traded her skirt and heels for jeans and sneakers.
Tanner pointed at Sophia’s gun.
“Have you ever killed anyone?”
“Two guys, they were sent to kill my brother when The Conglomerate found out he was talking to the Feds. It didn’t do any good, a week later, they sent Gruber and he killed him right under the Feds’ noses.”
“Gruber must have had a hard-on for your family.”
“What do you mean?” Sophia asked, but Tanner ignored her and pointed towards the restaurant.
“There’s our chance.”
A member of the kitchen staff wedged open the back door to make it easier for the produce to be carted inside.
“We still don’t know how many men there are?” Sophia said.
“No, but with all those empty parking spaces out front, there can’t be many, and you say you know where Adamo usually sits, right?”
“He lives in that back booth. It’s like his office.”
“And it’s right across from the entrance to the kitchen, so we go in, blast Adamo and use the produce truck to get away.”
Sophia nodded.
“Let’s do it.”
She climbed over the fence as if it wasn’t there and Tanner knew she must have been a tomboy as a kid.
He followed, landed beside her, and they sprinted towards the back door with their guns up and ready. When they reached the door, they slowed, hid the guns against their sides, and walked into the kitchen as if they belonged there.
They received odd looks from the kitchen staff, but no one spoke to them or attempted to stop their progress.
Tanner went in first, cursing when he saw the empty booth where Adamo should be, and then brought up his gun to fire towards the bar, where a blond man was reaching for the piece on his hip.
Tanner hit the man twice in the side, as Sophia fired on a man behind the bar who was bringing up a shotgun.
A bald man burst from the bathroom at the other side of the large room and fired a shot that hit the wall an inch to the right of Sophia’s head.
“That’s Adamo!” she shouted, and Tanner took note, but he was also busy returning fire from a fourth man with a beard, who had also been sitting at the bar. He and the man missed each other, as Sophia fired a shot at Adamo that shattered the front window.
Adamo and his bearded man hid behind a corner of the bar as Tanner and Sophia took position behind a thick glass-block wall.
“You’re dead bitch!” Adamo shouted, “I’ve got troops headed here for a meeting.”
Before the words had even left Adamo’s mouth, Tanner saw two cars pull up in front as another went past and entered the alley, and he could tell by the dark shapes visible that the car held several men.
“We have to go!” Sophia said and made a move towards the doorway that led to the kitchen.
She was driven back by a barrage of gunfire delivered by Adamo and his man, and moments later, more men entered the restaurant through the shattered window, as another man shouted from the kitchen.
“Vic, me and the boys are back here, what’s going on?”
Vic was Vic Conti, the Calvino boss and he answered with authority.
“Stay back there, Mikey, and don’t let anybody in or out. We got a situation here.”
Adamo shouted.
“It’s Sophia Verona. The bitch tried to kill me.”
“Sophia, is that you over there? What’s going on?” Vic called out.
Tanner wasn’t certain which of the new men he was, but he had a rich voice that made him sound as if he were in charge, while Adamo spoke in a tone tinged with fear.
“Anthony Cello and his boys tried to kill me this morning, Vic, that’s what’s going on.”
A mix of voices came from behind the bar, and they belonged to Vic, Adamo, and at least two other men, when the discussion died down, Vic spoke alone.
“Come out in the open unarmed and I promise you won’t be hurt. You know me, Sophia. I’m not lying.”
Sophia gave Tanner a strained look and then called out.
“I tried to kill Saul, I don’t deny that, but it was because he tried to kill me and we both know that he had something to do with killing my father.”
“That’s bullshit!” Adamo called out. “I had nothing to do with Jackie going missing. He was my friend.”
“Come on out, Sophia, you and whoever is back there with you, and I promise we’ll listen,” Conti said.
Sophia looked at Tanner.
“We don’t have a choice, do we?”
“Do you trust this guy?”
“I do, Vic Conti and my father were best friends, but who the hell really knows anybody?”
“We could fight, but our odds aren’t good.”
“I’ll go first,” Sophia said, then, she tossed out her gun and stood with her hands in plain view.
The bearded man who had been with Adamo took aim at Sophia, but Conti slammed the butt of a gun into the side of his head, making him drop to the floor.
“Goddamn it, I gave my word she could come out. Anyone else tries to shoot her and I’ll kill them,” Conti said.
When nothing else happened, Tanner followed suit, but was ready to reach for the gun he kept secured in an ankle holster.
A man Tanner took to be Vic Conti walked towards them holding a gun at his side. The man matched the voice. Conti was tall, well built, with just a bit of gray at his temples.
He scowled at Sophia.
“This better be good, or I’ll kill the two of you myself, understood?”
Tanner understood and wondered if Romeo was about to have a very short life.



CHAPTER 14 - Intervention 
“You’re salesmen, am I right or am I right?”
Merle and Earl sent Matthew Burns half-hearted smiles as they nodded in agreement.
“I knew it as soon as I saw you two get out of your car, and you can just skip my house altogether. There’s been a plague of your kind around here lately, everything from driveway sealer scammers to solar power hucksters, why I’ve had two of your type just this week. But tell me, what are you guys selling?”
Merle looked down at himself and then over at Earl and he had to admit, the new suits did make them look like salesmen. He looked back at Matthew Burns and smiled.
“We ah, we sell life insurance.”
“Whole life or term?”
“Huh?”
“What kind of policies do you sell?”
“Oh, um, all kinds, right Earl?”
“That’s right, yeah, we’re salesmen.”
“All I need is another beer, so unless you’re selling booze, I’m not interested.”
Merle attracted the bartender’s attention and pointed at Burn’s mug.
“Bring our friend another beer, and us too while you’re at it.”
Once he had his fresh beer in hand, Burns raised his mug in a toast.
“You guys are alright, hey, do you like football?”
Merle and Earl brightened at the mention of their favorite sport.
“We’re Cowboys fans,” Earl said.
Burns grinned at them.
“Me too, but I’m a fool for the college teams. I’m a Notre Dame fan and I just love the Fighting Irish.”
Merle shook his head.
“We’re Razorbacks fans,”
“With those accents I’m not surprised, are you boys from Arkansas?”
“We sure are,” Merle said, as he and Earl settled in for an afternoon of conversation with their new friend, Matthew Burns, having forgotten all about the fact that they had been sent to kill him.
***
Sara walked along the streets of Midtown Manhattan while keeping one eye peeled for signs of trouble. She had penned an investigative piece on Frank Richards and MegaZenith that would let the man know she had him in her sights.
Although the blog post wasn’t inflammatory, it did provoke thoughts about the man’s integrity and asked embarrassing questions about some of MegaZenith’s dealings with other companies; in particular, it brought up the violent fate that had befallen many of the heads of its competitors. A list that seemed to stretch the bounds of mere coincidence,
While Sara wasn’t looking for a violent reaction to the piece, she was hoping for a reaction, one that would grant her access to the big man himself, but so far, Richards hadn’t taken the bait.
Sara arrived for her lunch date with Jake Garner and was surprised to see her sister seated beside him.
Garner stood in greeting before offering her his own seat and then he sat across from Jennifer, who was seated on Sara’s right.
Jennifer leaned over and kissed her on the cheek in greeting and Sara saw the worry in her eyes.
“Don’t be so nervous, Jenny. I already know about you two.”
“What do you mean?”
“I happened to see you and Jake leaving a bar together yesterday, which should have you wondering why Jake would accept a lunch invitation from me today. What were you thinking Jake, that you could add another set of sisters to your scorecard?”
Garner gave her an odd look for a moment, but then he got it.
“Sara, Jennifer and I aren’t sleeping together and I thought that this lunch would be just that, two friends eating a meal together.”
“Friends? Is that what we are, Jake?”
“I like to think so,” Garner said.
Jennifer reached over and took Sara’s hand.
“Jake cares about you... even though you once tried to kill him.”
Sara freed her hand and swiveled her head back towards Garner.
“You told her about that?”
“Yes. I thought she needed to know. I thought that someone in your family should know just how obsessed and wounded the loss of Brian Ames has left you.”
Sara spoke through gritted teeth in an effort to keep from screaming.
“You had no right to drag my sister into this, or to breach my privacy this way.”
“You need help, Sara. I told you that when you visited me in the hospital and I still believe it’s true. Tanner dying didn’t cure your obsession and if I needed any proof, I found it in that blog post you wrote about Frank Richards. He’s your next target, isn’t he?”
“Of course he is. I believe he hired Tanner to kill Brian. Why wouldn’t I go after him?”
Jennifer touched her sister gently on the cheek.
“Oh baby, Jake is right, you do need help. It’s not healthy to be so angry.”
“Angry?” Sara said and this time her voice rose high enough to cause the nearest patrons of the restaurant to turn and look at her, while one of them, an older woman with short white hair, left the bar and walked towards their table.
“I’m not angry, Jenny, I’m fucking pissed beyond words that Brian was ripped away from me and... and I miss him, I miss him every moment of every day.”
With these last words, a tear escaped, and Sara wiped it away, as the woman with the white hair sat across from her.
Jennifer gestured at the woman.
“Sara, this is Dr. Whitaker, Dr. Whitaker specializes in helping people overcome depression.”
Sara stared at Dr. Whitaker and saw the woman smile kindly at her.
“Hello Sara, I’m Alice Whitaker, your sister and your friend are very worried about you and I’m here to offer my help.”
Sara’s mouth dropped open and she blinked in surprise as the truth hit her. She looked first at her sister and then at Garner.
“What is this, an intervention?”
Garner took her hand and gazed at her with deep concern showing in his eyes.
“I arranged all this because I care about you.”
Sara freed her hand from his grip, grabbed her purse, and rushed from the restaurant as if it were on fire.



CHAPTER 15 - Hunger knows no fear 
On Staten Island, Tanner sat beside Sophia in the second-floor office of a warehouse, where the various parts from stolen vehicles were housed, before being shipped overseas.
They weren’t cuffed, but Tanner had been stripped of his gun, along with the weapon in the ankle holster. There were six men in the office with them, while more were scattered throughout the warehouse.
Vic Conti had listened to their stories before hearing Adamo’s plea of innocence and Tanner could tell that there was little love lost between Vic and Adamo.
“They got no proof that I did shit,” Adamo said.
Conti looked at Sophia with a sad expression showing.
“Saul’s right, Sophia,”
“What are you talking about? What about the crew he sent to kill me?”
“Tony Cello is the one who’s dead,” Adamo said. “And I don’t know anything about that.”
“Sammy Vega tried to rob Johnny R’s strip club last night, but got killed for his trouble. Did you send him there?”
“The Giacconi Family are our brothers. Why would I send Vega to rob them?”
“What about my father? I bet you know what happened there, don’t you?”
Adamo walked over and leaned down until his face was an inch from Sophia’s.
“You got nothing but maybes, girlie, and that’s not gonna save you and your friend here.”
“Back off, baldy,” Tanner said.
Adamo laughed at him.
“Look at this guy. He looks like a clown. Is this the best you could do for a man, Sophia?”
“He was man enough to save my life and man enough to try to help me take you out.”
“How’d that work out for you, huh? Vic, enough talk, hmm? It’s time Sophia paid.”
“If it’s proof you want, I know where you can find it,” Tanner said.
“What are you talking about?” Conti said.
“There are two guys over in Jersey City that have been running their mouths off about how they helped Lars Gruber waste some guy for Adamo; they said they took him to an old box factory. Now that I know Sophia’s father is missing, I think maybe they were talking about him.”
Tanner had heard no such thing, but he had been there when Gruber killed Sophia’s father, Jackie Verona, and had later had Tim trace the license plate of the two punks that had delivered him for slaughter.
Tanner gave them the name and address and Conti sent three guys to check it out.
“The punk is just stalling,” Adamo said, but his face had gone pale.
When he headed for the door, Conti called him back.
“No one goes anywhere, no one makes a call, not until this shit is settled.”
Adamo puffed out his chest.
“This is how you treat your new Underboss, Vic?”
“Jackie is still the Underboss, Saul. That is, unless you know something I don’t.”
“I know that when a guy disappears it’s not good, and with Jackie gone, I’m next in line. Frank Richards said so.”
“Fuck Frank Richards,” Conti said and took out his phone.
Adamo pointed at him.
“I thought you said no calls?”
“Relax, I’m ordering pizza, we could be here for a while.”
“Let me call my restaurant and have them send some food over.”
“Pizza will do just fine, Sophia, you want sausage on yours?”
Sophia glared at Adamo.
“I’ll take it plain, there’s enough pig in this room already.”
“I’ll take pepperoni,” Tanner said. “And how about some beer too?”
Conti smiled at him.
“You’re not scared, are you?”
“No, I’m hungry.”
Conti laughed.
“You’re a trip, Romeo. I see why Johnny sent you to help Sophia, and I really hope that I won’t have to kill you.”
“That makes two of us,” Tanner said, and then he went back to thinking of ways to escape. 
***
Garner caught up to Sara when she was a block away from the restaurant and grabbed her arm to make her stop walking.
“Let go of me!”
“No, you’re going to listen to me even if you refuse to speak with the doctor.”
Garner guided her into the doorway of a shoe store and placed a hand beneath her chin.
“I care about you, Sara, and that’s the only reason I spoke to your sister about why you left the Bureau.”
“Is that really the only reason?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Please, Jake, I’ve seen the way my sister looks at you and I know what you’re like. Have you bedded her?”
“The answer is no, and this has nothing to do with sex. Goddamnit Sara, I’m worried about you, Frank Richards may be every bit as dangerous as Tanner was.”
Sara searched his face.
“You know something, don’t you? Is the Bureau going after Richards?”
“Forget Richards and come back to the restaurant with me; Jennifer is worried about you.”
“I’m not talking to a shrink and you can tell Jenny that too.”
“Please, think about getting help. It’s not normal to be as obsessed as you are.”
“What you call obsession, I call justice, and I’ll see to it that everyone responsible for Brian’s death pays.”
Garner shook his head sadly and watched as Sara strode away.



CHAPTER 16 -Mary Ann, of course
Mario was leaning against the side of the limo and smoking a cigar when Joe Pullo tapped him on the shoulder.
Mario was so startled that the cigar fell from his grasp and hit the ground.
“Why so nervous, Mario?” Joe asked. “You got problems?”
“Ah, it’s nothing, Boss; just a thing with my daughter, but it’ll be alright.”
“What’s wrong with Maria?”
“It’s nothing, just a problem at school.”
“Okay, but keep an eye out, the trouble we had at the club might not be the last of it.”
Mario nodded and opened the door for Pullo. He was a nervous wreck and had been ever since the FBI had interrogated him.
He had managed to bullshit and give them just enough to hold them, but they’d be back, and the next time they’d want much more, they might even ask him to wear a wire.
He’d heard about snitches in the past, some who had even been moved into the Witness Protection Program.
Mario always thought he’d rather squat and feed his balls into a meat grinder than rat on his friends, he also didn’t want to be shipped off to some Podunk town and pretend to be someone he wasn’t.
No, he didn’t want to be a snitch, but if he didn’t do it, his daughter would be the one to pay.
“Take me back to the club, Mario,” Pullo said.
“You got it, Boss.”
“Just call me, Joe; I’ve known you since high school.”
“No, I’ll call you boss now; I did it for Johnny and I’ll do it for you.”
“Whatever,” Pullo said.
Mario studied him in the rear view mirror. He and Joe had always gotten along. Maybe he should come clean, tell Joe what happened and see if he and Johnny could think of a way to get him out of the mess he was in.
Mario opened his mouth and then shut it.
What if they just killed him? It would be the simplest thing to do. Just kill him and let the FBI go find another snitch.
Mario wiped cold sweat from his brow.
A snitch for the FBI? Me?
Mario had a sudden vision of himself sitting in court and pointing at his friends, as the FBI played a bunch of recordings he made while wired up.
That bitch FBI woman, that Michelle Geary, Mario wanted to kill her for using his daughter the way she did. Maria was a good girl who had nothing to do with drugs and Geary would ruin her life just to get to him.
The thought turned Mario’s fear to anger and he was blinded by rage, which is why he didn’t notice that the light had turned red and drove the limo into oncoming traffic.
There was the blaring of horns, the thunder of a crash, and then for Mario, everything went black.
***
In New Jersey, Merle and Earl laughed at the latest of Burns’ stories and called for yet another pitcher of beer.
The lunch crowd had cleared out and the brothers and Burns had moved their happy trio to a corner booth.
When the beer came, the three men refilled their mugs.
They drained their mugs quickly and Merle was about to call for another pitcher when Burns invited them back to his house, where he said he had better booze.
“I want whiskey and they’ll rob you blind for it here. Follow me home and we’ll put on a ballgame, and maybe later on I’ll grill some burgers.”
Merle and Earl followed happily along with their new best friend, as the three of them argued over who was hotter, Mary Ann or Ginger.
***
At the club, Johnny shook Robert Vance’s hand and then told Frank Richards’ new assistant to have a seat in front of the desk.
“What did you think of the girls out front?”
Vance smiled.
“I had my fill of strip clubs while I was in college. These days I like to be more hands on with women.”
Johnny laughed.
“I hear you. So, is this a social call or did Richards tell you to come by and check on things?”
“Both, but I’m no snitch.”
“Al Trent was, that weasel looked for any opportunity to mess with me.”
“As I’m sure you know, Mr. Trent has his own problems to deal with.”
“Yeah, but what’s your story, Vance? How did you wind up in The Conglomerate?”
“I’m ambitious, without morals, and crave power. Why are you in the Mafia?”
“Pretty much the same, and it is the family business, so to speak,” Johnny said. “But there is shit I won’t do. It’s a limited list, but still, there are lines I won’t cross.”
Vance nodded in understanding.
“While I have no morals, I do have rules, and like you, I never break them.”
There was a knock on the door and Carl appeared with a tray containing two glasses. He handed one to Vance and the other to Johnny.
“Anything else, Boss?”
“That’s it, unless Vance wants something to eat.”
Vance declined food and Carl left with the empty tray.
Johnny looked across the desk at Vance.
“You work for Richards, how would you also like to work for me, or is that against your rules?”
Vance smiled.
“It depends, what would you want me to do?”
“I want you to be my eyes and ears at MegaZenith.”
“As I said earlier, I’m no snitch.”
“Alright, but for your own good, keep an eye on Richards. He may look Harvard, but he’s as dangerous as any street punk.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Vance said and then he downed the last of his drink and stood.
“Leaving?”
“Yes, and thanks for the drink and the warning, although I already was well aware that Frank Richards is a man who cares only for himself.”
Johnny wagged a finger.
“It’s not nice to talk about your boss that way.”
Vance smiled.
“I guess the drink loosened my lips, next time I’ll just have coffee.”
After opening the door, Vance spoke over his shoulder.
“Richards has something planned for the upcoming meeting of the ruling council and given the man he is, I can’t imagine it’s anything good.”
“Any details?”
“No, but he’s been very hands-on with that project and he’s normally a man who likes to delegate, which tells me he’s hiding something.”
“I’ll have that coffee waiting for you the next time you drop by, along with an envelope filled with appreciation.”
Vance nodded without looking back and then closed the door behind him.



CHAPTER 17 - Talent will out
On Wall Street, inside a building named, The Partners Building, Frank Richards was meeting with Saul Adamo’s right-hand man, Santino.
They were inside the conference room, where The Conglomerate’s ruling council was scheduled to gather on Sunday. The room was on the top floor of a ten-story building that had been renovated from the walls out. The building belonged to Richards, but his ownership was obscured behind so many layers of dummy corporations and shell companies, that it would take a miracle to discover that fact without knowing the trail to it.
Santino was the bearded man who had been with Adamo in the restaurant when Sophia and Tanner attacked.
“Where’s Adamo?” Richards said.
“He couldn’t make it. Jackie Verona’s daughter tried to kill him.”
“Was he injured?”
“No, but he had to stay and handle the situation.”
Richards noticed the bandage at Santino’s temple.
“Were you injured?”
“I got hit on the side of the head by Vic Conti, the bastard.”
Richards looked about the room in an effort to spot anything out of place, but could discern nothing except the odor of new materials, as everything in the huge room had recently been installed.
The wall-to wall carpet was a dark blue and matched the thick curtains, which were spread open to reveal the floor to ceiling windows, which illuminated the massive round conference table, a table that could seat forty. The ceiling was covered in white stucco, which was only a shade darker than the stark white walls, and the black leather chairs all looked the same, because like the round table, they were chosen to keep anyone from feeling slighted, or privileged. 
“How are things coming along here?”
Santino grinned.
“Everything is in place, we just have to put in the new doors and test the sound-proofing.”
“When you do those tests, remember that not a whisper of sound can escape this room.”
“I understand.”
“Excellent and since no one will be expecting trouble, things should go smoothly.”
Santino laughed.
“They’ll never know what hit them.”
***
On Staten Island, Vic Conti herded everyone out of the office. They went down a long set of wooden steps, and along a wide aisle, to greet his men as they arrived back from Jersey City.
A man got out of the driver’s seat and walked over to Vic. There was a strong resemblance to Conti in the other man’s features and Tanner assumed that he was Conti’s younger brother.
“They were just getting in the car when we showed up, and the second I said Jackie’s name, they both turned white.”
“Good work, Mikey, now let’s see them.”
The two bound punks were dragged from the back of a small truck which was normally used to transport car parts, and Tanner saw that they had been worked over, as their faces were bruised, while one of them had three broken fingers on his right hand, apparently, they hadn’t come quietly.
They were the ones, the punks that had delivered Jackie Verona to that abandoned box factory, so that he could be slain by Lars Gruber.
“What did they tell you?” Conti said to his brother.
“They wouldn’t talk, except to call us names.”
Conti snapped his fingers in front of the punks’ faces and then pointed at Adamo.
“Do you know this guy?”
The two punks stayed silent, but both sets of eyes widened in recognition.
“Look at them, they know him,” Sophia said.
“What? You can read minds now,” Adamo said.
One of the punks spoke up.
“Mr. Trent, that’s what the German man called the guy who paid us, Mr. Trent.”
“German man?” Vic said. “Are you talking about Lars Gruber?”
“I guess, but I never heard his name.”
“This guy, Trent, what’s he look like?”
“Young dude like me, but dressed like an old dude in a suit, and he wears glasses too.”
“That’s what I thought, he’s Richards’ assistant,” Conti said.
Sophia stepped close to the men on the floor and studied them with eyes of ice.
“My father was Jackie Verona, did you kill him?”
The other punk spoke up this time and his voice was deep.
“The German dude killed him; we were just paid to help.”
“But you’re the ones that grab him off the street, right?”
“It wasn’t a street, it was a restaurant.”
The instant the punk mentioned a restaurant, everyone turned towards Adamo, who was pulling a gun free from the holster on his hip.
Still unarmed, Tanner grabbed Sophia around the waist, hit the ground, and rolled beneath the truck.
A second later, Vic Conti fell to the floor with a fatal head wound and Tanner reached out and grabbed the gun from Conti’s shoulder holster. Once armed, he fired at a man he knew was one of Adamo’s men.
The place was chaos, and other than Adamo, Tanner couldn’t be sure who was on what side, as Conti and Adamo’s men battled each other, and so he stayed beneath the truck and guarded Sophia.
At least, that was his plan, but Sophia slid out and grabbed a gun from one of the fallen men, to then blast at Adamo’s soldiers. Tanner stood by her side and shot anyone who tried to shoot her, but when he heard the truck’s engine start and the back up alarm sound off, he grabbed Sophia’s waist again and pulled her towards the stairs.
It was Adamo behind the wheel and he sped backwards towards them along a wide aisle with metal shelving on both sides, in an effort to run them down, but Tanner and Sophia made it halfway up the wooden steps before the van crashed into them.
The impact destroyed the bottom part of the staircase and collapsed the handrail.
Sophia cried out in fright as she teetered at the edge, but Tanner took hold of her wrist and pulled her back onto the shuddering remains of the stairway, before she could fall backwards atop the concrete floor.
“We’re trapped up here,” Sophia said, as the van shifted into drive and headed for the open garage door.
“We go up,” Tanner said and once they reached the top, he stepped over the landing’s balustrade and climbed onto the side of a metal shelf. Sophia followed his lead and the two of them climbed down the side of the metal rack, where they were met by men who had been loyal to her father.
One of them walked over with glistening eyes and a bullet wound in his arm. It was Mike, Vic Conti’s brother.
“Vic’s dead, Sophia. That son of a bitch Saul killed him and you were right, he set up Jackie too.”
“Did Saul get away?”
“Yeah, honey, I’m sorry, but this shit isn’t over and he can’t run far enough.”
“He won’t run far,” Tanner said. “He’ll go to Richards for protection.”
Mike sighed.
“Damn, you’re right, and Richards will back his play.”
Sophia checked out Mike’s arm wound.
“Get that fixed and we’ll figure out what we’re going to do next.”
Mike stared at her. “We?”
“Yes we, or are you going to pull some macho sexist shit and pat me on the head and send me home?”
Mike studied her while he thought things over, and then gave a slight shake of his head.
“Nah, woman or not, you earned a place at the table and I’ll back you on that.”
“Thank you, now go see to that arm and I’ll take care of the mess we have here.”
“It’s a mess alright, those two punks we grabbed, Saul ran them over on his way out.”
“To keep them from saying any more than they did, but it won’t work, and Frank Richards or not, Saul Adamo is a dead man.”
Mike shook his head.
“I hate to say it, but if Richards is protecting him, Saul will be damn hard to kill.”
“I can take care of that for you,” Tanner said and Mike gazed his way.
“What? Are you a hit man now, Romeo?”
Tanner smiled.
“You never know, I might just have a talent for it.”



CHAPTER 18 - Job perks
“You two got family around here, or is everyone else back in Arkansas?” Burns asked Merle and Earl, as they sat around his living room drinking whiskey.
There was a baseball game on, but the sound was muted on the huge flat screen TV.
While the outside of the home was middle-class, the furnishings were all expensive, and Merle and Earl were content in a plush blue loveseat, while Burns sat across from them on a matching sofa.
“It’s just me and Earl. We got a baby sister from when our daddy remarried, but we ain’t seen her since she was just a little thing. She probably don’t even remember us.”
Earl shook his head in disagreement.
“She’d remember us, she wasn’t that young, but after Daddy died, her mama married again and moved up north here.”
Burns pointed at them. He was drunk and his nose had reddened so much that it could double as a stop light.
“You boys should be glad that you got each other, it’s been just me since my wife died years ago.”
“Earl and I ain’t never been married, but we both want to someday.”
“Good luck with that, it’s hard to find a real woman these days. They all want to be men.”
“Some of them are all woman,” Earl said with a grin, and then he told Burns about the hookers, whose services he and Merle had been gifted by Johnny.
“Where do I find this Johnny? He sounds like my kind of friend.”
“He’s our boss,” Earl said, and the smile left his face, as he remembered why they were there.
“Your boss gives you hookers? Hell, you dudes must sell a shitload of policies, but forget work and I’ll go fire up that grill.”
Burns rose from his seat and walked down the hall towards the rear of the house. As they followed along behind, Earl whispered to his brother.
“I can’t hurt him, we’re buddies now.”
“I know, but shit, we’re gonna have to do some fancy talking when we get back.”
“Do you think Johnny will kill us?”
“I don’t know. I just know that I can’t kill Matt, like you said, he’s a friend.”
Burns turned around and waved them on as he entered the kitchen.
“What are you boys doing back there? Hey, grab the patties out of the fridge there, Merle, and Earl, you bring out some beer. Now, speaking of hookers, let me tell you about the time I was in New Orleans for Mardi Gras, you talk about hookers, you should have seen the one I had that day.”
Burns headed out into his backyard to fire up the grill and the boys followed along happily.
***
Mario woke in the hospital emergency room and found Pullo staring down at him.
Pullo’s arm was in a sling from the gunshot wound he previously suffered, but he looked to be uninjured from the crash.
“What happened?” Mario said.
“You ran a light and we got T-boned by a truck.”
“Oh no, was anybody hurt?”
“Just you,”
Mario tried to sit up, but the intense ache in his skull made him change his mind.
Pullo placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Lie still and I’ll go get the nurse.”
Pullo returned with a nurse and a doctor. After the doctor checked Mario’s pupils, she smiled.
“You’ve suffered a concussion, but you’ll be good as new soon. I also want to run a few tests and so you’ll be staying overnight.”
Once the doctor and nurse left, Mario apologized to Pullo.
“I’m sorry as shit, Joe, and I don’t know what happened. Before this, I never ran a red light in my life.”
“The limo is toast; I doubt we’ll even get it fixed.”
Mario looked at Pullo as he started to sweat.
“Johnny is going to kill me... or are you going to beat him to it?”
“Yeah Mario, I’m gonna whack you because you had an accident. Relax, and whatever the hell it is that’s eating you, deal with it, because you can’t drive in this crazy city with your mind somewhere else.”
“I’ll... I’ll deal with it Joe, I promise.”
“Good and get better quick.”
Pullo left and Mario began obsessing about his predicament again.
It would have been better if I had died in the crash.



CHAPTER 19 - Easy payment plan 
Romeo wasn’t acting like Romeo and Tanner knew it, but he didn’t want to play the fool in front of Sophia Verona.
One of the crew went out and bought clean-up supplies, and Tanner wore a set of white coveralls, as he helped load the bodies into the rear of a truck.
After the police failed to show, they figured that no one reported hearing gunfire and it was safe to move the bodies.
Sophia hated that they would all be buried without ceremony, but their deaths had taken place inside a warehouse stuffed with parts from the Calvino’s chop shops, and on top of a murder investigation, the cops would have a field day with the thousands of stolen car parts.
Mike had taken Vic’s body with him, and Sophia assumed that his family would soon have a private ceremony with the help of bribed cemetery workers.
With the grisly work done, the truck was moved, and would travel later under cover of darkness to a place where the bodies would be either incinerated or buried.
Tanner took off the blood-streaked coveralls and work gloves and tossed them in with the rest of the things burning in a trashcan fire outside.
One of the men had climbed the shelving and retrieved their things from the office, and as Tanner strapped the holster on his ankle, Sophia touched him on the shoulder.
“Take me home, Romeo.”
Tanner stood, nodded, and followed her out of the warehouse.
Twenty minutes later, they were parked in front of the two-story home she once lived in with her brother and father, but which now was hers alone.
Once inside, Sophia turned and hugged Tanner.
“I’d be dead if not for you.”
“Can’t have that,” Tanner said and Sophia kissed him on the lips.
When they separated, Sophia reached up and removed the mirrored sunglasses, then gazed into his eyes.
“I know why you wear these now. They hide the real you.”
Tanner ran a hand through her long red hair.
“Do you like what you see?” Tanner asked, and Sophia smiled and nodded.
“I think I promised you something for killing Adamo.”
“You did, but the bastard is still alive.”
Sophia took his hand and led him towards the stairs, where her bedroom was.
“We’ll just have to consider this an installment then.”
***
At that moment, Adamo was meeting with Richards inside a limousine traveling along the West Side Highway, and Richards was not a happy man.
“I told you not to make any moves before the meeting, and now I learn that you not only attempted to rob that strip club, but you also bungled an attempt to kill Verona’s daughter.”
“The bitch was riling people up; she kept claiming that I had her father killed.”
“You did.”
Adamo shrugged.
“Yeah, but she needed to shut up about it.”
Richards let out a sigh and gazed out at the gray water of the Hudson River, when he looked back at Adamo, he had calmed down.
“You need to hide until this meeting takes place; afterwards, I’ll appoint you leader of your family, then later, I’ll place you in charge of all the families, but from what I’m hearing, you have a civil war on your hands.”
“Sophia Verona needs to die.”
“What about your man, Santino, why not send him to kill her?”
“That’s a good idea, but he’ll need backup, Sophia has found herself a bodyguard named Romeo, he’s also the same asshole that screwed up the robbery of the club last night.”
“Not that I condone it, but the robbery of the club did have merit, and the fact that it went bad was unfortunate, after the money and guns were planted in his apartment, it would have been a perfect way to not only place Johnny Rossetti in legal difficulty, but it also would have turned his own people against him.”
“It won’t matter once the meeting is over, but Romeo has to go down for interfering in my business.”
“Romeo? That can’t be his real name, can it?”
“I don’t know. He looks like a clown, but he’s a stone-cold killer.”
“Why do you say he looks like a clown?”
“He’s got tattoos up and down both arms, spiky blond hair, and wears a leather vest with these tinted, or I guess you’d call them mirrored, sunglasses.”
“He sounds charming, but send Santino alone, if he succeeds, that’s fine, and if he fails, well then, we’ve one less person that knows our plans.”
Adamo laughed.
“Richards, you were born on the wrong side of the tracks. You look WASP, but you would have felt right at home in the Bronx, where I grew up.”
“You’re correct; I would thrive in any environment.”
They arrived back at the truck Adamo had taken from the warehouse during his escape. He stepped from the limo and leaned back in, to speak to Richards.
“I have a place to lie low and I’m not coming out until after the meeting.”
“We’re very close to getting what we want, so be careful.”
Adamo sent Richards a wink and then climbed back into the truck. On the seat beside him was a hastily packed suitcase.
Richards’ limo headed off towards Midtown and Adamo soon followed the same path, however, he was headed for the Holland Tunnel and his safe house in New Jersey.
*** 
Sara got down on her knees and placed flowers atop the grave of Brian Ames, as tears flowed freely from her eyes.
“Hello, baby.”
The words were squeezed out of her from a throat constricted by grief, but she gathered herself together, for there was more she needed to say.
“Tanner is dead, Brian, not by my hand as I’d hoped, but the bastard was sent to hell all the same.”
The sound of several car doors opening and closing broke her from her thoughts, and when she looked up, she saw a young family headed towards a grave on the opposite hill, where they were likely paying their respect to an elder relative who had passed away.
They were not like her, she, who visited the grave of a young man who was robbed of decades of life, and in his passing, dissolved a piece of her soul.
After watching the family for a few moments, she spoke again.
“My ex-partner and my sister, Jenny, they believe that I’m sick, that I’m suffering from depression over your loss and masking it with anger, with thoughts of revenge.”
Sara made a small shrugging motion.
“Maybe they’re right. I thought Tanner’s death would alleviate at least part of the suffering I feel over your loss, but no, it hasn’t changed a thing and you’re still gone.”
More tears flowed and she wiped them away.
“The bastard that sent Tanner to kill you is still alive, but unlike that animal Tanner, Frank Richards has cloaked himself in respectability and lives his life in luxury. I’m not going to kill him, Brian, but I do plan to strip him of everything he holds dear... just as he did to me.”
Sara grew quiet and became lost in thoughts of Brian, even as she ached from the fact that her memories and her time spent with him were so brief and precious.
Laughter came from the other hillside, where the family was making their way back to their car.
Sara turned her head and watched them with envy, for although they had suffered loss, they still had each other to love and to laugh with, and once sorrow for their loss was expressed, they went back to the business of living.
Yes, she envied them, because she saw no life outside of one where she sought vengeance and doubted that she would ever find peace, even after its attainment.  



CHAPTER 20 - Too legit to quit
Saul Adamo’s man, Santino, put away his phone after speaking with his boss and receiving new orders.
He was to find Sophia Verona and her bodyguard and kill them, and he was to do this by himself, because to bring in anyone else might result in more trouble.
Bullshit! Santino thought.
He was being sent off alone to kill two armed and dangerous people, because regardless of the outcome, Saul Adamo would win.
Saul Adamo, who was hiding like a child in the one place he thought no one could find him.
Santino knew his days were numbered when Adamo first told him what the meeting was really all about, but he hadn’t believed that Adamo or Richards would try to kill him until after that day had passed.
Well, it looked like he was wrong, just as Adamo was wrong in thinking that no one knew where he was.
Santino was parked at the St. George Ferry Terminal on Staten Island, and was seated atop the hood of his car, a black Mustang, while watching the lights come on in the towers of New York City, as darkness approached.
And as he sat there in the dawn of a new night, he came up with a plan of his own.
***
Merle and Earl couldn’t remember when they had laughed so much, as Matthew Burns regaled them with his endless stories and encyclopedic knowledge of college football.
They had eaten charcoal-grilled burgers out on Burns’ patio, drank more whiskey, and then moved back inside the house to watch sports.
“Boys, I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed myself so much,” Burns said.
“Us too, but if Earl and I drank like this every day we’d regret it,” Merle said.
“I do have a talent for it, don’t I?” Burns said, and then he drained another glass of whiskey.
He refilled his glass, but when he went to do the same with Merle’s, he was waved off.
“No more, thanks, we gotta drive back to the city.”
“Screw that, Merle. You boys can camp out here on the sofa and the recliner. Hell, I’ve passed out in that chair more nights than I care to admit, but it’s comfortable as hell.”
The brothers exchanged glances and shrugged.
“I guess we’re stayin’” Earl said, and Burns poured more whiskey.
***
Although they had showered together before making love, Tanner and Sophia showered again separately before leaving her house to find Adamo.
Tanner had been concerned that the fake tattoos would run beneath the spray of water, but they were of top quality and had held up.
He really hadn’t expected to be playing Romeo for as long as he had, but events had carried him along and he had let them.
After leaving Sophia’s, they went to Adamo’s apartment, and Tanner was impressed with how quickly Sophia disabled the alarm.
“If it’s electronic, I’m its master. You should see me when I’m hacking on the computer.”
“You remind me of a guy that I know.”
Sophia looked at him askance.
“I remind you of a guy?”
“In skill set only,” Tanner said.
The apartment was a bust as they assumed it would be, but there were signs that Adamo had packed in haste before leaving.
“What if he’s flown off somewhere?” Sophia said.
“He could have, but I doubt it, not with Richards backing his play. It’s more likely that he’ll send someone to kill us and then emerge from his hiding place.”
“If anyone is hunting us, it’s Santino, the bearded man who was at the restaurant this morning.”
“I remember him, and the restaurant is the next place we look.”
“Adamo wouldn’t hide there, it’s even more obvious than here,” Sophia said.
“It’s obvious, but we have to check.”
***
They arrived at the restaurant and found the lights ablaze, while the window that had shattered earlier had been replaced with plywood.
They entered through the back, while being wary of an ambush. However, when they made their way through the kitchen and into the restaurant, the only thing they found waiting for them was a note, which had been placed atop a stool on a clipboard.
In block letters written with a marker, it gave the address in New Jersey where Adamo could be found.
Sophia appeared puzzled.
“Are they trying to lead us into a trap?”
“It could be a trap, or maybe Santino has become sick of his boss and figures he’ll use us to retire him,” Tanner said.
“I guess we visit New Jersey.”
“Yeah and if this is legit, Adamo is about to become a permanent resident there.”



CHAPTER 21 - One man’s loss...
“There’s a guy out here to see you, Johnny, says his name is Vance.”
Johnny Rossetti looked up from the pile of food and beverage invoices on his desk and spoke to the man with the scar standing in the doorway, as loud music rushed in from the club.
“Send him in, Bull, but frisk him first.”
“You got it.”
The door closed and the pounding beat went to a fraction of what it was, until seconds later, the door opened again and Robert Vance stepped in wearing a smile, as he tossed a thumb back towards the club.
“I may have been premature in saying I’ve outgrown strip clubs, there’s a brunette on stage right now that I could watch dance all day.”
“Her name is Skye and she’ll dance for you in private if you’ve got three bills to spare.”
“Three-hundred dollars for a lap dance?”
“She’s the best and gets more requests than anyone, if I had to guess, I’d say she’s got a little money put away, but you didn’t come back here so soon to talk about my dancers, what’s up?”
Vance smiled.
“I’ll get to that, but I believe you said something about coffee the last time we spoke.”
Johnny chuckled.
There was a table in the left-hand corner, with a small refrigerator parked between its legs, while atop it sat a coffeemaker. Johnny went to it and poured coffee into a black ceramic mug. After returning to the desk, he reached into the top drawer, took out an envelope and sat it in front of Vance, but only after placing the coffee cup on top.
“There’s creamer in the mini fridge, but there’s sugar in that envelope.”
Vance moved the cup aside, and after looking into the envelope, he stuck it in the side pocket of his jeans.
“Very sweet, and money well spent, because I’m here to tell you that Richards is setting you up for something.”
“What makes you say that?”
“It’s a feeling I get every time I hear him dog you to someone. He was on the phone earlier, making calls, and he mentioned you in every conversation. I heard him say, ‘Johnny Rossetti can’t be trusted.’ or ‘Johnny Rossetti is furious over his demotion and I’m afraid he’ll do something to get back at us’, words like that, as if he were priming everyone to expect the worst from you.”
Johnny rubbed his chin as he thought things over.
“I’ll keep both eyes open and the next time Richards wants me to go left, I’ll head right.”
Vance rose from his seat.
“It’s getting late, and I’ll keep you posted.”
“Do that, but watch your back, like you said earlier, Richards cares only for himself.”
“Until next time,” Vance said, and then he left.
Johnny picked up his phone and dialed Bull.
“The guy that’s leaving the office, have one of your boys follow him.”
“You got it,” Bull said.
“One more thing, didn’t I see one of our cops in the club tonight?”
“Yeah, Detective O’Leary, do you want to see him?”
“Yes, send him back here.”
O’Leary arrived about a minute later. He was a middle-aged man with reddish-blond hair and gray eyes. He had been on the take since he was a rookie.
“What’s up?”
The coffee cup that Vance had touched was wrapped in a plastic bag. Johnny passed it across the desk to O’Leary.
“There are two sets of prints on there, mine, and someone else’s. I want to know who that someone else really is.”
“I assume it’s a rush job?”
“You assume correctly.”
“You’ll have it tomorrow morning.”
“Thanks, Sean.”
O’Leary left and Johnny leaned back in his seat. Maybe Vance was what he seemed and maybe not, time would tell.
***
Jake Garner placed an eye to his peephole and was surprised by what he saw.
He opened the door to his apartment and smiled.
“Sara, this is a nice surprise.”
“Can I come in?”
“Of course,” Garner said. He was wearing a blue silk robe with black boxer shorts on beneath, as he had been getting ready to go to bed. As Sara passed him, he caught the scent of liquor.
After closing the door, he turned to ask her if she’d been driving, and she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.
“Take me to bed, Jake. I’m tired of being lonely and I just want to forget for a while, for just a while.”
Garner gently disengaged from Sara, but held her by the arms as he studied her eyes.
“I think you’re drunk.”
“Maybe a little, but I’m not so drunk that I don’t know what I’m doing.”
She dropped her purse, stood on her toes and kissed him again, as one hand pressed against his chest and the other slipped beneath the robe.
Garner kissed her back as he felt her hand slide beneath the elastic of his boxers, and despite releasing a moan of pleasure, he pushed her away once more.
“No. As much as I want to, no, you don’t need me to be a lover. Right now; you need me to be a friend.”
Sara blinked her eyes rapidly and steadied herself.
“You don’t want me?”
“Not in my bed, not the way you are now. I’d just be using you.”
“You don’t want me? You, a man who fucks any woman with a pulse?”
Garner moved closer and caressed her cheek.
“You’re not just any woman to me.”
Sara looked at him with horror, as an idea struck her.
“You don’t want to be with me because you think I’m damaged goods, that’s it, isn’t it?”
“No! Yes, you have problems, you have issues, God knows, but I’ve never thought of you as damaged and, I’ve begun to hope that someday we could be more than friends.”
“Liar!”
Sara headed for the door, and the swiftness of her movement made her stumble, but she regained her balance, scooped up her purse, and opened the door.
“Sara, stay and we’ll talk.”
“Go to hell, Jake.”
She slammed the door behind her and rushed towards the elevator, which opened as soon as she hit the call button.
Garner nearly made it inside the elevator, but the doors closed before he could reach her and Sara shouted to him just as the car began to move downward.
“Leave me alone!”
She reached the lobby, looked up through tears, and saw that the other elevator was moving downward as well.
She was climbing into a taxi when she saw Garner looking at her through his apartment building’s front doors; he was barefoot, with the robe hanging open and a look of concern on his handsome face.
After getting into the taxi, she told the cabbie to, “Just drive,” and took a sip from the flask she carried in her purse.
“Miss, I’ll still need an address.”
Sara gave it some thought and smiled.
“Take me to the Cabaret Strip Club.”
If Garner didn’t want her, she knew a man who did.



CHAPTER 22 - ...would smell as sweet
Mario woke from a bad dream only to find that waking life mirrored it.
Despite it being long after visiting hours ended, FBI agent Michelle Geary was in his hospital room and had been watching him as he slept.
“Hello Mario, you didn’t think I’d forgotten about you, did you?”
Mario just stared back at her and tried not to let his hate for her show.
Geary smiled and her chin-length blond hair hung loosely and framed her attractive face.
If Mario had met her in a bar as a stranger, he might have tried to pick her up, but as things stood, he despised the woman for using his daughter to get to him, and she only wanted him so she could hurt his friends.
Mario wasn’t deluded; he knew what he was and what his friends were. They were men like Joe Pullo, who would kill just about anyone because he was ordered to, but despite their ruthlessness, they had rules and the rules said that family was off limits.
“How did you get in here after visiting hours?”
Geary leaned back in her seat.
“I have a badge and it opens a lot of doors.”
“It makes you feel big too, doesn’t it?”
“When you leave the hospital I want you to call me, and Mario, the time for talk is over. You either give me something that I can use against your bosses or I’m arresting your daughter. Do you understand me?”
Mario nodded with his teeth clenched.
“Say that you understand. I want to hear it.”
“I understand.”
“You’d better, or so help me I’ll feed that tender young daughter of yours to those bull dykes inside the women’s prison on Rikers Island. They would love to have a tasty little morsel like her.”
For just a moment, Mario felt the urge to attack Geary and strangle her to death, but the moment passed and he swallowed his rage.
“I’ll give you something you can use, I promise.”
Geary patted him on the cheek.
“That’s a good boy. Give me something I can use and your daughter’s problem disappears.”
Geary rose from the chair and left without another word.
Mario had spent most of his career transporting drugs, and later became Sam Giacconi’s chauffeur. He was a nobody in The Giacconi Family, but he did know where the bodies were hidden, and there were two recent corpses that the Feds would love to find.
Mario stared at the ceiling, knowing that he’d never get back to sleep, and tried to think of a way to get out from under the mess he was in.
***
Tanner studied the small, but well-maintained home in the town of Union, New Jersey, even as his hand removed the lock picks from his pocket.
“We’ll take our time checking it out and then we’ll go in the back door. If there’s an alarm system, it’s yours to deal with.”
Sophia nodded in agreement and they crept towards the house.
When they were satisfied that there were no guards or dogs, they entered through the rear door as planned, and after long minutes of great care expended in silent movement, they stood at the side of Adamo’s bed, where he lay entwined with his lover.
Tanner picked up the gun that Adamo had left on the nightstand, gave Sophia a signal, and watched as she shined the beam of a small flashlight at Adamo’s eyes.
The bald man awoke with a start as he reached for a weapon that was no longer there, and his movements awakened the young man who had been lying in his arms.
“Saul, baby what’s going on?” the young man muttered in a sleepy voice. He was probably no more than twenty.
Sophia hit him on the side of his blond head with her gun and he lay silent once more.
Adamo gave up on finding the gun and turned on a lamp, when he saw Sophia and Tanner, panic lit his face.
“How did you find me here? Who else knows about this?”
“We were tipped off,” Sophia said.
“Oh God, someone knows and now you do too, oh Jesus, oh no.”
Sophia looked over at Tanner with an astonished look on her face that didn’t need words.
Tanner nodded. Yes, Adamo was actually more distraught about their discovery that he was gay than he was that they were there to kill him.
“Adamo, Sophia and I wouldn’t care if you were fucking a mongoose. I don’t give a damn who anyone fucks, I only care about who they fuck with, and you’ve fucked with the wrong people.”
Tanner had traded the leather vest for a black T-shirt with long sleeves, but had left the bolo tie in place around his neck.
In one smooth motion, he removed the tie and slipped it over Adamo’s head.
As he had done with Gruber, he used the tie as a garrote, but in order to avoid the blood bath that Gruber’s demise had spawned with a quick death, Tanner instead kept a steady killing pressure around Adamo’s throat.
Adamo thrashed like a sport fish caught on a line. Tanner held on, dragged him from the bed, and finished Adamo as he lay on the floor, his face a bright red that extended to his bald pate, making it appear as if he had been sunburned.
The murder took nearly three minutes. Towards the end of it, Tanner had locked eyes with Sophia, expecting to see revulsion, but found a look of satisfaction instead, as she watched the man who had set-up her father’s murder meet his end.
When he was done, Tanner freed the bolo and stuffed it in a pocket.
Sophia gestured at the naked young man she had knocked unconscious.
“What should we do with him?”
“Leave him as he is, but we’ll take Adamo’s body away.”
“That sounds risky.”
“It is, but not as dangerous as leaving him and pinpointing the time of death. If he just goes missing, who’s to say when he was murdered, or where?”
“That’s the same logic they used when killing my father, and yes, it left us confused and uncertain.”
“Yeah, and I doubt the kid on the bed has a clue who Adamo really was.”
Adamo had bled very little and so Tanner wrapped him in a blanket and hefted him on his shoulder. Like Tanner, Sophia was wearing gloves, and she walked around the bed to turn off the light.
Minutes later, they were in the home’s driveway with Adamo’s corpse stored in the truck he had arrived in. Tanner would drive it away with Sophia following in his car. As he was about to climb in the truck, Sophia gripped his arm.
“Romeo?”
“Yeah?”
She kissed him.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, but we need to move.”
Another quick kiss and Sophia ran to his car.
Tanner climbed in the truck and headed towards the highway as Sophia drove along behind him.
In his brief existence, Romeo had killed several men, he was a lethal chap, on that score, there was no doubt.
Tanner sighed.
Oh well, a rose by any other name...
He drove on, headed back to New York City, and wondered how many more would die in the coming days.



CHAPTER 23 - Absolutely 
Johnny watched Sara enter the club and could tell right away that she was drunk.
He went towards her, and as he did so, he saw that one of the customers had also spotted her and the man was moving in for the kill.
“Damn baby, you must be a dancer, because you’re hot as shit.”
He was a young guy in a good suit, likely a stockbroker, and he was nearly as drunk as Sara. When he leaned in to kiss her, Sara shoved him backwards.
The man moved towards her again and Johnny stepped between them.
“It’s time to go home.”
“Screw you; I’ll leave when I want.”
“You want to leave now,” said a voice from behind the man, and when the man turned around, he saw Bull standing behind him.
The man craned his neck to gaze up at the giant.
“I’ll leave, yeah, no problem.”
Sara waved at the man, as Bull escorted him to the door. “Bye bye,” When she was done waving, she turned and smiled at Johnny. “Hello.”
Johnny took her by the arm.
“Let’s go to my office.”
“Okay, but I want a drink.”
“What would you like?”
“A martini would be nice. Do you make apple martinis here?”
Johnny caught Carl’s attention.
“Two apple martinis and have them sent to my office.”
“Right, Boss.”
Sara was watching the stage, where blonde twins were keeping a crowd of men six deep enraptured by their... athletic ability, as they shimmied their half-naked bodies up, down, and around a pair of shiny metal poles in synchronized splendor.
“That looks difficult to do, and they’re so young and beautiful.”
“You’re young and beautiful too.”
“Maybe beautiful, but not young, not inside,”
Carl had made the martinis as they talked, and so Johnny took the tray from him and led the way to his office.
Sara entered, looked around, and settled on the leather sofa against the wall. Johnny sat beside her and placed the tray on the coffee table.
“Two martinis? Are you trying to get me drunk?”
“You’re already there, honey, and one of those is for me.”
Sara took the drink, sipped it, and smiled.
“That’s excellent.”
“I’m glad you like it.”
Sara sat the drink down and stared at Johnny.
“There’s something else I’d like.”
She kissed him and he kissed her back. When their lips parted, she sighed.
“You’re a good kisser.”
She grabbed her drink again, spilling part of it, and then gulped the remainder down.
Johnny watched her and saw a shadow of sadness envelop her.
“What’s wrong, Sara?”
“My sister thinks I’m crazy,” Sara said, while pronouncing “crazy” as “crazshey.” 
“Why would she think that?”
“She and my ex-partner think I’m obsessed with seeking revenge on the men who killed my lover.”
“I thought Tanner had killed him?”
“He did, but he did it on orders and now I want the man behind him.”
“Frank Richards.”
Sara nodded, grabbed the second martini and downed the green-hued fluid in a series of gulps. When she was done, she burped loudly, followed it with a giggle, then leaned over and kissed Johnny again.
“I don’t want to talk. I don’t want to think. Just take me home with you.”
Johnny looked her over and then he smiled.
“Absolutely,”



CHAPTER 24 - Mission accomplished 
Merle awoke with a pounding headache and wondered where he was.
When he saw his brother sleeping nearby in a recliner, he remembered that they were with their new friend, Matthew Burns.
A moment later, Merle caught the scent of bacon and figured that Burns had gotten up and started cooking breakfast.
Good, because he was hungry and would kill for a cup of coffee.
Kill? Shit, if I could kill I wouldn’t be in trouble. Johnny R is not gonna like it when we tell him we didn’t kill Burns. Goddamnit, why’d Matt have to be such a nice guy?
Merle lay there a little longer, letting his eyes adjust to the daylight leaking through the blinds, as the pounding in his head became a more manageable ache.
Earl stirred and when Merle looked over at his younger brother, he saw his eyes pop open, only to squinch shut, and he knew he wasn’t the only one with a hangover.
“Mornin’,” Merle said.
“My head hurts.”
“Me too,”
Earl opened his eyes and sniffed the air.
“Somethin’s burnin’.”
“It’s just bacon, Matt’s cookin’.”
“Nah, somethin’s burnin’, you don’t smell that?”
Merle gave the air a good sniff, and yes, something was burning.
He leapt from the sofa, moaned from the ache in his head, and with Earl following, headed towards the kitchen.
“Matt!”
Burns was sitting on the floor, slumped back against the bottom cabinets. His eyes were closed, but his mouth hung open, and in one hand, he gripped a rubber spatula, while the other laid atop his chest.
What had been scrambled eggs, were burning in a pan, while a dozen strips of bacon blackened atop an electric griddle.
Merle got down on the floor beside Burns as Earl turned off the food.
“Oh sweet Jesus, Matt, Matt are you okay?”
After getting no response from Burns, Merle looked up at his brother.
“Call 9-1-1 and tell them to hurry!”
***
On a back road near the village of Tarrytown, New York, Trent and Gary sat in a van and waited to see if Madison would appear.
They were actually off-road, as they had driven a hundred yards down an old dirt track barely wide enough for the van, and then into a clearing where they turned around, so they had a view of the road.
Gary didn’t talk unless he was first spoken to when he was with Richards, but Trent wasn’t Richards, and curiosity caused him to ask Al Trent a few questions.
“Why are we here?”
“Because this is where Mr. Richards’ daughter will appear at some point today,”
“Out here in the middle of nowhere?”
“Do you see that tree there on the right side of the road, the old one?”
“Yeah, it’s all twisty.”
“Yes, it’s gnarled, and it’s also the tree that Madison’s mother crashed her car into on the night she died. Madison once told me that she leaves flowers here for her mother.”
“Here? Why not at her grave?”
“There is no grave. Mr. Richards had his wife’s body cremated and her ashes scattered.”
Gary nodded.
“Okay, then yeah, she might show here, but what if she doesn’t come by for weeks, or months?”
“She’ll be here today, because today is her mother’s birthday.”
“That does improve the odds, but what if she doesn’t show?”
“She’ll show,” Trent said, while wishing he felt as certain as he sounded.
***
Merle cried, as did Earl, as they watched the ambulance ride off with the body of Matthew Burns.
An officer arrived after the ambulance came, and the young female cop was giving the boys looks of sympathy.
“If it’s any consolation, the paramedics say he went quickly. He likely just felt a sharp pain in his chest and then slid to the floor where you found him.”
Merle wiped at his eyes.
“He was such a fun guy and he knew everything about college football.”
“Had you been friends with him for a long time?”
“No ma’am, Earl and I just met him, but we really hit it off, ya know?”
“I’ve finished my report. Is there anything you need from the home?”
“No and I guess we’ll head back to the city now.”
“Take care, gentlemen, and again, I’m sorry for your loss.”
The boys climbed into their car and drove away. Their mission accomplished, their hearts, broken.



CHAPTER 25 - You’re never too old for a quickie 
Sara woke with a dry mouth and an urgent feeling in her bladder.
Her mind was foggy, but free of pain, and an entire minute passed before she realized she wasn’t in her own bedroom.
She sat up, gazed about and felt the ache in her bladder increase. On the left side of the room was an open doorway that revealed a bathroom, and she rose from the bed and headed for it.
I was with Johnny last night.
It wasn’t until she was pulling her underwear down to pee that she realized she was still dressed, and that only her shoes were missing.
She found the shoes by the side of the bed, put them on, and looked around at the room.
There wasn’t much to see other than the bedroom furniture. The walls and ceiling were a muted shade of white, while the curtains and carpet were both dark blue. There was the sound of traffic outside, but it was sporadic, and so Sara guessed that the apartment wasn’t on a main drag.
She remembered leaving the club, kissing during the short cab ride, and after that... nothing. The room had no pictures, but there was a bookcase in a corner and Sara saw with surprise that there were several books on aviation, along with books on leadership, business administration, and several classic novels.
She returned to the bathroom to wash her face and then left the room.
Johnny Rossetti was seated in a kitchen area that was separated from the large living room by a short wall, and from what she could see past the glass patio doors, Sara realized they were on an upper floor.
Johnny smiled.
“Good morning, how do you feel?”
“Befuddled, did I pass out last night?”
“Yeah, right in the middle of a kiss; I guess that makes me the anti-Prince Charming.”
“You carried me to your bed?”
“Yeah and I slept on the couch.”
“Some men might have taken advantage of the situation.”
“I ain’t one of them, honey, and don’t forget, I know what you did to Vince.”
“That pig tried to rape me. If anything had happened last night, I would have thought of you as a scumbag, but I would have been equally to blame by my stupidity.”
“You were hurting and you wanted to forget and be comforted, I got that, and I’m glad that you came to me.”
“Is there any coffee?”
Johnny rose and poured Sara a cup as she took a seat at the table.
“This is good coffee, thank you, and thank you for last night.”
“Not a problem, Sara, we all hit bottom sometime.”
Sara glanced around.
“There’s no girlfriend, is there?”
“No.”
“What am I saying, anytime you want company, you can just grab one of the girls at the club on your way out the door.”
Johnny laughed.
“It’s not like that, not at my club. The girls dance, yes, but they’re not hookers and a few of them are married.”
“So you’re saying you order up one of your hookers instead?”
“I won’t lie. I could do that, and have in the past, but I was a young punk then, actually, the last woman I dated was a doctor, a pediatrician.”
“I saw books in the bedroom on aviation, do you fly?”
“Yeah, I took it up as a hobby years ago and love it.”
“My father is a pilot. He used to take me and my sister up for rides all the time. It’s exhilarating in a small plane.”
“I have a two-seater, a Cessna Skycatcher; let me know if you ever want to go for a ride.”
“I’ll do that,” Sara said, and then she and Johnny just stared at each other until he finally broke the silence.
“About last night...?”
“Yes?”
“Was that a spur of the moment impulse fueled by booze, or is there a chance I’ll see you again?”
“Are you sure that you want to?”
“Absolutely, you’re an interesting woman, Sara Blake, and more like me than you’d probably care to admit.”
“You think I’m a bad girl?”
Johnny grinned.
“I know you’re a bad girl. I’d just like to find out how bad.”
***
On Staten Island, Sophia climbed out of bed, grabbed her robe and found Tanner sitting at her kitchen table and cleaning his gun.
She kissed him.
“Good morning, Romeo.”
“Hello there,” Tanner said. His dyed blond hair was spiked, but he wasn’t wearing the sunglasses or Romeo’s vest. He was tired of being Romeo and was ready to do what he came back to Manhattan for in the first place, to kill Frank Richards.
Sophia sat beside him and checked her phone for messages.
“Mike called. We’re having a meeting with The Family on Monday and I have to be there.”
“Will that be dangerous?”
“No, but then, that might depend on what happens tomorrow.”
“What’s going on tomorrow?” Tanner said, feigning ignorance.
“All the Conglomerate big shots are getting together, even the ones from Europe.”
“Will you be going?”
Sophia laughed.
“They barely know I’m alive, no, only Johnny gets to be there, but wait, I guess it’s Joe Pullo now, since he’s the new Underboss. Do you know Joe?”
“No, we’ve never met.”
“I only met him once, but I know my father liked him. He’ll be at the meeting for all the New York Families, like a spokesperson.”
“How many people will be at that meeting?”
“I don’t know, dozens I guess, and hopefully things will get straightened out. The Conglomerate was supposed to be a partnership with big business, but Frank Richards thinks he owns us.”
“The mob isn’t what it once was, not since the Russians and the other gangs started taking territory away.”
“It’s not just that, it’s the Feds too, some of them are really vicious, like that bitch that used my brother.”
“I heard about your brother, are you now saying that he wasn’t a snitch?”
Sophia lowered her eyes.
“No, he turned, but he only did it to save our father.”
“The Feds wanted Jackie Verona, but settled for his son?”
“Tony, my brother, he made a deal that they couldn’t resist. He was going to give up everyone but our father.”
“This Fed, you said she was a woman, her name wasn’t Sara Blake, was it?”
“No, I’ve never heard of her, no her name was Michelle Geary, and from what Tony said, she sounds like a bitch and a half.”
***
Michelle Geary watched Jake Garner as he pushed his plate aside with his food barely touched. They were meeting over breakfast to discuss Mario.
Technically, they had the day off and so they were both dressed casually. Garner had on jeans and a gray polo shirt, while Geary wore a white skirt that exposed her shapely legs, and her blue blouse, with the top buttons undone, displayed a freckled cleavage.
“No appetite? That means that something is eating you, what is it?”
“I was trying to help a friend and I think I scared her away.”
“A woman? Since when are you friends with a woman? And don’t say me, because one, we’re not friends, and two, you don’t like me.”
“It’s Sara Blake; I’ve been trying to help her.”
Geary laughed loud enough to draw attention to their table, but took no note of it.
“Garner, the bitch is crazy; she shot you three times and nearly killed you.”
“She wasn’t trying to kill me and I don’t think she’s crazy. She’s just hurting because she suffered a lost.”
Geary sent him a knowing smile.
“You just want to get her into bed. I’ve met her and she’s cute, but damn, let it go. The bitch is damaged goods.”
“Don’t say that!”
Garner had shouted so loudly that every other conversation stopped.
He gave an embarrassed look as he gazed around and held up a hand, as if to apologize. When he looked back at Geary, she was smiling.
“Holy shit, you love the woman, don’t you?”
“That’s ridiculous, but yes, I care about her, but nevermind Sara, what were you saying about Mario Petrocelli?”
“It looks like he’s in the hospital for one more day, but I want to drop by later and rattle his chain, both of us, or aren’t you working this case with me?”
“You know how I feel about your methods, but yes, I’ll talk to him too. I have sympathy for his daughter, but none for him.”
“Good, now tell me the truth; am I too old for you?”
“What are you asking?”
“I’m saying that you’re one serious hunk of man and I want you. What do you say?”
Garner studied Geary. She was years older than he was, but she had a body that was still young and her blond hair sat atop a face that was more than pretty.
He stood and placed money on the table for the bill.
“I think we should keep things professional.”
Geary stared up at him.
“You really don’t like me, do you?”
“As I said before, I don’t like your methods, Michelle, as far as the offer, I was tempted.”
“I won’t ask again, you know where to find me, and I’ll meet you at the hospital at seven.”
“Fine, I’ll see you then.”
Garner had taken three steps when Geary called to him.
“When you see, Sara, tell her I said hi.”
Garner said nothing and kept walking, as behind him, Geary chuckled with amusement. 



CHAPTER 26 - Minor annoyances 
Frank Richards stepped off the elevator, and after traveling the corridors along the tenth floor of The Partners Building, he found Santino waiting for him outside the meeting room. Walking beside Richards, was his new assistant, Robert Vance.
“What’s this about a problem?” Richards said, as he looked through the glass doors, in an effort to spot anything amiss.
Santino raised up his hand in a calming gesture.
“The meeting room is ready. The problem is with Saul Adamo.”
“What problem is that?”
“He’s dead.”
Richards swore beneath his breath, afterwards, he told Santino and Vance to turn around, so that they wouldn’t see what five-letter word he tapped into the keypad that controlled the door locks.
When he was finished, the doors hissed and opened inward, which caused the lights to come on automatically.
Richards walked inside and gestured for Santino to sit. Santino did so and found Richards glaring down at him.
“What happened to Adamo?”
“He was killed by Sophia Verona and her pet, Romeo.”
“The very people you were ordered to deal with.”
“I decided not to follow those orders because I knew it was a set-up, you two bastards were hoping we’d all kill each other, but I outsmarted you and Adamo both, and now I’m the one who will be your partner.”
“I choose my partners, Mr. Santino, not the other way around.”
Santino stood in a rush, shoving his chair backwards, then leaned his face near Richards.
“Listen to me you blue-blooded mobster wannabe. You and I are partners now and there’s not a goddamn thing you can do about it.”
Richards stiffened from the close contact and then shifted his eyes to the left, where Vance was standing.
“Mr. Vance, I would like this problem erased.”
Santino took a step back, reached beneath his suit jacket for the gun in his shoulder holster, but felt his hand go numb, as Vance jabbed at a nerve cluster beneath his armpit. A second later and Vance knocked Santino to his knees, then, moved behind him.
As this was happening, Richards had turned away to stare out into the hallway. While he was a man who ordered violent acts be committed in order to further his aims, he did not enjoy seeing them employed.
The sound of a struggle came from behind him and after hearing Santino grunt, he heard something that sounded like a thick branch snapping in two. It was Santino’s neck breaking and it was followed by the sound of his body falling to the floor.
When Vance appeared beside him, Richards looked over and saw that the man had barely exerted himself.
“Is there any blood?”
“No sir, and I’ll remove the body shortly.”
“Do that, I want no signs of violence detectable in this room.”
“There won’t be, but sir, who will you choose to take Adamo’s place?”
“I was thinking of Joe Pullo. The man has a soldier’s mentality and I think he would follow my orders if well compensated. However, I’ve grown tired of dealing with his kind. I don’t need one of them to help me rule them. I’ll rule them myself and they’ll accept it or die, but that comes later, my focus is on tomorrow’s meeting.”
“I’ll get together with Johnny Rossetti again too.”
“He trusts you?”
Vance smiled.
“Enough for our purposes, and I’ll lure him here tomorrow morning and complete the first part of your plan.”
“Good, but remember, don’t hurt him. I need him healthy if he’s to play the patsy.”
“I understand, sir, and I won’t let you down.”
“Good man, now clean up that mess and meet me back at the office. There are still a few details I want to go over.”
“Speaking of details, what’s to be done with Sophia Verona and this man, Romeo?”
Richards looked thoughtful as he weighed his options.
Vance spoke up.
“I’d like to make a suggestion.”
“Yes?”
“Why not use honey instead of vinegar? Invite the woman to the meeting tomorrow. It’ll placate her long enough for your plan to work.”
Richards nodded.
“That’s one option, but Sophia Verona and this Romeo person have been particularly annoying and I want them eradicated. Send a team after them.”
“Men from one of the other families?”
“No, use mercenaries, and tell them that they’ll be paid double if it’s completed before sunrise tomorrow.”
“Yes sir, consider it done.”
Richards turned his head just far enough around so that he could view Santino’s corpse in his peripheral vision and grimaced when he caught a glimpse of the unnatural position of Santino’s head.
He looked back at Vance.
“I should have made you my assistant sooner, Robert. It’s nice to have a man around who can handle... minor annoyances.”
“Yes sir and it was my pleasure to do so.”
Richards smiled and headed for the elevator, as thoughts of gaining greater power swam through his mind.



CHAPTER 27 - Nyuk, nyuk, nyuk 
Merle and Earl entered the Cabaret Strip Club in the afternoon and took seats at the bar to speak to Carl.
“Is Johnny here?”
“Nope, but he should be soon, you guys want a beer?”
“Just a soda for me,” Merle said. “I drank enough yesterday to hold me for a week.”
Earl also had soda, and then they turned on their barstools and watched the young woman who was dancing for the small Saturday afternoon crowd.
Johnny appeared a short time later and the boys followed him inside the office.
“If you’re here, I take it that means that Matthew Burns no longer walks among us?”
Merle nodded and fought back tears as he thought of Matt.
“Good work, and the cops will think it’s an accident, right?”
“Yeah,” Earl said. “They think he had a heart attack.”
“They think? I’m no doctor, but a thing like that leaves tell-tale signs behind, chemical changes in the blood, that type of shit. Take a seat.”
Johnny took out a phone, made a call and asked the person on the other line to check on the details of Matthew Burns’ demise.
After ending the call, he bullshitted with Merle and Earl as he opened his laptop and signed on to check his email, and a few minutes later, his call was returned. When he put down the phone, he looked perplexed.
“Alright, tell me what happened.”
“What d’ya mean?” Merle said.
“The dude definitely died of a heart attack, but this isn’t the CIA, boys, we don’t have any undetectable drugs and spy gadgets. How the hell could you induce a heart attack?”
The brothers looked at each other and after swallowing hard, Merle answered.
“We got secret ways.”
“Deal me in on them; we’ll save a fortune in bullets.”
The boys exchanged glances again and after squirming under Johnny’s gaze, Earl spoke in a whisper.
“He just died.”
“What?”
“Matt, I guess we partied too hard and he died.”
“You two partied with him?”
“He was a really nice guy, Mr. Rossetti, and he knew everything about college football,” Merle said.
Johnny just stared at them for long seconds before getting up and pacing around the room.
“How many guys did you two whack before you killed Tanner?”
“None,” Merle admitted.
“None? So what, Tanner was just a fluke?”
Earl shrugged.
“Uh, heat of the moment, yeah.”
Johnny laughed, but there was no humor in it.
“I’ll be damned.”
“Are you gonna hurt us?” Merle asked.
“Why would I do that? Burns is dead, that was the job and the job is done, but I think I’ll find other work for you two. I should just kick you out of here, but for some damn reason I like you.”
Earl smiled.
“You mean we ain’t gotta kill nobody else?”
“No, but expect a serious pay cut.”
The boys stood and took turns pumping Johnny’s hand.
“We don’t like killin’, but we ain’t afraid of work, what do you want us to do?” Merle said.
“It’s the weekend, so just chill and come back here on Monday and I’ll think of something you can do.”
“Is it alright if we hang around the bar for a while?”
“Sure, Merle,”
“I’m Earl.”
“If you say so,”
The boys left the office and Johnny walked back behind the desk, shaking his head as he went.
“‘We got secret ways,’” he says. “Christ, what happened to the third stooge?”



CHAPTER 28 - He could always eat at the Y 
Sophia let out a sigh of satisfaction as she collapsed atop Tanner, her skin moist with exertion.
After a moment more, she slid over to his right side and laid an arm across his chest.
“If sex is all you wanted for helping me, I think we’re even,” Sophia said.
“I would say I’ve been overpaid.”
“Seriously though, Romeo, I’ll pay you for helping me.”
“Keep your money, Johnny Rossetti already paid me.”
“Liar, there’s no way he paid you enough to compensate for all the crap you’ve been through since yesterday.”
“I don’t need more money; it was my pleasure to keep you safe.”
Sophia kissed him and her hands began exploring, but not with sexual intention, rather, it was an exploration of his previous wounds.
“You were shot in the chest once. That’s a serious wound, I know, because my father was shot in the same spot when I was a little girl and he almost died.”
“Same here, I was down for weeks and didn’t get my strength back for months.”
“When was this? Where?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“You don’t like to talk about yourself, do you?”
Tanner almost said, “Which self?” but instead, he answered, “No.”
“That’s alright, be mysterious, I’ll figure you out someday.”
Her hands moved lower and she found the knife wound he had received courtesy of Gino Tonti, in one of his recent battles against The Conglomerate.
“How did this happen? It looks fairly new.”
“One of the ladies in my sewing circle stabbed me with her needle.”
Sophia smiled and punched him in play.
“Asshole, keep your secrets, and I just realized, I don’t even know your last name.”
“It’s Montague.”
Sophia laughed and punched him again, but harder.
“Jerk! I’m not illiterate. I know that’s Romeo’s name in the Shakespeare play. I’m asking about you, baby. I want to know more about you.”
Tanner rose from the bed and grabbed his boxers.
“The less you know the better, and I think I’ve overstayed my welcome.”
Sophia sat up, grabbed his wrist and pulled him back atop the bed.
“I didn’t say you could leave.”
Tanner ran a hand through her thick red hair.
“I do have to leave soon... and I won’t be coming back.”
“Why? Never mind, you wouldn’t tell me anyway, but when are you leaving?”
“I can stay until morning, but there’s a bit of business I have to take care of tomorrow.”
Sophia studied his face, then, she gazed into his eyes as if she were hoping to find the things there that he wouldn’t say.
“All right, so we have one more day together. But let’s go out later, I want to go to dinner and see a movie, you know, normal stuff.”
Tanner gazed downward and his hands followed. Sophia was still naked and her full firm breasts felt soft as silk.
Sophia smiled.
“You are one horny bastard, do you know that?”
“We have to do something between now and dinner.”
“Most people call that lunch.”
Tanner pushed her to lay back atop the bed.
“I have other appetites.”
***
Sara returned to her apartment building and found her sister waiting for her in the small lobby.
“Why are you here, Jenny?”
Jennifer greeted her with a hug.
“I was worried about you and since you wouldn’t return my calls, I came to see you.”
“Have you talked to Jake?”
“I did, he called me last night and said that you were drunk. Were you out all night?”
“I stayed with a friend,” Sara said, and wondered for a moment if it was true. Was Johnny Rossetti a friend, or something more?
“Okay, I just wanted to see you and know that you were all right, and Sara, baby, I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings yesterday, but honey I really am worried about you and so is Jake. I hope you know that we only did what we did out of concern and love.”
Sara said nothing in return, and after a moment, Jennifer let loose a sigh.
“I love you, Sara.”
“I love you too, Jenny, but please, don’t interfere in my life, yes, I have problems, but I’ll work them out on my own, okay?”
Jennifer hugged her again.
“I’m always available if you need me. You know that, don’t you?”
“I do and it goes both ways.”
When they separated, Sara saw that her big sister’s eyes were moist.
“We’ll have dinner again soon, okay?” Jennifer said.
“Only if you leave the shrink out of it,”
Jennifer smiled.
“I promise, but I want us to stay close. I don’t see you as much as I’d like.”
Sara softened her demeanor and smiled.
“We’ll have dinner soon, I promise.”
Another hug, a kiss on the cheek, and Jennifer was gone, leaving Sara with a feeling of loss.
Until she joined the FBI, she had told Jenny about everything that had been happening in her life.
Her big sister knew who had given her her first kiss, who she first loved and been loved by. She had kept no secrets to herself back then and a part of her ached to speak of the dark things to another person.
To tell them of her pain, of her sorrow, and disclose the desire for vengeance that ate away at her night and day.
But Jennifer would never understand such things, not on a gut level. She hadn’t seen the parts of life that Sara had while acting as an agent and dealing with human scum, and she hadn’t had anyone ripped away from her.
Talking to her sister or a psychiatrist wouldn’t help, only action would, and if it took all the days of her life, she would get revenge for the death of Brian Ames.
Sara watched her sister climb into a cab and return to her normal life, and prayed that she’d never know a tenth of the hatred that fueled her days.
Frank Richards, the new target was Frank Richards, and to aid in taking him down, she would search for Al Trent.
Sara took out her phone, placed a call and heard it be answered after only ringing once.
“What’s up, Sara?”
“Hi Duke, have you found Al Trent?”
“Not yet, but you know I will.”
“Good, and let me know the moment you do.”
Sara put her phone away while still thinking of Trent. He was either a dead end, or possibly the key to bringing Richards down.
She sighed.
Where are you, Trent?



CHAPTER 29 - Tick! Tick! Tick! 
Al Trent stood before a gnarled tree and thought about the night Madison’s mother died.
He had never meant for her to smash into the tree. He had been planning to kill Jenna Richards in her home and make it look like a robbery that had gone bad, but when he approached her townhouse that night, he saw her get in her car and drive away.
She ended up at a bar on Manhattan’s West Side, where several men plied her with drinks, but she ultimately waved them all off, they weren’t her type.
Jenna Richards liked her men young, and the younger the better.
Trent knew what her type was, he had heard the rumors among his peers and believed at least one of the stories to be fact, because he had seen her with the boy and when they noticed him coming towards them, he saw her pull one of her hands out of the boy’s pants.
That boy had been Madison’s boyfriend and prom date during her senior year in high school, yet someone else that Madison had chosen over him, despite his having asked to escort her to the prom first.
Madison had idolized her mother, and who could blame her, since her mother was the only parent that gave a damn about her. Frank Richards didn’t have much time or concern for his wife or daughter, and Jenna Richards had tried to fill the lack of love her husband displayed by showering Madison with affection and praise.
Trent joined Jenna Richards that last night of her life and he could still recall the delighted smile she displayed at having run into someone she knew.
***
“Al, hi, is Madison here too? Oh, but what am I saying, she’d never go out with you.”
He stiffened at those words, while also realizing that she was drunk. She must have been drinking at home, gathering courage to go out and pick up a man.
“Mrs. Richards, why don’t you let me take you home?”
“I don’t want to go home, too many bad memories.”
“But I thought you just moved in there a few months ago... when you and Mr. Richards began having difficulties.”
“Difficulties? You might say that, the old fool can’t get it up anymore without the help of a pill, and I’m still a young woman, aren’t I? Don’t you think I’m still young, Al?”
“You’re very youthful, yes, but let’s leave here. I know a much better place.”
Jenna Richards narrowed her eyes and looked at Trent over her martini glass.
“I know what you’re up to, Al.”
Trent cleared his throat before speaking.
“Wha... what? I mean, excuse me?”
Jenna leaned across the table.
“You want to be with me, admit it.”
“Um, yes, I want to be alone with you.”
“See, and if I was really old you wouldn’t want me, so that proves it, forty isn’t old.”
Trent stood and offered his hand.
“Let’s go to your place.”
But when they arrived there, they had to stop for a red light on the corner, and Trent caught sight of Madison entering her mother’s building.
“Mrs. Richards?”
“Call me, Jenna.”
“All right, Jenna, have you ever seen my father’s cabin? It’s quite nice.”
“Your father died, Al.”
“Yes, but the cabin is still there and I have a key. Why don’t we go there?”
Jenna opened a small bottle and popped two pills into her mouth.
“What was that?”
“They help me to feel good.”
Trent shook his head. Richards should have just let her be and she’d have likely overdosed or drank herself to death.
He drove towards the cabin, which was on the outskirts of Tarrytown, New York, about thirty miles from the city.
He had only ever traveled there by one route, and after having to detour because of road construction, he became lost.
Jenna’s car had a GPS, but Trent didn’t know the address of the cabin offhand, only that it was at the end of a lane and so he pulled to the side of the road and parked, to find a map on his phone, while hoping to see a familiar street name.
“Why are we stopping? I’m not getting in the back seat... unless you ask me nice.”
Jenna was high and horny. Trent considered taking her for a moment, but then remembered that it would leave behind DNA.
When he couldn’t get a signal, he stepped out of the car to see if a different location would help.
“Where are you going?”
“I’m looking for a signal.”
Jenna giggled.
“A smoke signal?”
Trent ignored her as he saw a bar appear on his phone, but then it disappeared. He went a few feet farther, and was rewarded with two bars.
“Yes!”
The car started behind him and when he looked back, Jenna was waving goodbye and laughing hysterically.
“Come back!”
She sped up and that’s when the deer shot across the road. Jenna must have spotted it, because she swerved, left the road, and smashed the car into a gnarled tree.
Trent stood frozen in place for a moment before rushing to the car. When he reached it, he found Jenna pinned behind the steering wheel, and saw that a jagged piece of metal had pierced her abdomen.
She began to scream, as the shock of impact passed and the pain began. The airbag had deployed, but had apparently been punctured by the same piece of metal in Jenna’s stomach.
She looked up at Trent with pleading eyes, as her voice escaped in a whisper.
“Help me, Al.”
Trent looked down at the phone still clutched in his hand and saw three bars, then, he looked in at Jenna and saw that she had passed out.
He stood there in the moonlight, listening to the drip of the vehicle’s leaking fluids, as the radiator hissed, and the car, although smashed, still made that little ticking sound that modern cars make after you turn them off.
At the time, he thought that the sound was coming from the engine, but later learned that it was caused by the exhaust pipes, catalytic converter, and manifold cooling down, and that the metal ticked as it contracted.
Whatever caused it, to Trent, on that night, it was as if he were hearing the last seconds of Jenna’s life ticking away.
Tick! Tick! Tick!
Precious seconds ticking away, seconds that became minutes, minutes that meant the difference between life and death.
And for the rest of his life, when he heard that sound, he would think of that night.
Trent put his phone away, but then took it out and used it as a flashlight to check on the extent of Jenna’s injury.
It was bad, as blood pooled on the seat between her legs and he knew that she would bleed to death without help.
He left her there, just walked away and made it back to the city by train.
Two days later, he was richly rewarded by Richards and became his assistant.
***
Trent’s phone vibrated and broke him from his memories. It was Gary.
“Get out of sight, there’s a car coming.”
Trent jogged a short distance to a stand of trees and made cover just as the sound of the vehicle’s engine reached him.
It wasn’t a car, but an old pickup truck. It must have been headed to one of the few homes that sat on the other side of the hill, where the road dead-ended.
Trent watched it go past and then walked back to the van.
Gary pointed off to the west, where the sun was nearly obscured by clouds.
“It’ll be sunset soon, are you sure that the girl will come here?” Gary asked.
“I can’t be certain, no, but it’s a safe bet.”
“Or a waste of time,” Gary said.
Trent ignored his pessimism, but he was beginning to doubt as well, because it had occurred to him that Madison could be someplace so far away as to make the sentimental visit arduous, and thus, unlikely.
He gave a slight shake of his head.
No. Madison was sentimental enough to make the trip, despite difficulty, and she would mourn her mother’s loss, she would appear, he knew it. She had to, because if she didn’t, he knew of no other way to find her and that would seal his fate.
Trent leaned back in his seat with a sigh and prayed that he was right.



CHAPTER 30- Let’s make a deal
Inside his Manhattan hospital room, Mario introduced his lawyer to the two FBI agents, Geary and Garner.
The lawyer’s name was Kearns and he was a dapper little man with bushy gray eyebrows.
Geary was not pleased to see the lawyer.
“Does this man’s presence mean that you’ve decided not to cooperate?”
“No, it means I’m not as dumb as you think I am.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning that I know I’m screwed no matter what I do, and so I will cooperate, yeah, but under certain terms.”
Geary’s face reddened.
“You don’t set the terms between us you two-bit hoodlum, I do, or I can leave you alone and go after your daughter instead.”
Mario smiled at her. There wasn’t a trace of warmth to it, but it was a smile, and it hid the intense hatred he felt towards her.
“Hear me out; I’ll think you’ll like it.”
The lawyer, Kearns, spoke up.
“I tried to dissuade my client from his course of action but was ignored, and so I’m just here to make sure that if we come to an agreement that it will be honored.”
“I feel better knowing that a mob shyster doesn’t like the deal,” Geary said, and Kearns looked indignant.
“I am not a ‘mob shyster’ as you put it, Agent Geary. I’m a reputable lawyer with decades of experience.”
“Whatever,” Geary said, as she took a seat. “Let’s hear the deal.”
“It’s simple,” Mario said. “I’ll show you where Lars Gruber and Tanner are buried, and then you leave my daughter be and destroy any evidence against her.”
Geary looked up at Garner, who was still standing. Dead or not, Lars Gruber was a prize and would raise their status within the Bureau. Tanner, while not the international fugitive that Gruber was, would also be a nice feather in their caps.
Geary looked back at Mario.
“We’re agreeable, but understand something, you can’t just hand over these bodies and walk away. You still have to give us those above you, such as Johnny Rossetti. If you don’t, we’ll make sure that the right people know that you led us to the corpses, and then you’ll be at the mercy of your so-called friends.”
“I get that, all I care about is getting my daughter out from under the pile of shit you heaped on top of her.”
“That happens as soon as we recover the bodies. How far away are they?”
“Not far, but not too close either. I’ll tell you once we have a solid deal.”
Geary made a face.
“Please tell me that they’re not in water, God, how I hate a corpse in water.”
“They were covered in bleach, but they’re in the ground,” Mario said.
“We’ll go tomorrow morning.”
“That’s good; the doctor told me I can leave then.”
They spoke a little longer, mostly to Mario’s lawyer, as they set about solidifying the terms of the deal. Afterwards, as they walked towards the elevator, Geary asked Garner what was wrong with him.
“What do you mean?”
“You hardly said a word in there and if we return tomorrow with Gruber and Tanner, we’ll have hit the jackpot.”
“I just wish we had done it another way, other than using his daughter. The girl is an innocent.”
“Fuck her innocence, she was a tool, and I’ll use anybody to take these bastards down.”
“Why is that?”
“It’s simple. Johnny Rossetti is a media darling, anything to do with him will be front page news, it’s great publicity, an excellent way to get your name in front of the public.”
They reached the elevator and Garner hit the call button.
“Now I see it, you want to get into politics.”
“You’re damn right, that’s where the power and the money is. It wasn’t all that long ago we had a mayor in this city who made his name going after the Mafia and today he’s spoken of as presidential material and worth tens of millions.”
Garner laughed just as the doors opened and three people got off, leaving the elevator car empty for them to step onto.
“What was that laugh about?” Geary said.
“Nothing, it’s just that someday I’d love to have a partner who simply wants to do the job and not be committed to some personal agenda.”
“Everybody wants something, Jake, even you.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve already had everything I wanted and lost it.”
Geary shrugged.
“Then you should go about trying to get it back.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not?”
Garner stared at her and as he opened his mouth to speak again, the elevator chimed.
After clearing his throat, he and Geary stepped from the car into a clutch of people waiting to get on.
“Jake, what were you going to say?”
“Forget it. I’ll meet you at the office early and then we’ll come here and collect Mr. Petrocelli.”
“That’s good, and come tomorrow, everyone in the Bureau will know my name.”
Garner was looking forward to recovering Tanner’s body as well, and hoped that once it was established that the man was truly dead, it would give Sara some measure of peace.



CHAPTER 31 - Dasvidaniya 
Vance settled into the chair in front of Johnny’s desk at the strip club, and asked a question.
“How would you like to crash the leadership meeting tomorrow?”
“I thought that was just for Dons and Corporate honchos like Richards, since my demotion, I don’t qualify.”
“True, but would you like to be there? If so, I can arrange it,”
“Why?”
“That’s easy; I liked what you put in that last envelope and want more.”
“No, I mean what’s the real reason?”
Vance furrowed his brow in confusion.
“I don’t get you.”
Johnny slid a folder across the desk.
“You’re well-hidden enough that the cops came up empty, but we have federal connections too. What’s your story, Robert Vance? Or should I use your real name, the one you were born with in Russia, Rurik Varanov.”
Vance’s calm demeanor slipped away as his eyes narrowed in anger.
When he opened the file, he saw that there was a brief sketch of his life, including the fact that he had been in Russia’s Federal Security Service, an organization formerly known as the KGB.
“I see Richards has underestimated you,” Vance said.
“Hmm, now why would Richards have a former officer of the Federal Security Service at his side, one whose specialty was targeted killing?”
“Richards hates to lose. He had faith in Lars Gruber, but if the man failed, I was next in line for the job of eliminating Tanner, unfortunately, Tanner died by other hands. I consider it a shame; I would have liked a chance to go up against Tanner. He was another man underestimated by Richards.” 
Vance stood.
“I also underestimated you, Rossetti.”
Johnny placed his hand atop the desk and showed Vance the gun he was holding.
“But you won’t make that mistake again, will you, comrade?”
Vance laughed.
“Rossetti, if I wanted to, I could take that gun away and force it up your ass.”
Johnny cocked his head.
“That’s interesting, you know, there’s not a trace of an accent in your voice, still, the phrase should have been, ‘shove it up your ass’ not ‘force it up your ass.’”
Vance’s face reddened as he tensed up, and Johnny aimed the gun at his chest.
“I think we’re done, comrade.”
Vance stared at the gun, released a slow breath, then, walked to the door and left the office.
Johnny laid the gun atop the desk and smirked.
“Dasvidaniya.”



CHAPTER 32 - Can shadows bleed?
Tanner and Sophia walked back to his car among a crowd of their fellow moviegoers.
Tanner let Sophia pick the movie and groaned internally when she chose a romantic comedy.
He liked Sophia, admired her grit and spirit, and if things were different, he might even stay with her longer.
But he had plans to infiltrate the meeting of The Conglomerate’s ruling class and kill Frank Richards, and afterwards, he would disappear.
His hope was to kill the man without being seen and then Romeo would vanish. As Tanner, he was thought dead, as Romeo, he would disappear, and after that?
He had no idea, but would likely wind-up somewhere else and start over.
“Did you like the movie?” Sophia asked, as she linked her arm through his.
“No comment, but I did like the company.”
They reached the car and Tanner walked around to the passenger side to let Sophia in.
She put her arms around him and gazed into his eyes.
“I wish you didn’t have to leave tomorrow.”
“It’s best; we’d never last.”
She pouted.
“Why do you say that?”
“I can’t stand romantic comedies.”
He closed the door once she was in, and then caught the scent of tobacco. Without being obvious about it, he searched the parking lot, and past the moving forms of a family of five walking towards their car, he saw the glow of a cigarette shining from the rear seat of a jeep, along with the silhouettes of two men in front.
He had seen that jeep before, it had followed them off the highway and into the movie theater parking lot when they arrived, but Tanner had thought nothing of it at the time.
The family of five climbed into their vehicle and the father started the engine and turned on his lights. When the brake lights illuminated as he put the car in gear, Tanner could see the ground beside the jeep, along with the five cigarette butts atop it.
Whoever was in the jeep had sat there waiting, while he and Sophia were watching the movie. 
When he climbed behind the wheel, he checked on the jeep via his rear view mirror and when he pulled out of his space, he saw that the jeep had moved as well, and was trailing behind them in the parking lot, as they headed towards the exit and the Staten Island Expressway.
“Sophia, how certain are you that things have calmed down amongst your family?”
“We still have to settle on a new boss, but no one else wants me dead as far as I know, why?”
“There’s a jeep behind us with at least three guys inside and they’re following us.”
Sophia slid down in her seat, turned and peeked one eye out past the side of her headrest.
“I see it and there are four of them, I got a look inside as they passed beneath the marquee. What should we do?”
“I’ll make four right turns up ahead before we get on the expressway. If they go around in circles with us, we’ll know they’re serious.”
“They’ll also know that we’re on to them.”
“Yes and it should force their hand. I’d rather face them now than wake to find them standing over us in your bedroom in the middle of the night, which was likely their plan.”
“That’s what we did with Adamo.”
“Yeah and it would have worked just as well on us if they hadn’t been sloppy. If the guy in the backseat wasn’t a smoker, I probably wouldn’t have noticed them and caught on.”
Sophia shivered and then she reached into her purse and took out her gun.
“We’re outnumbered,” she whispered.
Tanner sighed.
“As usual,”
***
Johnny, along with Joe Pullo, entered the nursing home where Sam Giacconi resided.
They had arranged for the late visit the day before and would use it to talk strategy about the next day’s meeting of The Conglomerate’s elite.
As the security guard opened the door for them, he told them that the facility’s director would like to see them in his office.
When Johnny entered the office, he saw the lead doctor, along with the pharmaceutical executive who was responsible for the miracle drug that caused Sam Giacconi’s recovery from Alzheimer’s disease.
One look at the men’s dour expressions told him that there was bad news.
“Oh crap, what is it?”
***
“They’re not coming,” Gary said, as he unwrapped the last of the sandwiches he had brought along for the stakeout.
Trent said nothing, but he knew that Gary was probably right. Madison wasn’t coming.
“I was hoping she’d show too, really hoping, since Richards offered a bonus for... finding her, but let’s face it. Nobody would come out here in the dark. You can’t see a thing.”
Trent looked out the side window of the van and caught a glimpse of the sky, past the branches of the tree they were parked beneath.
“The moon is nearly full.”
“It’s still dark as hell out here, and creepy. How much longer are we going to stay?”
Trent stared at Gary, who appeared to be just a shadow on the other side of the car.
“Creepy? Why do you say it’s creepy?”
The shadow shrugged.
“I don’t like the outdoors, especially at night. Everything should be like Times Square, plenty of lights and people, even at night.”
“I want to stay another hour.”
“Alright, but then we go.”
Trent mumbled his agreement, even though he hated to leave.
He had wanted to see Madison again, to not only get answers and possibly clear his name, but he also wanted to see Madison, just to see Madison.
He had been infatuated with her since they were children and, despite everything, he still wanted her.
Come on, Madison, please show. One more chance, that’s all I want, just one more chance to make you see what we could be.
The shadow burped beside him in the dark, then spoke.
“The girl’s not coming, no way she’d come this late, all of this was just a stupid waste of time.”
If Trent had been carrying a gun, he would have made the shadow bleed.



CHAPTER 33 - Crocodile 
The jeep stayed on their tail and once the men inside it realized they had been made, they decided to move in for the kill.
Tanner drove onto the Staten Island Expressway and sped up, only to see the jeep keeping pace.
Sophia was turned sideways in her seat, keeping watch on their pursuers. Tanner studied her and saw that her breathing had increased and that there was a sheen of perspiration covering her face, which glowed red in the taillights of the cars in front of them.
“We’ll get out of this, Sophia.”
She darted her eyes towards him and then stared.
“You’re so calm, why are you always so calm? Have you been in combat, fought in a war or something?”
“Why is your hair red? It’s just something you were born with; steady nerves seem to be my gift. It’s not something I’ve earned or developed.”
“Nervous or not, this is bad, Romeo. We’re outnumbered and we don’t even know what weapons they have.”
“True, but none of that will matter in the end.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m going to kill them,”
Tanner sped up, weaved recklessly through the thick Saturday night traffic and gained valuable distance when the jeep became stuck behind a slow big rig. Still, they were only a few dozen car lengths ahead, and the traffic in front of them was slowing.
Tanner pointed towards the line of trees running parallel with the highway.
“What’s on the other side of those trees up ahead, do you know?”
Sophia took a moment to realize where she was.
“Yes, there’s a small lake there, Lake something or other.”
“Are there houses around it?”
“Yeah, but they’re on the other side, once you’re past those trees, there’s a slope that goes right to the water.”
Tanner smiled.
“Can you swim?”
“Sure, but what does that... oh hell.”
Tanner saw a place on the side of the road where construction equipment was parked. It was just a gravel-paved area set atop the grass median, but there was room to park the car.
He flew into the small area going way too fast, but still managed to stop before slamming against the guardrail, as he sent gravel flying in all directions.
Before leaving the car, he popped the trunk, to withdraw a bright orange breakdown kit, which once contained safety triangles and road flares, along with a cheap plastic hoodie. Tanner had turned it into a true emergency kit, and the box held a spare gun and ammo, among other things.
“They’re coming!” Sophia said. She had already stepped over the guardrail and was near the side road that separated them from the trees.
The one-way road had traffic of its own and Sophia made it through a gap in traffic, but Tanner had to wait for three cars to pass by before moving across to join her.
“Hurry!” Sophia called, and in an instant, Tanner was by her side, even as he heard the jeep skid to a stop behind his car.
Sophia ran well, despite the heels and tight skirt she wore, and they were at the trees when the sound of slamming car doors carried to them.
The slope past the first group of trees was steep, but there were smaller trees along the way, and they used them to keep from falling.
Most of the homes across the lake were lit up, but there seemed to be no one sitting out on their decks.
Tanner reached the water, turned, and backed into it as quietly as he could. He still carried the kit, and he opened it and sat it near the edge of the water, just left of his position.
“Get in slowly, but quickly,” Tanner said, as he felt his feet sink into the mud of the bank and his clothes grew heavy from the weight of the water.
Sophia didn’t whine about her shoes being ruined or worried about her hair, she simply followed Tanner’s lead, while wincing from the shock of the cold water.
A deep, male voice cried out from the roadway in frustration.
“Fucking traffic, we can’t get across.”
Their pursuers were being delayed by the passing cars, but Tanner knew it wouldn’t last long.
“Take a deep breath and hold it until you hear gunfire,” he whispered to Sophia, whose eyes were wide from fear and the shock of the water.
He watched her submerge herself, saw the branches on the slope above them move, and lowered into the murky water like a crocodile lying in wait for prey.



CHAPTER 34 - What are the odds?
Johnny gazed with moist eyes at his mentor, Sam Giacconi, as he and Joe stood in the doorway of the elderly mob chieftain’s room, watching him sleep.
The drug was a failure.
Sam, along with the other participants who were in the clinical trials, had shown remarkable improvement, but one by one, they had lapsed back to their former state.
The doctors had hid this from Sam, fearing that the knowledge of his fellow sufferers’ setbacks would depress him, or possibly even affect him adversely, by causing him to fear the worst.
They had been hopeful that he might be the exception and that the drug would work in his case, but that hope was dashed tonight.
Pullo turned and looked at Sam’s doctor, an Indian man named Dr. Misra, who spoke with a British accent.
“So that’s it... he’s gone?”
Dr. Misra sent Pullo a subdued smile and shook his head.
“No sir, if his condition deteriorates as the others have, he will seem like his old self quite often, particularly early in the day.”
“You’re saying that he’ll be alright in the morning? How is that possible, he didn’t recognize me or Johnny?”
“It’s the drug, or perhaps the disease itself interacting with the drug. You may recall in the earliest stages of the disease that your friend suffered from what we call, ‘Sundown Syndrome’, where the patient experiences confusion and agitation at the end of the day.”
Pullo nodded.
“I do remember that, it was terrible and then he’d be fine come morning. It was the symptom that made him go to the doctor in the first place.”
“This is similar, only his deterioration will be much faster this time.”
“How fast,” asked Johnny.
“I’m sorry to say that he will be as he was before the treatment within weeks, possibly even days.”
***
As they were walking back to Joe’s Hummer, Johnny and he talked about the upcoming meeting.
Pullo sighed.
“I know that Sam planned to speak, but he can’t go now. If he had a relapse, or became confused, it would only help Richards.”
“I know, and so I’ll go in Sam’s place, or do you want to do it. Officially, you are the new Don.”
Pullo pointed back at the nursing home.
“Sam is Don, and after that, you’re the Underboss, but I’ll stand by your side as you speak, just as I would have stood near Sam.”
“Thanks, but the words would have carried so much more weight coming from Sam.”
They reached the vehicle, and instead of getting in, they both leaned across the hood and talked.
Pullo rubbed the back of his neck.
“Damn disease, I know he’s not young, but hell, it’s a tough way to go.”
“I’ll meet you here before the meeting and we’ll talk to Sam, hopefully we’ll talk to him. If he’s lucid, I’ll explain the change in plans.”
“Yeah, you do it; I’d probably choke on the words.”
Johnny sighed.
“Life is short, buddy.”
Pullo waved a hand at him.
“You’re still young, but look at me; I’m not a kid anymore.”
They climbed in and Pullo started the engine.
“You ever think of getting married, Johnny?”
“Sometimes,”
“I heard Sophia Verona stopped by the other day, are you two starting up again?”
“No, she needed help handling Saul Adamo and I sent a guy to watch out for her.”
“Who did you send, not one of those hillbilly brothers I hope?”
Johnny laughed.
“No, I sent Romeo, and the word is, he and Sophia planted Adamo for killing Jackie and Vic Conti.”
“Romeo took out Adamo? The dude sounds like serious talent. Maybe we should build a crew around him.”
“We can’t, he likes to go solo and he’s heading back to California soon.”
“He sounds interesting; I hope to meet him before he leaves.”
“Yeah, I’ve a feeling that you two would get along.”
***
Trent was deep in thought planning his next move, when Gary announced that there were headlights approaching.
“That’s Madison, it’s got to be.”
“We’ll see,” Gary said, but there was a note of hope in his voice, because if it was Madison, he would be closing in on doubling his salary.
The car slowed as it approached their position, and when it drove by them going even slower, they could see two silhouettes through the car’s side window.
When it was ten yards from the tree, the car slowed to a walking pace, came to a stop in line with the tree, and then turned the car’s front wheels towards it, as if to illuminate it.
Trent grabbed the binoculars off the dashboard and cursed at himself for not thinking to buy a pair that had night vision capability, but when the passenger door opened and a woman stepped out into the moonlight, he knew right away that he was looking at Madison.
“We got them.”
“What about the guy, is that Tim whatshisname?”
Trent forced himself to move the binoculars away from Madison and place them on the face of the man who had his arm around her shoulders.
“It’s him,” Trent said, and there was disgust in his voice, because there was no longer any doubt in Trent’s mind that Tim Jackson was Madison’s lover.
“She’s got flowers,” Gary said.
They watched as Madison laid a bouquet of flowers at the base of the tree, while Tim stood behind her giving emotional support.
“We’ll follow them and find out where they’ve been hiding, and with you to threaten him, I’m going to have a nice long talk with Mr. Jackson.”
“Sure, but hey, how old was the girl’s mother? I heard she was real young when Richards married her.”
“He married her when she was still in her teens, but she had just turned forty when she died.”
“Wait, are you saying she died on her birthday?”
“That’s right.”
“Shit, no wonder the kid made the trip, even this late; it’s like a double anniversary. What are the odds, huh? They’ve got to be astronomical.”
“The odds are 365 to 1,” Trent said.
“What? No, it’s got to be more than that.”
“Actually, you’re right; the correct odds are 365¼ to 1, because you have to also account for leap years.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it. Dying on the same day you were born are long odds, but hardly astronomical. Also, many suicides occur on anniversaries, birthdays included, and so I suspect the odds are lower still.”
“I always heard you were smart, Trent, plus you called it on Richards’ girl showing up here.”
“That last part didn’t take intelligence; I simply know her well.”
“Were you two ever close?”
“Not as close as I’d have liked,” Trent said.
At the tree, Madison fell into Tim’s arms and he stroked her hair and kissed her gently.
“It looks like Timmy boy there has gotten pretty close to her though, hmm?”
“Very observant,” Trent hissed, as a murderous rage simmered inside him.



CHAPTER 35 - Money! 
Jack Landstrom thought it was ironic.
He had cancelled a date to see a movie with his girlfriend, only to take a job where he wound up spending hours sitting in a movie theater parking lot.
There were three other men with him. Two of which he had worked with before and another man named Kalen.
The two men Jack had worked with were named Red and Silver. Red was called Red because everyone thought he was Russian, but he was really half-Polish and half-Lithuanian and whatever he was, his real name was too damn hard to pronounce, and so he was just called Red.
Silver was easy to figure, the guy had a mane of silver hair and a beard to match. Jack liked working with them because they didn’t give him any shit and always let him run things.
However, Kalen bothered Jack, because Kalen seemed jumpy, and he was young, not that young is bad necessarily, but seasoned is better. Plus, the dude smoked, which made Jack want to smoke again, and he hadn’t had a cigarette since quitting a month earlier.
But what the hell, he was Silver’s friend and the job should be a piece of cake.
He had watched the man with the spiked blond hair walk back to his car with the hot redhead, and was unimpressed.
The dude was... normal, just a normal looking guy, and the contact had said he was a hard case. Jack had expected to see a guy like himself, six-five, two-twenty, and all of it muscle. This Romeo might be good with a gun, but they were four and he was one, and if things got physical, he wouldn’t stand a chance.
Then, Jack realized that Romeo had spotted them, and became pissed.
The plan had been to follow them back to the house, wait until they were deep asleep, and then enter the house, waste them and bury the bodies.
That would have been good, nice and easy, plus, Jack had planned to let his men have fun with the redhead before they killed her, like a bonus.
As he gave chase, Jack had been thinking, What the hell, we’ll just waste them out here on the road and go home early.
They each carried an AR-15 with a full magazine of thirty cartridges. The new plan was to force Romeo and the girl off the road, then they would light them up and haul ass away.
The jeep was stolen and wore plates taken off another vehicle, so as soon as they did the hit, they would dump it and steal another car, along with another set of plates. Afterwards, they would drive back to the meeting point and wait for the rest of their money to be paid.
However, after Romeo made a suicidal lane change, Jack found himself falling behind, and when a truck moved into the lane he was about to use to pass, he had to sit and watch his target’s car put distance between them, and feared that they might lose them.
That’s when Romeo did a dumb thing. He skidded his vehicle to a stop off the side of the road, and then he and the girl made a run towards a group of trees, hoping to get away.
Not a wise move,
There was a lake there or something, and there weren’t enough trees to get lost in.
“We got ‘em now!” Jack told his crew, and after parking, they went in pursuit on foot, the rifles held close, but ready, beneath their jackets.
***
“Does anybody see them?” Jack asked, as he slid down the slope.
“No,” Silver said. “But what’s that on the ground over there?”
They had all spotted it at the same time; you couldn’t miss it. The thing was bright orange and seemed to glow beneath the moonlight. But, it was Kalen who first saw what was inside.
“Shit. Look, there’s money.”
Jack had time later to recall how stupid he’d been, not much time, but enough to curse himself.
Two thick bundles of cash were sitting inside the open box and the sight of the money made not only Jack, but also Red and Silver gather beside Kalen.
They weren’t completely foolish about it though, they did swivel their heads about to see where their prey had run to, and there was no one around, but the money caught their eyes, made them group together, and sealed their fates.
***
Tanner exploded from the murky lake and, before his eyes had even cleared of the water running down his face, he sent a burst of gunfire to the spot where he’d left the box.
One man fell with two fatal wounds to his side, a guy with silver hair, and his gun bounced and landed in the water. He had hit two of the other men in the leg, as his first shots had been low, but they both stayed standing and took a bead on him.
Before they could shoot, Sophia came up gasping and firing. Her initial shots were high, but one of them clipped the largest of the men just above the left ear, writing a red line across the side of his head, and he and the other men ducked while firing wildly.
That’s when Tanner fired a shot that struck the young guy in the crown of his head, as the fool bent over to try to grab the money from the box.
The man collapsed backwards into another man, one who looked foreign, and knocked him back against the trunk of a small tree. As that was happening, Sophia had shot the big man in his gun arm twice, which caused him to drop his weapon and scream.
Tanner changed magazines and rushed towards the man pinned beneath the young guy, but slipped when he was halfway there, due to the mud coating the bottom of his shoes.
The stumble saved his life, as the trapped man had managed to keep his gun and had fired off two shots where Tanner had been.
Tanner returned fire and wounded the man in the side. That made the man arch his back from the pain, which shifted the corpse that lay atop him, and sent what was left of the young man’s brains leaking into his open mouth.
The foreign-looking man sputtered, spit, and dropped the gun, so that he could use both hands to clear away the gore, while he was doing that, he cursed in a language that Tanner recognized as Polish.
Tanner stood above him with his gun pointed at the man’s face, as Sophia held her gun on the big man, and across the lake, people were coming out onto their decks to see what was going on.
Tanner spoke to the man in Polish and asked him who sent them.
“Kto wysłał do nas zabić?”
Sophia did a double take at Tanner, but kept her gun aimed at the big man, who was lying on the ground and bleeding from his scalp and arm wounds.
The foreign-looking man stared up at him, surprise mixing with pain on his features.
“I speak English too, asshole.”
“Then answer the question,”
“Fuck you!”
Tanner kicked the corpse aside and fired a shot into the man’s heart. He then moved over to the big man and asked the same question, this time in English.
“Who sent you to kill us?”
“The Conglomerate, but I don’t know any names. It’s all handled online, and I’m sorry, dude, really, just let me go, please? I told you what you wanted to know.”
Sophia answered the man by shooting him in the chest twice.
The big man let out a moan, murmured something that sounded like, “Stupid,” and died.
Tanner scooped up the box with the money in it and he and Sophia reentered the trees and disappeared from sight.



CHAPTER 36 - Never see it coming 
Gary pulled the van over to the side of the road, as he and Trent watched Tim’s vehicle wind along the gravel driveway that led to the farmhouse.
“Shit, that was a hike,” Gary said. “And I was hoping that we would follow them back to the city.”
They could no longer see the car after it made the first turn along the driveway, but knew that there must be a house beyond the trees.
“We’ll give them time to settle in and fall asleep, and then we’ll go in on foot and break into the house.”
Gary shook his head.
“I’m not creeping around out in the sticks in the dark, plus, we have no idea how many people are inside the house. Suppose they’re not alone?”
“What do you want to do, wait out here all night?”
“Screw that, we passed a motel two miles back. I say we go there, get some sleep and be back here right after the sun comes up.”
Trent gazed out at the driveway leading to the farmhouse. He was so close to seeing Madison again and clearing his name, but Gary’s words did make sense.
“What if they leave in the middle of the night?”
“Let them. We now know what they drive and where they live, besides, why would they run? They think they’re safe here.”
“All right, but I want to be back here at first light.”
“Sounds good, but I also want to stop somewhere and grab breakfast before we come back. I’m tired of eating crap. I want some real food.”
“If I’m not mistaken, there was a diner near the motel and you’re not alone in wanting a hot meal.”
Gary started the engine and looked over at Trent. All things considered, he liked the kid, and decided that when the time came, he would kill him in such a way so that he’d never see it coming.
***
After dropping Johnny off, Joe Pullo drove around for a while, but when he stopped moving, he found himself parked in front of Laurel Ivy’s townhouse.
There was a light on upstairs and so he knew she was still awake.
Pullo, like Tanner, had never shied from violence and had nerves of iron when involved in a firefight, the same could not be said when it came to affairs of the heart, and he feared being rejected.
He hadn’t been thinking of getting close to Laurel, of dating her, not in the beginning, he had only sought to comfort her over losing Tanner, a pain he too suffered from, and one that surprised him.
He had always liked Tanner, but the loss was like the loss of a brother, and the shared grief had bonded him and Laurel together as friends.
His growing feelings for Laurel left him equally surprised and although she seemed affectionate towards him at times, he never wanted her to think that his attempts at offering solace for her loss had actually been a sneaky way to move in on her.
After sitting in the Hummer for ten minutes, he walked up the concrete steps and rang her bell.
By the time she came to the door, his palms were sweaty.
“Joe, hi, is something wrong?”
Pullo felt like an idiot, because it just occurred to him that she might not be alone. Laurel was young, beautiful, and smart, a Harvard-trained doctor for God’s sake, she must have men lining up.
He held up a hand and sighed.
“This was a bad idea; I didn’t realize how late it was.”
Laurel stepped out on the small brick porch in her robe and slippers and took a good look at Pullo.
“Something is wrong, what is it?”
“It... it has to do with Sam, Sam Giacconi.”
“Oh God, he hasn’t died, has he?”
“In a way,” Pullo said, and as he said it, he could feel his eyes moisten.
Laurel took him by the hand.
“Come inside.”
“You sure? It’s late.”
“I’m sure, Joe.”
Pullo let her lead him inside, and when she turned to face him after closing the door, he kissed her.
***
Blocks away, Sara opened her apartment door to find Jake Garner smiling at her.
“Hi, I hope it’s not too late, but I really wanted to talk.”
Garner caught movement behind Sara and saw Johnny Rossetti sitting on a sofa with a bottle of wine and two glasses on the table in front of him. Johnny recognized Garner and smiled, as he raised his glass in a toast.
“Mr. Fed, it’s nice to see you again.”
Garner glared at Johnny before looking back at Sara with dismay lighting his face.
“Rossetti? Sara, you can’t be serious. You know what he is.”
“Yes, I do, and I’ve also begun to know who he is as well, and who he is, is a man who doesn’t look at me as if I were mentally incompetent.”
“I never said you weren’t sane, but I do think you need help.”
Sara smirked.
“Johnny will be taking care of my needs tonight.”
Garner shook his head in disgust.
“You just keep falling down and when someone offers a hand up, you slap it away, but know this, I’ll still be there if you need a friend.”
“Goodnight, Jake.”
Garner watched the door close in his face and, with a great sigh, he turned and headed towards the elevator.
When the door reopened, he spun around with hope.
“One more thing,” Sara said. “Stay away from my sister.”
And then the door slammed.
Garner stared at it for several seconds before he turned and left the building, with a heart that was as confused as it was broken.



CHAPTER 37 - Mystery man 
Tanner stepped out of the shower and found Sophia staring at him from the doorway.
After leaving the dead men on the shore of the lake, Tanner returned to the car and grabbed his phone, which he had left behind. With his belongings removed, he checked out the jeep the hit team had been using. It had been left running and the only personal items inside were a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.
He grabbed the lighter as Sophia pleaded with him to leave before the cops showed. She was drenched from the lake as was Tanner, but Sophia was also barefoot, as her shoes had been claimed by the mud at the lake’s bottom.
Tanner knew that the people across the lake must have reported the gunfire, what he didn’t know was whether or not his vehicle’s license plate had been recorded by a traffic camera, and so he handed Sophia his “Emergency Kit” and told her to climb into the jeep.
Afterwards, he grabbed a gallon container of gasoline from his trunk and splashed the fuel inside and outside the car, a car, which was registered under the fake ID he was currently using.
After activating the lighter, he locked the flame on high and tossed it onto the floorboards in front, causing the gas to ignite and fuel a fire that would erase all traces of fingerprints and DNA samples.
Ten seconds later, the jeep was back in traffic and headed for the nearest exit. After dropping Sophia at home, Tanner dumped the jeep a mile away from her house, wiped it down, and left it sitting unlocked and with the keys still in the ignition. Fifteen minutes after that, he was back at the house and peeling off his soggy clothes. 
“What’s up?” Tanner said.
“Who are you?”
“Are you asking me what my last name is again?”
“No, because that would be as phony as the first name, almost as phony as those tattoos,”
Tanner had been watching Sophia as he dried off, but when he looked down at his arms, he saw that some of the temporary tattoos had begun to fade or smear. Apparently, the word “temporary” was meant to be taken seriously.
He finished drying himself by rubbing the towel over his hair and grabbed the clean pair of boxers that he brought into the bathroom with him. After putting them on, he gave Sophia a tight smile.
“I guess I’ve overstayed my welcome.”
She went to him and placed her hands atop his bare chest while gazing up into his eyes.
“I don’t want you to leave; I just want a few answers, a, a freaking name. Is that too much to ask, that I know the name of the man I’m—”
She sighed, realizing how close she came to saying too much and very likely, the exact wrong thing. When she spoke again, her voice was less pleading.
“You saved my life and I don’t even know who you are, can you at least tell me that?”
“I could, but if I did, it would open up too many questions, and Sophia, there’s really no need to keep going on about this, is there?”
“I don’t understand what you mean?”
“I’m leaving the city tomorrow. I told you that, I never hid that, so just think of me as Romeo and let things be.”
“That car you torched, was it stolen?”
“No, it was legit, but was under a fake ID.”
“And you speak another language, what was that?”
“It was Polish.”
Sophia narrowed her eyes and spoke to him in Italian.
“Si può capire quello che sto dicendo in questo momento?”
“Yes. I can understand what you’re saying.”
Sophia gasped.
“Christ, how many languages can you speak?”
Tanner slid by her and back to the bedroom where he began to dress.
“What? You’re leaving because I asked you to tell me your name?”
“Like I said, I’ve overstayed my welcome.”
Sophia took him by the hand and gazed into his eyes, as her own eyes searched for something that wasn’t there.
“You’re really just going to walk out and leave things like this, aren’t you?”
She saw it then, not what she wanted to see, but a faint reflection of it.
Tanner kissed her and then gave her hand a squeeze.
“My leaving is the best thing I could do for you. If I stayed past tomorrow, things would go to hell fast, trust me.”
“I do trust you, don’t doubt that, but I don’t understand you one damn bit.”
Tanner let her hand go and gathered what little he had.
“I have to go now.”
“I... at least let me drive you someplace.”
“I’ll be fine.”
He left the bedroom and walked down the stairs with Sophia following. At the front door, she gazed at him with exasperation showing on her face.
“Whoever you are, you’re a bastard, do you know that?”
“It has been pointed out to me from time to time.”
Sophia hugged him and gave him a long, soulful kiss.
When it ended, Tanner opened the door.
“Goodbye, Sophia.”
“You’re welcome here anytime, mystery man, but be careful out there and watch your back, remember, Frank Richards wants us both dead.”
“That won’t be a problem soon.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m going to kill him tomorrow,”
Tanner gave Sophia one last look and then he walked out into the night without as much as a backward glance.



CHAPTER 38 - Security by Tanner 
SUNDAY 7:34 a.m.
Al Trent was staring at Gary.
They were sitting on opposite sides of a booth, in a diner that was two miles away from Tim’s farm, which the locals called Forgotten Farm.
The diner was nearly empty, but would fill shortly with those seeking sustenance for the body before seeking it for the soul, in the church down the block.
Besides Trent and Gary, there were six other patrons in the diner. There were two couples, a trucker whose rig was parked across the street, and an old man who looked as if he had been hatched atop the stool he perched upon. 
Trent and Gary had awakened to heavy rain and the forecast was for more to come, as a huge storm system approached from the Ohio Valley Region.
They also woke to discover that the van had a flat tire and found that the spare was missing. Fortunately, for them, there was a gas station across the road from the motel.
Gary limped the van over there and the two of them waited for the place to open.
Their plan to make an early assault on the farm had been pushed back and caused Trent to become nervous.
“Could you please finish your breakfast? This is already a later start than we had planned on.”
“Relax Trent, they’re not going anywhere. It’s early on a Sunday morning and raining like hell out there.”
“They could still leave.”
“Maybe, but not for good, if we get there and they’re gone, we’ll just break in and wait and if they’re there... we do what we do.”
Trent pushed his glasses up farther on his nose and then took a sip of his coffee.
The diner they were in was quaint and old. It had been in operation since the 1940s and was a converted train car. Its exterior was covered in aluminum, which shined even in the rain, while inside, the chrome counter glowed in the glare of fluorescent lighting.
The linoleum tiled floor was worn down from the tread of endless feet, but the place was clean, smelled of good food, and the elderly waitress served it to you with a genuine smile.
“You do understand that you’re not to hurt them, especially Madison. Rough Jackson up all you want, but we do need him to transfer certain data to me.”
Gary stared at him.
“I know what to do. Richards gave me clear instructions.”
“All right then, let’s go.”
***
Back in Manhattan, on Wall Street, Tanner was keeping watch on the overhead door that led to the loading dock of the building hosting The Conglomerate’s meeting.
After leaving Sophia’s home, he traveled back to Manhattan by train and made his way to an underground parking garage, where he kept a stash of weapons, clothing, and a fake ID.
He had made worthless the phony ID he’d been using as Romeo when he had to set the car on fire. The ID’s he used were of excellent quality and hadn’t come cheaply from the source he previously used, but Tim had assured him that he would fill that need in the future, and for free.
His battle with The Conglomerate was a drain on resources, but he had hoped by proving his skill at killing, that in the future, he could raise his price and recoup any financial losses.
However, Tanner was dead, or so everyone believed, and he had begun to think that he should just stay dead, move on, and create another identity in another locale.
He had gambled against heavy odds that Tim would somehow break the encryption of The Conglomerate’s files, and it seemed he lost that bet.
He didn’t blame Tim for the failure, because the man had told him from the beginning that what he wanted was impossible, still, he had hoped to do it and gain leverage over Richards and his ilk.
Richards had to die, he was just too damn dangerous to let live, even if he was Madison’s father, and in time, Richards would come after not only Tim again, but also Romeo and Sophia.
***
Tanner had reached the underground parking garage after midnight and found the attendant asleep in the booth.
After easing by the man and avoiding the need to explain why he was there, he made his way to the rear of the facility, where he retrieved a hidden key behind a loose brick and used it to open the back doors of a gray panel van.
The windows were heavily tinted, while the windshield was covered with a cardboard sunshade, which blocked a view of the vehicle’s interior. The sunshade was taped tightly to the front window and reinforced beneath by black plastic.
Tanner climbed in through the rear, closed and locked the doors, then, put on a light.
The interior of the van held guns, ammo, clothing, medical supplies, equipment, and even food and water.
It was one of three such weapon and supply caches he had hidden about the city, and they were used to rearm and restock. In a pinch, he would also sleep in them, though not well, because of the restraints of space.
After choosing what he thought he would need to assault The Conglomerate’s meeting, he climbed up front, settled into the driver’s seat, and went to sleep, only to awaken four hours later when the two alarms he had set went off.
He exited the garage just after shift change and waved to the new attendant, who gazed back at him with a puzzled look.
Tanner was dressed as a security guard. He wore black slacks and black shoes, along with a white, long-sleeved dress shirt. Over the shirt was a black jacket with the word, SECURITY written in white on the back, and he had a matching cap to go with it.
There was a belt around his waist that held a radio, along with handcuffs and a collapsible baton,
Tanner had also coated his fingertips with a clear adhesive, so that while he engaged in the activities he had planned for the day, he would leave behind no prints, but only bodies.
He rode the subway to within blocks of Laurel Ivy’s apartment and walked the rest of the way, with the intention of seeing her.
He was going to let her know he was alive and that by the end of the day he would be leaving New York City, and starting a new life elsewhere.
He had no expectations, other than that she would never reveal his secret to anyone. If she wanted to accompany him when he left, that would be fine, and if she chose to stay, so be it. He was irked by the fact that he had never been able to erase her from his mind, even in the years they were apart.
Although he knew on some level that what he felt for her must be love, he was untrusting of the emotion because it made men fools, and although he knew himself to be many things, he did not list fool among them.
He spotted it from half a block away, but wanted to make certain that it was the same one, and it was, it was Joe Pullo’s black Hummer, and it was parked outside Laurel’s townhouse, covered in morning dew, indicating that it had sat there all night.
He gazed at it for several seconds and then walked away.
If Laurel and Pullo were together, then, they were together, and he would remain a dead man. 
***
Tanner walked back to the subway and caught a train to the Wall Street area, where he continued on foot towards The Partners Building, where the meeting was to take place. Once he drew near, he looked for surveillance, but saw only the cameras, which were aimed at the building’s entrances.
The street was virtually empty early on a Sunday morning, and Tanner settled outside the doorway of a brokerage firm, where he appeared as a guard standing watch.
And he was standing watch, but it was on the building across the street and two doors down, and when the limo appeared with a carload of bodyguards following it, he spotted it right away.
Frank Richards had arrived.



CHAPTER 39 - If I wanted him dead, I’d do it myself 
Johnny and Sara kissed once more as he stood in the doorway of her apartment, about to leave.
They had spent the night together, and he was the first man she had been with since losing Brian Ames.
As for Johnny, he’d had little more than one night stands since the last time he was serious about a woman, which was over a year ago, and so the two of them wondered silently how serious the other was about their new relationship.
“Will I see you tonight?” Sara asked.
“If you’ll have me, my head bouncer can run the club while I’m gone, or better yet, Joe Pullo.”
“Pullo? He was in Brooklyn, wasn’t he? At the sight of that pile of bodies Tanner left behind.”
“Yeah, why, you don’t like him?”
“I have little opinion; I will say that he didn’t get rough with me like that animal that tried to rape me.”
“Joe is a pro, unlike Vince.”
“About Vince, is there a chance that I’ll be running into him while I’m seeing you?”
“After what he did to you?”
Sara studied Johnny’s face as she asked her next question.
“Did you have him killed?”
Johnny laughed.
“No, there’s no money in that, I put him to work in one of our chop shops dismantling cars for chump change, but I’ll whack him if you want me to.”
Sara shook her head.
“If I wanted him dead, I’d do it myself.”
Johnny grinned.
“We are a pair, you and I, aren’t we?”
“Are we?”
“I guess we’ll find out.”
They kissed once more before Johnny left to meet Pullo at the nursing home. Sara’s building allowed each tenant two parking spaces in the basement parking area, and Johnny had left his car in Sara’s second space.
He had just unlocked his car when he sensed movement from behind, and turned to see Vance coming at him with a weapon held up in his right hand. A moment later, and the prongs of a stun gun bit into his right shoulder and he collapsed beside the car.
Within seconds, Vance had his wrists and ankles bound with zip ties and had gagged his mouth with duct tape.
Johnny attempted to struggle, but his muscles were affected by the charge of electricity and he was easily handled.
After opening a rear door, Vance dragged Johnny up atop the back seat with an ease that told Johnny that the man was stronger than he appeared to be.
Vance slapped him on the face.
“Be a good boy, Rossetti, and relax, it will all be over in a few hours.”
Then, the door slammed, the car started and Vance drove towards the meeting, where Richards waited to spring his trap, in a bid to gain more power.
***
After looking for Johnny’s car in the nursing home parking lot and not seeing it, Joe Pullo tried calling him, but had to leave a voicemail.
Pullo walked towards Sam Giacconi’s room, while dreading what he would find, and said a prayer that the old man would at least recognize him.
He nodded to the nurse, who was at her station and occupied with a phone call, then he pushed back the partially opened door of Sam Giacconi’s room and found the old mafia don looking alert, dressed in a suit, and sitting up in his wheelchair.
“Joey boy, what say we go kick some Conglomerate ass?”
Joe smiled, then, laughed out loud.
The old man might be a candle in a windstorm, but his flame had yet to go out.
***
A convoy of three black SUVs with government license plates sped along the Garden State Parkway on their way to exhume bodies and evidence.
Mario sat beside his lawyer in the lead vehicle, as FBI Agents Jake Garner and Michelle Geary sat up front, with Garner driving.
Geary turned in her seat and spoke to Mario.
“You’d better not be fucking with us, Petrocelli, or I’ll have your daughter inside a cell at Rikers by tonight.”
Mario looked at her with a calm expression.
“You’ll get your bodies and then my daughter is free of everything, that’s our deal and I’ll keep it.”
The lawyer, Kearns, spoke up.
“I don’t like this deal and I advised my client against it. My dislike stems from the fact that there’s nothing to stop you from involving my client’s daughter a second time, and just so you know, Agent Geary, if and when my client is tried in a court of law, I will see to it that the judge knows how you comported yourself.”
“Kearns?” Geary said.
“Yes?”
“Go fuck yourself.”
Geary turned back around in her seat as Kearns sputtered in indignation. When she looked at Garner, she saw that he was lost in thought.
“Hey partner, what’s up?”
Garner snapped out of his daydream and realized he didn’t remember driving the last ten miles.
“I’m good, I just didn’t sleep much.”
“What was her name?”
“It wasn’t that.”
“Listen, if you ever need to talk, you know, give me a call. I’m not completely insensitive.”
“Thanks, I’ll remember, and the same goes for you.”
They drove along in silence for nearly a mile before Geary spoke again.
“I uh, I looked into your past. Call it curiosity about a new partner.”
Garner’s grip on the steering wheel tightened.
“I don’t want to talk about that.”
“What happened, what you went through... it’s a miracle you’re still sane. I think if anything like that ever happened to me when I was young, it would have destroyed me.”
“Michelle.”
“Yes?”
“If you want to remain partners you’ll never mention my past again. What took place happened a long time ago and I’ve moved on. Period. End of story.”
“I can understand that and it’s just a shame that—”
“Shut up!”
Geary looked at him and saw that his breathing had increased and his face had reddened from anger.
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be, just drop it.”
Kearns called out from the back seat.
“Is there a problem?”
“No,” Geary said.
“Would it be possible to stop for coffee?”
“Shut your mouth, Kearns,” Geary said and the caravan rolled on.



CHAPTER 40 - Death is a catered affair  
Minutes after Frank Richards arrival, Tanner saw what he had been waiting for, as a white van approached from his right and headed for the entrance to the building.
The words, EXECUTIVE CATERING SERVICES was written across the side of the van in script, and Tanner could see three people sitting on a rear bench seat, all of whom were dressed in white.
He intercepted the van, looking very official, and with a smile of greeting. The driver slowed, put down his window, and looked at Tanner with a question in his eyes.
“Good morning,” Tanner said, “I take it you’re here to cater the meeting of Partners Inc.?”
Partners Inc. was The Conglomerate’s cover name for the meeting, a fact Tanner had learned from the sheet of paper that Madison had reconstructed, after removing it from a shredder.
The driver smiled back at Tanner. He was blond with green eyes, very handsome, and Tanner thought that he was probably an actor waiting for his big break. The man looked like the rest of the people in the van, He was dressed in a white shirt with black slacks and shoes, was young, and willing to rise early on a Sunday morning to make a living. His name was George, or at least that was written on his nametag,
George pointed across the street where the roll-up door was.
“We go in there, right? I think I was here once before.”
Tanner nodded.
“Yes sir, just pull up and hit the button. They’ll either buzz you in or send someone down to meet you.”
Tanner was hoping that they would just be buzzed in, if not, his entry into the building could be more difficult.
He made a point of looking at the trio in the back.
“Why so few of you?”
“We were told to set up and leave, but there’s a huge selection of food back there.”
“It smells great, well, you guys take care.”
George thanked him and drove over to the door. A few seconds later, Tanner could hear him speak into the intercom and say the name of his company. Seconds after that, the door began to rise,
Tanner had been walking towards the opening with haste, but not looking rushed, and he reached it just as the van was about to drive in. He walked alongside the van as it rolled in and entered the gloomy interior of the loading dock, hoping that the van blocked his entrance from view of the camera.
George and his fellow workers noticed him, but paid him little attention, and Tanner entered a bathroom next to the receiving office, which sat dark and unoccupied.
He had been wearing Romeo’s mirrored sunglasses and he took them off, removed the cap and jacket, and shoved the clothing inside the empty garbage can, along with the utility belt that held the radio and baton. The handcuffs, he placed in a side pocket.
He looked at himself in the mirror and saw what he wanted others to see, another one of the catering crew. The van he had slept in had several different outfits he could wear as role camouflage and along with the guard uniform, this was the look he had chosen to infiltrate the building and kill Richards.
The cuff of one shirtsleeves was tinged pink, but wasn’t very obvious. It was caused by blood from a hit he had performed a year earlier and the stain hadn’t fully come out.
The black pants were a bit baggy, but he needed the extra room for the twin holsters he wore on his ankles. Inside each holster was a Ruger LC380, fully loaded and with a round in the chamber.
Tanner also carried a knife and spare magazines. He had kept the handcuffs in the unlikely event that he had to subdue someone without killing them, a situation he doubted he would face, but it paid to be prepared.
He opened the bathroom door and saw that the caterers had unloaded the food onto rolling carts with collapsible legs. They were headed for the concrete ramp, which sat on the opposite side of the dock from where the stairs were.
There was a man watching them and Tanner remembered seeing him once before. He had been with Richards in Las Vegas, along with another bodyguard named Gary, when he met with Richards inside a Walmart.
The man was big, but not a brute, and his dark hair was combed straight back, which was an unfortunate choice, because it tended to accentuate his nose, which was large and crooked.
Tanner didn’t know his name, and doubted the man would recognize him easily with the spiked blond hair after only seeing him once. It also helped that he was supposed to be dead. Still, he would try to avoid him, or else risk being discovered.
The last of the caterers made it up the ramp, and the bodyguard walked ahead of them as they entered a corridor that led to the service elevator.
After a minute, the sounds of their footfalls and rolling carts ceased, to be replaced by the squeak of the elevator doors opening, and that was followed by the sound of the carts bumping over the gap at the bottom of the elevator’s threshold, and the closing of the doors.
That’s when Tanner came out of the bathroom and headed for the corridor.
It was empty and appeared to have no cameras.
From what Tanner had seen of the food, it was all neatly displayed and stacked atop round serving trays, it was as the driver had said, they were simply dropping food off.
Richards wanted the building empty of anyone who wasn’t a part of The Conglomerate, so that they could scheme in private.
Or was there a darker reason, one known only to Richards?
Tanner didn’t care what the man had planned; he only cared about killing him.
He would kill Richards and then Romeo would cease to exist and join Tanner in death, as he moved on to a new identity and a new life.
However, death would be a part of that new life, or rather, the dispensing of it, because Tanner was a hit man, an assassin, a taker of lives, and would likely remain such until the day he died.
There was another corridor halfway down the first one and Tanner could see that it led to the building’s lobby and reception area. After removing a gun from an ankle holster, Tanner strode down the corridor and went in search of his target.



CHAPTER 41 - Us goombahs
Trent and Gary trudged towards the farm as the rain increased in its intensity.
They wanted to take the couple by surprise and so they walked in from the road after parking the van behind a row of wild bushes.
Neither man had an umbrella or any kind of rain gear, so they were soaked by the time they were halfway to the house, which sat quite a ways back from the road.
Gary cursed as he tripped over the end of a downed branch and nearly went sprawling atop the graveled driveway.
“Why the hell is the damn house so far from the road?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Trent said. “Let’s just keep going and stay quiet; they’re probably awake by now.”
They reached the old farmhouse and saw that it appeared to be devoid of activity, and there seemed to be no lights burning within.
Gary gestured towards the rear, and they moved along through grass that was becoming soft from all the rain the ground was absorbing.
Gary peaked inside through the window set in the back door and then turned his head and whispered to Trent.
“It’s dark in there; they must still be in bed.”
Trent whispered back.
“Can you get us inside?”
Gary smiled.
“Piece of cake, look at the lock, it’s ancient, and so is the wood around it.”
Gary gripped the doorknob, pressed a shoulder against the door and pushed, but not with great force, rather, he slowly increased the pressure as he leaned more of his weight against it.
There was a cracking sound, which might have been loud on most days, but with the steady booming of thunder overhead, it just blended in.
That sound was followed by a popping noise, and then Gary was pulled inside the house, while riding the door’s momentum, and was just able to stop it from slamming back against the refrigerator.
Trent was about to follow him inside when he heard a sound behind him and turned to see the stray that Madison had taken to feeding. The mongrel was drenched from the rain and did not look happy to see them, as she bared her teeth and growled.
Trent took a step backwards into the house, and that’s when the dog began barking in a strident pitch that not even the thunder could drown out.
Voices were heard, then, there came the sound of someone stirring up on the second floor, followed by the sound of footsteps walking across floorboards.
“So much for sneaking up on them,” Gary said and then he took out his gun and fired at the dog.
***
Tanner was nearing the end of the corridor when he saw a line of limousines pull up in front of the building and across the street.
It looked like the guests were arriving.
Tanner carried a set of lock picks. He used them to unlock an unused office and stepped inside just as both elevators chimed.
Opening the door just enough to see by, he spied Frank Richards walking towards the entrance with five bodyguards, and wondered how many more bodyguards were getting out of the limos. That question was answered by a booming voice, as a Chicago mobster named Sullivan Silva shouted his displeasure at Richards.
“This come alone crap is bullshit, Richards. Do you know how many guys would like to put a bullet in my head?”
Silva entered the building and a beeping sound was heard as he passed through the metal detector near the door.
“Alone and unarmed,” Richards said. “That was the agreement. Now please, hand over your weapon, I assure you it will be returned when you leave.”
“Screw that!” Silva said.
An older man appeared behind Silva and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Sully, we all knew the rules when we agreed to come here, now hand over the piece, or, you can keep it and Jerry Mags back there can keep his too. You know how fast they say he is with a gun, and I’m sure that after all these years he’s forgotten that you killed his little brother.”
Silva looked over the old man’s shoulder where a slim man with salt and pepper hair was staring back at him with undisguised hatred.
He took off his suit jacket, unstrapped his shoulder holster, and handed the weapon over to one of Richards’ thugs. The thug thanked him and made him walk through the metal detector again.
Tanner watched them all enter and saw that only six had brought weapons, and all of them were crime bosses and not the corporate types. The bodyguards took turns escorting the guests upstairs in the elevators, but Tanner saw that their number never dipped below three.
Three was a manageable number with the element of surprise in his favor, but he knew that the true criminal element among the guests would not be fazed and frightened by the sudden violence. They would pick up any weapon dropped by a fallen bodyguard and join the fray, and so he decided to bide his time and wait for better odds.
After delivering their charges, the limos departed and soon there was only one left. Tanner thought it odd that they weren’t waiting around, and wondered just how long the meeting was supposed to last.
When the black Hummer appeared, Tanner recognized it right away as Joe Pullo’s, he also recognized the old man Pullo subsequently helped into a wheelchair. It was Sam Giacconi.
Shock registered on Richards’ face and Tanner saw something else there as well, it was fear.
“Sam, my God, this is truly a surprise, as well as a great honor. It’s so good to see you up and about again.”
Tanner hadn’t seen Sam Giacconi out in public in years, but knew the reason why, and wondered why Pullo would drag the old man to a meeting when he didn’t even remember his own name.
However, the thought left his mind when Giacconi spoke in a voice that was husky with age, but also sounded strong and clear, by the vitality of its owner’s spirit.
“Richards, you son of a bitch, who the fuck told you that you could make decisions for my Family? I put Johnny Rossetti in charge and that boy is going to stay in charge. Nothing against Joe here, but this fucking Conglomerate shit has gone to your head if you think you’re running things. We run things, Richards, us goombahs, and if you corporate shits need a reminder of that you’ll get one, sure as shit you will.”
Tanner smiled at the expression on Richards’ face. He had never seen the man look so flustered, and yet, you could tell by his body language that he was also enraged.
After taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly, Richards responded.
“I hear your concerns and... that’s the purpose for this meeting, to air our complaints and concerns, now please, let one of my men escort you up to the conference room and we’ll get underway soon.”
“Have you seen Johnny R?” Giacconi asked.
“No, and he wasn’t invited.”
“I invited him, so expect him.”
One of the bodyguards stepped on the elevator with Pullo and Giacconi, which left Richards with only two bodyguards at his side.
Tanner removed the other Ruger and with a gun in each hand, he was about to charge out into the open, when a man emerged from a corridor on the other side of the lobby.
It was Vance.
“Has there been any word back on the Verona woman and that man, Romeo?” Richards asked.
“Not yet, sir, but I’m confident that the team I chose was successful.”
“Fine, and what about Johnny Rossetti?”
“Rossetti is secured.”
“You didn’t mark him did you?”
“No, as you ordered.”
Richards laughed like a man who had just received the perfect gift.
“Everyone and everything is in place, and as a bonus, that old fool Giacconi placed himself in the middle of it all.”
“When will it happen?” Vance said.
“I’ll let them prattle on for a while, eat, and get comfortable, and then...”
Vance bowed his head, as if acknowledging a master at work.
Tanner watched them all climb aboard an elevator, watched instead of killing, because he needed answers.
He shut the door of the empty office and leaned back against it.
What the hell is Richards up to?



CHAPTER 42 - The faintest of smiles 
“Quick, out the window!”
“What’s going on, Tim?” Madison said, as she stepped backwards out a window and onto a rope ladder.
The ladder had been installed years ago by the previous owners in case of fire, as a means of escape, and a means of escape is just what Tim and Madison needed.
“I don’t know, baby, but that was a gunshot and I hear voices downstairs.”
“Oh God, the rain is so cold. Tim, we need our jackets.”
“There’s no time, I hear them talking in the hall downstairs, just climb, climb!”
Madison moved down the swaying ladder as Tim moved back into the room and pushed the dresser in front of the locked door.
On his way back to the window, he grabbed one of his sweatshirts, which was draped over a chair, and tossed it down to Madison, who had just made it to the bottom. It wasn’t enough to shield her from the rain, but their jackets and hats were hanging near the front door and might as well be on Mars.
“Put that on. It’s not much, but it’s something.”
Tim had just gotten into position to climb down, when he heard the footfalls on the stairs, and he was nearly at the bottom when he heard a crash. It was the dresser tipping over, after the bedroom door was shoved open.
With time running out, Tim jumped the last eight feet, and the ground was so sodden from the downpour that he felt his sneakers sink an inch into the grass.
Other than the sweatshirt he had tossed down for Madison to put on, Tim and Madison both wore jeans and T-shirts that they grabbed out of the hamper. The cold rain sent them both to shivering, or perhaps it was the sight of the two faces staring at them from the window.
Madison gasped.
“It’s Al Trent.”
Tim didn’t know Trent, but he knew the man’s face from the newspaper accounts about the murders he was charged with. He also knew that the man worked for The Conglomerate, and assumed that the hood standing beside him did as well.
They had found him again, found him and sought to kill him, and this time, Tanner was nowhere in sight.
They rushed to the car, but then Tim realized that his car keys were still in the house, in a bowl by the front door. He had also left his phone behind on the nightstand. Living out in the country, while being on the run, he seldom used it and only kept it by the bed in case Tanner called during the night.
“We have to run out to the road and flag down a car,” he told Madison, but as they took a step in that direction, a shot rang out.
They looked over at the house and saw Gary hanging at the top of the rope ladder and aiming his gun at them.
If they stayed out in the open, they would be killed, and so Tim took Madison’s hand and headed past the barn and into the shelter of the trees beyond it, as the two of them ran for their lives.
***
Mario stepped from the SUV and looked up towards the sun with his eyes closed, letting it warm his face. To the west, the sky looked as dark and ominous as inevitable death, but where Mario stood, the sun still shined and life went on.
His peace was shattered a moment later, as Geary gave him a shove.
“Where do we dig, Petrocelli?”
Mario opened his eyes and looked around. They were in a clearing, surrounded by pine trees, and there were local cops and state police with them. They had been there waiting for them as their convoy of SUVs arrived.
They walked to the other side of the clearing and Mario gazed about, locked his eyes on a tree that had been split by lightning, and walked over to it. He paced off ten steps, looked down, but pointed back towards the tree.
“Dig there.”
“There? Beneath that tree, you’re certain?” Geary asked.
“Yes, dig there.”
There were four cops from the town present. They walked to the tree and began digging, but before they had dug down three feet, Mario called for them to stop.
“What’s wrong?” Garner asked.
Mario looked at him sheepishly.
“I remember now, we buried them ten paces from the tree, not directly under it.”
Geary got in his face.
“What kind of bullshit are you trying to pull, Petrocelli?”
Mario shrugged.
“I’m sorry, this is... stressful, and I got confused.”
“You’d better not be messing with us.”
“I’m sorry, Agent Geary, really, but I’m sure now, they’re right over there.”
Geary glared at Mario until she saw him squirm beneath her gaze, and then she spoke to the cops.
“Dig over there now and if it’s empty, don’t worry, I know just who to toss into it.”
Mario turned away from her, and on his face, was the faintest of smiles.



CHAPTER 43 - About that raise... 
Joe Pullo was beaming with pride as he listened to Sam Giacconi make an impassioned plea to return things to the way they were, prior to the formation of The Conglomerate.
The aged Mafia Don was in good voice and his mind was cooperating, as he cited a list of recent instances of overstepping bounds perpetrated by corporate members of The Conglomerate, instances related to him by Johnny and Pullo.
Frank Richards sat across from the old man looking impassive, but a ruling member from the corporate side, a German named Heinz, stood and shouted objections.
Heinz was sixty, with a big barrel of a chest and a bald head. He was wearing an expensive pinstriped suit, but it fit his large frame poorly and the sleeves were too short.
“The old ways are dead, this I know and in my younger years I too was a tough, a gangster and I know the limitations of such a mind, you need us to run things, the world has become too complicated for savages. Let us lead while you follow orders, and in the end, we’ll all grow richer.”
Heinz’s less than tactful words created an uproar and the gathering became a game of let’s see who can shout the loudest.
Richards stood, raised a hand and silenced the shouting enough to be heard.
“Calm down, this is why I called this meeting, so that we could air grievances and straighten things out. I suggest you all have a bite to eat while I go to my office and retrieve some documents that I left on the desk. If you require a restroom, there’s one in the back, on the left.”
Richards headed for the door with Vance on his heels, as some heeded his advice and walked to the pair of banquet tables that were set before the windows and piled high with pastry, breakfast fare, and urns of coffee.
However, most of the men continued to argue, and their voices drowned out the sound that was made when Richards shut the door, punched a code into the keypad to the right of it, and engaged the powerful locks, sealing the room and the fates of the men who were now trapped inside it.
With a shared smile, Richards and Vance walked off down the corridor and out of harm’s way, as a cadre of bodyguards surrounded them.
*** 
Minutes earlier, Tanner had stepped from the room and back into the hallway. When he reached the lobby, he looked out through the glass front doors and saw the caterer’s van drive away. He also noticed that the glass-enclosed security office was dark and unmanned and that the cameras were off. Richards and crew really wanted their privacy.
Tanner didn’t know who Vance was, but he had heard him say that they had Johnny Rossetti secured.
Tanner assumed that meant that he was somewhere in the building. He headed for the stairs and took them two at a time, until he reached the top floor of the ten-story building.
Winded by the effort, he gave himself a few seconds to rest. He then entered a short corridor, which led to a longer one, where the elevators were. There were several doors running off it as well, and Tanner moved to the other end as quickly as he could without making noise. After dropping low, he moved his head until he could see with one eye what was around the corner.
It was another short corridor and it ended at a wall of glass with a door set into it. It was the conference room, and through the glass, Tanner could see Sam Giacconi speaking passionately about something, but despite being just twenty yards away, no sound reached him from beyond the glass.
Tanner nodded to himself as he came to the realization that the room was soundproof and that what he was looking at was more than mere glass.
He moved back the way he had come, and in the third room he searched, he found Johnny Rossetti bound to a pipe in the corner of the empty room, with his mouth gagged and his feet and hands cuffed with zip ties.
He crouched down beside him and spoke in his best Romeo voice.
“If I had hired on with you, boss man, I’d be asking for one hell of a raise right about now.”
And then he reached over and yanked off the gag.
***
Tim tripped and fell as his left foot became mired in mud. When Madison bent down to help him up, she saw him wince in pain.
“Are you hurt?”
“I’ll be fine, but try to stay on the grass; the ground is like taffy because of all the rain.”
Madison shivered.
“It’s so cold. We have to find someplace to hide.”
“We’ll go to the office building. It has a roof and we can get out of the rain and make a plan.”
Madison nodded in agreement, but froze as a form approached them from the bushes on their right.
It was the dog. Gary’s shot had missed her and the hound looked as frightened as Madison felt.
“Hi honey, follow us and we’ll get out of the rain and hide.”
They headed for the unfinished office building and Madison saw that Tim was limping.
“You did get hurt, oh baby, here, lean on me.”
“No, I’ll just slow you down.”
Madison ignored him and helped him to limp along up the hill that led to the building site. Tim was not a big man, but Madison was petite, and soon she felt the effects of supporting his weight, and their pace slowed.
When they reached the building, they stepped atop the concrete floor with twin sighs of relief and after brushing aside pieces of discarded construction materials, they lowered themselves behind a square column set near the center of the building.
Madison wrung her hair out with both hands.
“This is better, but far from safe, we have to keep moving.”
As if to prove her words correct, the dog growled and it was followed by the sound of a grunt coming from the crest of the hill, as someone grew nearer.
Tim reached out and took Madison’s face in his hands.
“You have to run. Head out to the road and get help.”
“We’ll both go.”
“No, I would slow you down. Now go, there’s not much time.”
Madison spoke through tears.
“I can’t just leave you.”
“I’ll be fine. They can’t see me behind this pillar and you’ll be back soon with the cops, now go, baby please go.”
They kissed, and then Madison rose up, even as her tears flowed down her face.
“I’ll be back. Just stay there and hide and I’ll be back with the police.”
He watched her disappear out the other side, with the dog following behind her, and an instant later, he heard the sound of footsteps, as someone entered the building just yards away from where he and Madison had come in.
After looking around for anything he could use as a weapon, Tim stayed as still as he could. He hoped that whoever had entered would not walk where they could see him, but to his despair, the man approached his position on a straight line, while following the wet shoeprints that he and Madison had left behind.
Tim looked up, saw Gary glaring down at him, and noticed the gun hanging from his right hand.
“Where’s the girl?”
He said nothing and Gary grabbed his hair and yanked him to his feet.
The two men stared at each other, Tim, with his wet hair still gripped in Gary’s fist, had his head tilted back to stare into the larger man’s eyes.
Upon Gary’s face was a rictus of pain and the gun slipped from a hand gone strangely numb, as Gary’s other hand left Tim and was used to steady himself, as he leaned upon the pillar.
Tim backed away from him, his face showing a mixture of disgust and triumph over what he had done, while his right hand was slick with blood from the jagged piece of rebar he had shoved deep into Gary’s gut.
Gary’s eyes closed tight as the first wave of agony passed through him, but when he opened them again, he gazed at Tim with reproach, as if he should be ashamed of himself for fighting back.
“You little shit... you’ve fucking killed me.”
Tim broke from his trance, picked up the gun, and hobbled off into the storm to save the woman he loved.



CHAPTER 44 - Trapped!
Mario sensed that Geary was staring at him, but paid her no attention, as the cops continued to dig for the body of Lars Gruber, and what they believed to be Tanner’s remains.
Kearns, Mario’s lawyer, stepped in front of him and gave him a stern look.
“Are the bodies really here, or are you playing some sort of a game?”
“I’m making sure that my daughter stays safe.”
“That may be, but this does nothing for you. Once they unearth those bodies your daughter will be safe, but you’ll be in a huge amount of trouble. They won’t let you go, they won’t ever let you go, Mario, and in the meantime, they’ll constantly be asking for more. In my opinion, the best you can hope for is months of hell, followed by spending the rest of your life pretending to be somebody else.”
Mario looked at Kearns with sad eyes.
“I know everything you’re telling me, looked at it upside down and backwards and what I’m doing today seems the best thing.”
Kearns placed a hand on his shoulder.
“When the time comes, I’ll insist that they place you somewhere nice. Just in case they try to use the Witness Protection Program as a last attempt at punishment. I won’t let them send you to a slum. I’ll see that you wind up on your feet.”
Mario’s lips curled in a smile.
“Now that would be a good trick.”
“I don’t understand your meaning,” Kearns said.
“I see an arm!” one of the policemen cried out and all eyes turned towards the hole.
***
Tanner cut Johnny’s ankle restraints, as Johnny untied the rope that bound him to the pipe. After standing, Johnny slapped him on the shoulder and grinned.
“Romeo, I owe you buddy, but what’s going on?”
Tanner explained quickly about the conference room and saw Johnny look concern.
“Is Joe Pullo here? Oh wait; you don’t know him, do you? But I have to get word to Joe.”
Before they could say anything else, they heard the sound of footsteps, as Richards and his group approached.
Johnny held out a hand and Tanner handed him one of the Rugers.
They stood waiting for the door to open, but instead, the group settled outside the door and Richards gave Vance orders.
“The timer is set and they’ll have just enough time to realize that they’re trapped before it activates, that will also give me the time I need to get clear of the building. When you’re finished here, remember to call and give me a status update.”
The knob on the door turned and Tanner crouched into a firing position beside Johnny.
“Would you like to have one last look at the patsy, sir?”
There was a pause, but then Richards spoke in a haughty tone.
“No. I had my last interaction with his kind when I left that conference room, from now on, I’ll simply be issuing orders to them, and Vance, you’ll be my conduit, with proper compensation of course.”
“Thank you, sir, I won’t let you down.”
“See that you don’t. Now check the office I was using to insure that nothing was left behind and then return to the conference room and make certain that there are no mishaps.”
“I will and have a good trip.”
There was the sound of footfalls that soon grew faint and Tanner held up three fingers, counted down and ripped open the door.
Johnny followed on his heels out into the corridor and they found it to be empty.
“I’m going after Richards,” Tanner whispered. “He tried to have Sophia and I killed last night.”
Johnny gripped his arm as he tried to turn away.
“I want the bastard as much as you do, but I don’t like what I just heard, all that talk about timers. That means something is about to happen in that room and my gut is telling me that it’s a bomb.”
Tanner’s intense eyes went to Johnny’s hand on his arm, but his anger turned to curiosity.
“What is that all over your hand?”
Johnny released him and stared down at his fingers.
“I forgot, but for some damn reason Vance sprinkled gunpowder over me.”
Tanner stiffened, as something clicked in his mind.
“Not gunpowder, gunshot residue, it’s not a bomb. They’re going to shoot them and you’re the one they picked to take the fall.”
“We’ve got to get Joe out of that room.”
“You probably can’t, but Vance will know how to do it,” Tanner said, as he moved towards the elevators.
“Romeo, forget Richards and stay here and help me.”
“Go! Get Vance and I’ll get Richards.”
Tanner ran for the elevators and after a grunt of frustration at “Romeo” not following his orders, Johnny went after Vance.
Johnny ran to the end of the corridor, saw no sign of Vance and approached the conference room. 
***
Madison made it to the road, but there were no cars in sight along the tree-lined avenue, and so she began walking towards town. The dog followed along behind, looking miserable in the rain, and despite Madison’s urging, she still would not come close.
When Madison spotted a car in the distance, she ran towards it, and that’s when Trent stepped from behind a tree and grabbed her.
Madison struggled as the dog barked furiously. She was a small woman, but Trent was no he-man and so she broke free of him, but then he tripped her and she smashed her head against the same tree he had hidden behind.
Trent looked at Madison moaning on the ground, before he glanced about to see if anyone had witnessed their struggle, no one had, and the car that had been approaching made a left turn before reaching them.
Trent hit the yelping dog with a rock on its hindquarters and it ran off. Afterwards, he helped a dazed and bleeding Madison to her feet, and she shuffled along with his arm around her, much as she had helped Tim along just minutes earlier.
They reached the driveway of the farm, and when they were halfway to the house, Madison regained her senses, pushed Trent away, and staggered off back towards the road.
“If you run, I’ll tell the man with me to chop off Jackson’s fingers,” Trent said.
Madison looked back at him. She was soaked to the skin from the downpour and her hair framed her face like a wet mop, but Trent still thought she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.
“You’re going to kill us anyway. Isn’t that why you’re here?” Madison said.
“Not at all, but your father wants the information that Jackson stole.”
Madison hugged herself while shivering, as the cold rain continued to fall about them in torrents.
“I can’t trust you.”
“You don’t have any choice. Run; go to the police. We’ll be gone by the time you return, we’ll be gone and I’ll see to it that the man I’m with tortures Jackson. Stay, and I’ll make sure that Jackson remains unharmed.”
Madison looked miserable as she thought things over. Trent was right, if she left to get help, they could take Tim and leave, and she’d never see him again, never know what happened to him.
With a heartbreaking sob, she walked back to the house at Trent’s side, while praying that Tanner would appear to save them.
But she knew that Tanner wasn’t coming, and that they would have to save themselves.
***
Johnny pulled on the conference room door with all his strength and nothing happened. Inside, some of the attendees were still arguing, but a few had spotted him and pointed his way.
No sound escaped the room and it reminded Johnny of a silent movie.
There was movement on the right side of the room that caught Johnny’s attention and he saw that a wall panel had slid aside. Behind it was an AR-15 rifle, like the ones Tanner had seen the bodyguards carrying.
However, this one was mounted on a swivel base, and instead of a magazine, there was a feed system attached that could supply six-hundred rounds of ammo, it had been set to deliver three-round bursts, and the laser-targeting that controlled it would make certain that it hit what it was aimed at.
Panic emerged on many faces at the sight of the gun and one of the men walked towards it. He was one of The Conglomerate’s corporate members and he was the first to die.
Blood spurted from the man and he toppled to the floor.
Johnny took a step away from the door at the silent scene of death, as the surrealistic quality of it startled him.
Another died, then another. One man dived beneath one of the tables where the food was set-up, and when a volley of shots perforated the coffee urns, the scalding liquid spilled over and burned his neck and back.
However, his agony was brief, because a few moments later, the gun swiveled his way once more as he jumped to his feet, and he was blasted with three shots to the chest.
That’s when the mad rush for the door began. Several men reached it, tried in vain to open it and gazed at Johnny with eyes begging to be saved.
Johnny looked past the mob on the other side of the door and searched for Pullo and Sam. They were on the floor beneath the conference table and Pullo was shielding the old man with his body.
And at the door, the bodies began to fall, as the rifle fired without ceasing. 



CHAPTER 45 - The ole shoe trick 
In the building’s lobby, Frank Richards strode off the elevator surrounded by six armed bodyguards, while knowing that on the top floor, those who would oppose him were meeting their end.
He was so engrossed in thoughts of future glory, of gaining power, that he hadn’t heard what one of the bodyguards had said.
“Sir?”
“What is it?”
The man pointed at the display above the other elevator.
“Someone’s coming down, but stopping on each floor, and I thought Mr. Vance was in your office.”
Richards furrowed his brow as he watched the elevator display show that the other car was descending.
“Escort me to the limousine, then two of you will come back and deal with whoever it is.”
They continued towards the front doors, but when they reached them, they saw that the handles of the doors were connected by a set of handcuffs, which only allowed them to open a few inches.
“What is going on?” Richards asked.
The bodyguards all gave him blank looks and then the other elevator door chimed.
The men turned as one, as Richards hid behind them. When the doors on the elevator slid aside, all that could be seen was the tip of a black shoe.
“Whoever is in there, come out with your hands raised,” the lead bodyguard said.
There was no answer, and with a move of his head, the man sent two of his men to check out the elevator.
***
Tanner reached the bottom of the stairs, cracked opened the door, and saw two of Richards bodyguards going to check out the elevator he had left his shoes in.
The men all had their backs to him, with Richards at the rear, peeking over the shoulder of the guard Tanner had recognized from Las Vegas.
In his stocking feet, Tanner came up behind them, fired head shots at the two bodyguards near the elevator, and as the rest of the men spun around at the sound of gunfire, he grabbed the familiar guard by the knot of his tie, shoved his gun in the man’s waistband and shot him in the groin, twice.
The man screamed, sagged, but Tanner held him up as the other bodyguards fired, and Richards cowered near the door.
Tanner let the dying guard drop to his knees, then used him as a shield. After dropping his Ruger, Tanner grabbed up the wounded man’s rifle. It was set on semi-auto and Tanner aimed at the bodyguards’ legs, on the assumption that they too were wearing vests, much like the one the man who shielded him wore.
Two of the remaining three guards went down screaming in pain from leg wounds, while the last one kept firing round after round. Tanner emptied his gun, but only managed to wound the man in his arm. Thinking that Tanner out of ammo, the man grew bold and drew closer,
Tanner shoved the now dead guard at the man’s feet, which caused him to dance to the side, and gave Tanner the time he needed to grab his Ruger from the floor, and he shot the man twice in the head.
One of the wounded bodyguards fired at Tanner, but he was sitting up on the floor and his shots went high. Tanner hit the man with another shot to the leg and saw him drop his weapon and scream. He shot him again and the scream died.
The guards were all down, five dead, one wounded, as the other guard wounded in the leg, lay on his back moaning loudly, his weapon just feet away, but forgotten.
Towards the end of the firefight, Richards had fled down the corridor that Tanner had been in earlier. He was probably hoping to reach the loading dock door and escape.
It was not to be, as Tanner sent one of his two remaining shots down the corridor and struck Richards in the back, which sent the man sprawling atop the polished marble floor.
Tanner grabbed a rifle from one of the bodyguards who had died first near the elevator, retrieved his shoes, and placed a mercy round into the surviving guard’s forehead. With that done, he walked back past the front doors, which were secured with the handcuffs he had placed on them before going upstairs.
Following the trail of blood that Richards left behind, he saw that the man had tried to crawl away to safety, but there was no safety in Richards’ future, only imminent death.
***
Trent wiped away the water that was still dripping down from his hair, and then he opened Tim’s laptop.
“What’s the password?” Trent asked, and when Madison wouldn’t speak, he threatened once more to have Tim tortured, which caused her to give him the password.
“Stop fighting me, Madison. I’m not here to hurt you.”
The laptop was the one that Tim had dedicated to breaking the encryption and so Trent had no difficulty finding what he was looking for. He paused for a moment, recalled the sequence and input the correct alphanumeric combination, which decoded the files.
“It all looks to be here, but I’ll need every copy.”
Madison stared at him with a curious gaze.
“What happened to you, Al? When we were kids, you weren’t like this; you were just a sweet nerdy boy who couldn’t wait to grow up. What made you what you are now?”
“And just what do you think I am, Madison?”
“A murderer, the man who killed my mother,”
“Your mother brought about her own end; I just chose not to intercede.”
“You admit you were there when she died?”
“Yes, and despite the sainted image you have of her, your mother was drunk that night and also high on something. She could have just as easily run me over as collide into that tree.”
Realization dawned on Madison’s face.
“That’s how you found us, isn’t it? You were watching the tree and saw me visit?”
“Yes, but why so late?”
“We had car trouble; a fan belt broke out on the highway.”
“Ah,” Trent said, before checking his watch, his new watch, as the old one had been sacrificed to find Madison. “Where is Gary? He must have caught Jackson by now.”
He took out his phone, but then heard footsteps on the front porch.
“Here they are.”
He pointed at Madison.
“Stay put.”
She glared at him in return and Trent went to the door, opened it, and found Tim pointing a gun at him.
“Madison!” Tim shouted.
She rushed to him, as relief flooded her features, but when she came even with Trent, he shoved her towards Tim and ran into the living room, headed for the back door.
Tim and Madison had both taken shooting lessons from Tanner, but rarely hit what they were shooting at. Tanner had told them that it took time for most people to learn to shoot well, as he schooled them on firearms and the proper way to sight and hit a target.
None of what he had learned was in Tim’s mind as he raised the gun and fired. Still, Trent stumbled and yelped, as the phone, still clutched in his hand, went flying, and he landed on the floor beside the sofa.
Before they could get to him, Trent rolled over, used the sofa to help rise to his feet, and ran into the hallway that led to the rear door.
When Madison helped Tim limp into the living room, they found blood on the floor near the sofa.
Madison grinned.
“You got him.”



CHAPTER 46 - Hey... weren’t you dead? 
Tanner figured his shot had inflicted damage to Richards’ spine and that the man could no longer walk. When he reached him, he turned him over onto his back with one hand and glared down at him.
Richards’ face was a mask of pure terror, but then, Tanner saw the glimmer of recognition form. Despite the spiked blond hair, Richards recognized him and the terrorized expression morphed into one of confusion.
“Tanner?”
“Yes.”
“You’re... you’re dead.”
“I think that’s my line,” Tanner said, as he placed the rifle against Richards’ forehead.
Realization dawned on Richards’ face, coupled with a look of amazement.
He was Franklin Quentin Richards, the eldest son of Carlton Bane Richards and the grandson of Wall Street legend, Preston Harcourt Richards.
Men such as he did not die on their backs at the hands of a thug, they forged financial empires, influenced world markets, and ruled, above all else, they ruled. For Frank Richards, the concept of dying had always been abstract, never impending.
He was to have died a very old man inside the walls of his palatial estate, after having spent a lifetime accumulating power. And to die now, now, when he was so close to grabbing fistfuls of raw power, of becoming the sole directing force behind The Conglomerate, it was... inconceivable.
He stared up at Tanner and said four words with total conviction.
“You can’t do this!”
“Wanna bet?”
Tanner placed one round in Richards’ head, followed by a shot to the heart.
With that done, he strode to a door marked, ELECTRICAL, and blew the lock apart. He then entered the small room, and with a snap of the main breaker, Tanner shut down the power to the building.
He had hesitated for just a second before hitting the switch. Not only because inaction could bring death to many, if not all of The Conglomerate’s leadership, an organization that had vowed to kill him, but also because Joe Pullo was inside whatever trap Richards had set, Joe Pullo, who was now sleeping with Laurel Ivy.
But the same man who caused him to hesitate in taking the action was also the reason for its execution. He did not wish Pullo dead and would save him if he could.
With a sigh, he left the tiny room, stepped over Richards’ corpse, and went to see if shutting off the power had made any difference in whatever was going on.
***
Outside the conference room, Johnny stared in at the dormant gun, which had killed so many.
Most of The Conglomerate’s corporate members were dead. They had rushed towards the door in a blind panic and the gun picked them off with ease.
A few Mafioso were dead as well, but they were men who had come up on the streets, and generally knew when to take cover.
Pullo had moved Sam into a corner when it became apparent that the gun had been programmed to not only track movement, but to also deliver random shots about the room, including the conference table, whose wood surface provided little cover from a .223 Remington cartridge.
Seeing his chance, Pullo rushed towards the gun, tried to free it from its swivel base without luck, but did managed to pull the feeder from the clip holder and extract the round in its chamber.
Upon seeing this, Johnny had breathed a sigh of relief, but then tensed up, as he heard someone approaching, because his gun was empty. In frustration, he had used every round to try to shatter the door without even scratching it.
It was Tanner, his blond hair looking orange beneath the red glow of the emergency lights and when Johnny saw him, he smiled.
“You cut the power, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, did it work?”
“It did, but a lot of guys had already died.”
“Richards is one of them.”
Johnny grinned and punched him on the shoulder.
“Good man, but what about Vance?”
Johnny got his answer, as Vance came around the corner with a rifle in his hand and opened fire. 



CHAPTER 47 - Hidey-hole
The bodies of Lars Gruber and Jackie Verona had been pulled from the ground and Mario had honored his agreement.
Geary was flying high and knew that with double murder charges hanging over his head, Mario would cooperate and wear a wire.
Hell, she’d be willing to bet he’d wear a tutu if she told him to put one on.
She looked over at Mario and saw that he was staring at her.
“Why so glum? Your daughter is safe, just like you wanted.”
Mario walked off towards the trees.
“I have to take a leak.”
Geary watched him go, suspicious and worried that he might do something stupid like try to run off through the trees. What she didn’t expect him to do, was to grab a shovel and start digging inside the first hole the cops had dug, the one he had said was a mistake.
Geary walked over; Garner too, along with Kearns the lawyer and a state trooper.
They watched him dig, and all four of them wore expressions that revealed fascination and confusion.
“Mario,” Kearns said. “What are you doing?”
Mario removed three more piles of dirt, tossed the shovel aside, and sat on the edge of the hole, to gaze up at Geary.
“The body that was shot so many times, that was Tanner. He had been hiding inside a box, a portable toilet, then jumped out and surprised Gruber. Would you like to see the box?”
Geary pointed at the hole.
“Is it down there?”
“It is, along with Gruber’s gun.”
Mario had been reaching down into the hole as he spoke and when his hand emerged, it was holding a weapon.
The gun had been buried in the ground for nearly two weeks, but unfortunately, for Geary, it still worked.
Mario aimed upwards at her face and the bullet caught her just above the lips and sent her tumbling backwards.
Garner caught her, as the state trooper fired three shots into Mario’s torso, killing him.
Mario’s lawyer, Kearns, was making a keening sound after witnessing the violence, and when he looked over at Geary and saw what a 9mm bullet did to a human skull upon exiting, he fell to his knees and vomited.
Garner was calling Geary’s name, even though he knew she was dead, and the one thought that kept going through his mind, were words that Geary had said the night before.
Come tomorrow, everyone in the Bureau will know my name.
And they would, as news of the death of a fellow agent traveled fast.
Garner wiped away tears cried for a woman he hadn’t even liked, as another partnership ended in gunfire.



CHAPTER 48 - Such sweet sorrow 
Trent was seeing double by the time he reached Gary’s van, and if not for the heavy rain continually washing it away, he would have been a bloody mess.
Tim’s shot had entered Trent’s back, bounced off a rib and performed malicious acts on his intestines, before coming to rest inside his spleen.
Trent had never felt so much pain, but fear of death kept him on his feet and moving through the rain, despite the agony. He climbed inside the van and moaned in pleasure from the relief of it, that is, until he remembered that he didn’t have the keys, Gary did.
“Here.”
The soft voice came from behind and startled him so that he cried out.
It was Gary, stretched out on his back in the rear of the van and an ugly rusted piece of pipe was jutting out of his stomach, which was stained red with blood.
“Here,” Gary said again, and this time, Trent saw that he was holding up the keys to the van.
“What happened to you, Jackson?”
Gary nodded and closed his eyes.
Trent started the van, felt the mud cling to the tires as if to hold it in place, but got it moving and back out onto the wet road. The wipers were going double-time and still Trent was having trouble seeing.
The problem didn’t lie in the weather conditions alone, but also in the driver, as Trent’s eyesight blurred.
He blamed it on his glasses, which were still spattered with rain, and he reached down to take a tissue from the center console.
He whipped the glasses off, wiped them dry, and placed them back on his face just in time to see the deer standing in the road.
Reflexively, he swerved to avoid the creature, jumped the curb and flipped the van.
As he lay inside the van waiting for someone to rescue him, he remembered the deer that Madison’s mother had swerved to avoid, and wondered if it had somehow been the same animal he had just seen.
It was the last thought he would ever have.
***
Tanner dropped to the floor along with Johnny, even as Vance opened up with the rifle. Johnny was armed with Tanner’s other Ruger, but the gun was empty, and so he lay sideways against the wall to try to make himself a smaller target.
Tanner fired back with his own rifle and Vance retreated after a bullet tore across his right cheek. Vance had been holding a bag in his other hand, but let it drop to the floor before running off.
Tanner rose to go in pursuit and Johnny joined him.
“I’m empty, Romeo.”
Without slowing down, Tanner took a spare magazine from a side pocket and passed it to Johnny, who ejected the spent magazine and fed in the fresh one while keeping pace.
When they reached the spot where Vance had been, they saw the bag he’d dropped, along with its contents, which had spilled out atop the carpet. They were more spent magazines, the type used in an AR-15, and Tanner assumed that Vance had been coming to the room to plant them as evidence.
When they reached the elevators, Johnny slowed, but then remembered that the power was out, and rushed with Tanner towards the stairs, which were at the other end of the short corridor facing them.
There was a door on either side of the hallway and Tanner wondered if Vance had hidden within one of the rooms, but then he spotted the tiny drops of blood whose trail disappeared behind the stairwell door.
He opened it with caution and heard Vance’s footfalls come from below. He and Johnny followed Vance by practically leaping down the dimly lit stairs, and heard the door at the bottom banged open and then close.
Johnny left the stairwell to stare in shocked surprise at the bodies of Richards’ bodyguards, while a string of Russian curses came from the other end of the building, as Vance stumbled upon the body of Frank Richards.
Vance was just a dark shape in the gloom of the emergency lighting, but Johnny fired on him. However, the man had already moved on, and was headed towards the loading dock and the street beyond.
Tanner and Johnny gave chase, but when they went outside, they saw no sign of Vance.
The Russian had escaped.
When they returned inside, Tanner restored the power, after Johnny told him about Pullo disarming the swivel-mounted rifle.
“I still have to get them out of that room, any suggestions?”
“There was a keypad, wasn’t there?”
“Yeah, why?”
Tanner recalled something that Tim had said, when he told him the story of breaking into Richards’ computer.
“When you get upstairs, try typing in the word, MUMSY, I’ve a hunch it will work.”
“Alright, but what do you mean when I get upstairs, aren’t you coming too?”
“I’m done, boss man, I did what I came here to do and now it’s time I’ve left the city.”
Johnny offered his hand, Tanner took it and the two men shook.
“At least come by the club later so I can pay you for what you’ve done, and I promise you, I’ll be generous.”
“You can repay me by looking out for Sophia Verona. Don’t let anything happen to her.”
“I’ll do that. She means something to me too, it’s why I sent you to watch over her in the first place, but I still owe you, Romeo, if there’s ever anything you want, just ask.”
“I’ll do that,” Tanner said.
After discarding the blood spattered white shirt, under which he wore a black Tee, Tanner walked through the loading dock and out onto the street with a strange feeling of peace. He was believed to be dead and could move on and start over.
He had planned to catch a cab, but walked instead, when he realized that he might never return to the city. He liked Manhattan, liked the hustle and energy, and also, the anonymity the city could offer.
But not to him, he was burned in New York, and would start fresh somewhere else, as someone else.
It was not an experience he was unfamiliar with.



CHAPTER 49 - Leverage 
“It’s all here, holy crap, it’s all here!”
Tim’s sprained ankle was forgotten as he studied his laptop screen. While checking the files, Trent had assessed them by entering the correct code and never got the chance to close it again.
Madison sat beside him on the sofa.
“This means we’re safe, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, us and Tanner, we can hold these financial records over their heads and blackmail them. They wouldn’t dare touch us, couldn’t touch us, not without destroying themselves. If the IRS had these, it would be disastrous for The Conglomerate.”
Tim sent copies of the decoded files to numerous cloud storage sites, printed out two hard copies and closed the laptop. While he was doing that, Madison had cleaned up Trent’s blood, secured the back door, and loaded a suitcase into the car.
They couldn’t stay at the farm with Trent on the loose, and had no way of knowing who else would come. Tim also needed to see a doctor about his ankle, while Madison had treated the scrape on her forehead and bandaged it.
When they drove off, they came upon a bad accident, and the sparse traffic was halted, as they waited for the ambulance to remove the victims.
“That’s a shame,” Tim said. “Someone flipped that van; they must have been traveling too fast in this downpour.”
Madison agreed, while also saying that she hoped there were no children inside.
In the coming days, they would learn who had actually been inside that van, and they would both smile at the knowledge.



CHAPTER 50 - A matched set 
DAYS LATER
Inside Johnny R’s strip club, the stage was quiet because the hour was early, but a meeting was taking place in Johnny’s office.
Present, were Johnny, Joe Pullo, and Sophia Verona.
Johnny had asked Sophia there to give her the sad news.
“It was my father, not Tanner?”
Johnny nodded solemnly.
“Yeah honey, Jackie must have been out to kill Gruber as payback for killing your brother, and he got some too... but died for it.”
Pullo shook his head.
“Tanner was smart, everyone thought he was dead, so why not stay that way? Son of a bitch,”
Johnny held up a hand with his index finger extended.
“This stays in this room. No one else needs to know that bastard is still out there, and if we don’t bother him, he won’t bother us, which is fine by me, the man is a wrecking ball and we have enough damage to fix. The Conglomerate is on life support and it’s a goddamn miracle we were able to hide the slaughter that Richards caused.”
“How’s that work?” Sophia said. “I mean, some of the men who died are big names in business, they can’t just disappear.”
“Accidents,” Pullo said. “Lots of accidents, and it will look odd, so many at once, but it will cover things up here and in Europe.”
“Like you did with Richards, making it look like his car went into the Hudson River?”
“Yeah, and the homicide cops might sniff around, but since no body was recovered, it will be classified as an accident and he’ll be listed as, Missing, Presumed Dead.”
Johnny rubbed his chin and looked over at Sophia.
“Before your father died, did he get in a fight? Something with a knife maybe?”
“No, not that I know of, why?”
“Gino Tonti stabbed Tanner in the left leg a day before Gruber died, and when I checked the body I thought was Tanner’s, there was a wound on the left leg, a knife wound, or at least it looked like one.”
Sophia’s eyes grew wide with comprehension and she lowered her head to hide a grin, as she realized why Romeo was so secretive.
“Lots of wounds look like knife wounds,” Sophia said. “Even a knitting needle might have made the mark.”
Johnny stood and the others followed.
Both Johnny and Pullo kissed Sophia on the cheek, and then she left the office with a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
Pullo gestured towards a handwritten letter on Johnny’s desk.
“Is that from Mario?”
“Yeah, like I told you, he took the blame for everything and got his daughter off the hook. It’s a damn shame that he did what he did, but he was a stand-up guy until the end.”
They walked out into the club, nodded to Carl, who was restocking the glass shelves behind the bar, and walked outside.
“Can I give you a lift, Joe?”
Johnny pointed towards the new limo, where his new drivers awaited instruction.
Merle and Earl, both dressed in black suits and wearing chauffeur caps, looked busy as they used rags to polish the car.
Pullo threw his chin towards the boys.
“What about the money they were paid as a reward for killing Tanner?”
“That bounty came from Richards’ pockets, but we were to pay him back. Now that he’s dead, it didn’t cost us a cent, so what the hell, let them keep it. They probably blew it all by now anyway.”
“I know you need a new driver, but why both of them?”
“They’re a matched set and it’s about the only thing they’re good for.”
Pullo smiled.
“They’re okay, and yeah, I will take a lift. I was going to drop in and see how Mario’s daughter is doing.”
Johnny sighed.
“I’ll go with you.”
Merle and Earl leapt into action and soon the limo was on its way through the bustling city streets.
“Where do you think Tanner has gone to?” Johnny asked.
Before answering, Pullo thought of Laurel, and remembered her telling him that she loved Tanner.
“I don’t know where he is, but I sure as hell hope he stays there.”
***
Johnny had told Sara the true story of Richards’ death so that she might have peace, and she learned that the man she sought, Al Trent, had died as well, under mysterious circumstances in rural Pennsylvania.
Johnny hadn’t told her that Tanner was still alive, for fear that she would go on a quest to find Tanner and kill him. He didn’t care if Tanner lived or died, but he wanted to be with Sara and not share her with an obsession, or risk losing her at Tanner’s hands.
***
Sara was in her living room, gazing out at the sky that lay beyond her balcony doors. She had been reading the morning paper, but became lost in thought.
Richards was dead, Tanner was dead, and there was no longer anyone for her to pursue in her quest to avenge Brian Ames.
She had a new lover now, Johnny Rossetti, and a new future to create. Still, she felt restless, somehow empty, and she wondered if she had subsisted on hate for so long that she’d forgotten how to live, and that life could offer more.
She had been spending time at Street View and enjoyed the investigative work of a reporter. She had learned much about Al Trent in the short time she had been searching for him, and found his death a puzzle.
Sara tossed the newspaper account of Trent’s death aside and rose to get dressed. Life awaited, and she wanted to see what came next.
***
FOUR HOURS LATER
Tanner was saying goodbye to Tim and Madison as they prepared to leave the farm.
Madison still wore a wide bandage on her forehead, to cover the scrape she received when she hit her head against the tree, while Tim was wearing a walking boot for his ankle, which had suffered a grade-1 sprain when he tripped.
They were all out on the front porch, and Madison was trying to get the dog to come to her, but the shy hound still kept her distance, despite wagging her tail.
“She saved our lives by barking,” Tim said.
Madison frowned.
“I’m worried about her, who will feed her now that we’re all leaving?”
“She’ll feed herself,” Tanner said. “I saw her tearing into a possum this morning while I was out running.”
Tanner’s hair was dark again and the tattoos removed.
Romeo was no more.
With the files decoded, Tanner could return to Manhattan and use the information as a bargaining chip.
However, he had decided against it, at least for the time being, and was looking forward to moving on. He needed to go somewhere, somewhere where thoughts of Laurel Ivy didn’t invade his mind. If he never saw her again, he felt he would forget her in time.
At least, he hoped so.
Ironically, now that Tim had the leverage to stop the attempts on his life, the man who wanted him dead was gone. The funds he had stolen had come from the electronic coffers of one of Frank Richards’ companies, and with Richards dead and the rest of The Conglomerate in shambles, it was likely that no one would come looking for him again.
Tim had also entered their system and erased all trace of his crime. However, Johnny Rossetti knew of him, and so Tim would make certain that the mob understood he could hurt them if they attempted retribution.
Still, Tim and Madison were free to live without fear for the first time since meeting, and like Tanner, they would start anew.
The rain remained and had been falling for days, as the storm system seemed to hover above the region. There were trees down all over the area, as the ground grew too soft to contain their roots and the lawn in front of the farmhouse had begun to resemble a rice paddy.
Tim gave Tanner’s hand a firm shake, while Madison kissed him on the cheek, before locking eyes with him and nodding.
Tanner understood the meaning behind the nod. It was a sign of both understanding and forgiveness for his having killed her father.
Any trace of love and affection that Madison had felt towards Frank Richards had left her when she realized that her father had sent people to murder her, and she didn’t blame Tanner in the slightest for what he had done.
The young couple drove off to start a new life, as thunder serenaded them and lightning lit their way.
Tanner was leaving as well and had packed his things into a pickup truck.
The farm was up for sale again under an alias, and given its history, it might be years before Tim sold it. Tanner walked about the farmhouse for the final time, making sure that nothing had been left or forgotten.
He had just opened the front door to leave when the sound began, more tone than beep, and coming from somewhere within the house.
His weapons were packed away in the pickup truck, but of course, Tanner was armed, he carried a small gun, a Kimber Solo in a pocket holster, but he refrained from taking it out, as the noise wasn’t ominous, just odd.
He found the source of the noise. It was a phone. Al Trent’s phone and it had flown from Trent’s hand and fallen behind the sofa after Tim had shot him.
Footsteps, soft, furtive, and when Tanner turned towards the doorway, he found Sara standing there.
***
FOUR HOURS EARLIER
Sara tossed the newspaper account of Trent’s death aside and rose to get dressed for a new day. Life awaited, and she wanted to see what came next.
Her phone rang.
“Hello, Duke, what’s up?”
“I got something new on Al Trent that I thought you might like to know.”
“What could be new? The man is dead.”
“True, but you know I like to be thorough, and so I obtained a copy of Trent’s belongings and discovered that his phone wasn’t among his personal effects when he died.”
Sara sat on the arm of her sofa.
“That is interesting. Who knows what could be on that phone.”
“That was my thinking; you might also be interested to know that the other man found inside that overturned van was Gary Crasta. Crasta worked as a bodyguard for one Frank Richards. Maybe Richards is the reason the two of them were in Pennsylvania. I think they may have been setting up a place for Richards to go, after he faked his death with a phony car crash.”
Sara recalled what Johnny had told her. That a man named Romeo had killed Richards and that Johnny had disposed of the body and covered up the killing.
She nibbled at her bottom lip, as she pondered whether she could trust Johnny Rossetti. Was Richards dead, as Johnny claimed, or, had he helped the man to fake his death and hide and if so, why?
“Sara?”
“I’m here.”
“What do you want to do?”
“I want to find that phone. I think you’re right about it possibly containing information I could use, and if Richards is still alive, the phone may have been left at his location.”
“I know a guy who could find it by hacking into one of those ‘Find My Phone’ services, but there’s no guarantee that Trent had that option on his phone, or that the phone is even still on, but it might be worth a try.”
***
It was, and four hours later, Sara found herself on Tim’s farm.
She turned into the driveway, with plans to park a short way in, so that she could walk the rest of the way and not reveal her presence.
When she made the turn into the driveway, a car driving behind her slowed, and for a moment, she thought it might be the homeowner returning. She cursed her timing, but the man at the wheel just drove on.
She locked her car and walked along the driveway while watching every step she took, because although the driveway had a gravel surface, the soil beneath it had turned to mud, and made walking treacherous, as the stones beneath her feet shifted.
Meanwhile, the storm clouds thundered overhead and the only thing louder was the incessant beating of the rain.
There was a pickup truck in front of the home, but she saw no lights on inside. Sara shifted her umbrella so that she could hold it in the crook of her arm and took out her tablet once more. She checked the location of Al Trent’s phone by using the aerial map displayed on the App that tracked it.
Trent’s phone was definitely inside the farmhouse, and so she activated the function that would make the phone emit a loud tone, thus, making its exact location easy to find.
She was ten feet from the porch when the door opened halfway.
She approached, thinking that someone would come out, but then she heard the sound of the tone, very faint from her position, but audible, and she realized that whoever had opened the door must have gone to investigate the sound.
Maybe that someone is Frank Richards?
Sara went up the steps, peeked inside, and the sound grew clearer. As a precaution, she unsnapped her purse so that she had easy access to her gun, and after laying the umbrella down, she crept into the home.
A man, not Richards, yet... somehow familiar, even from behind, and he was holding Al Trent’s phone in his hand.  
“Excuse me? I didn’t mean to walk in on you, but the door was—oh my God... Tanner?”
Tanner blinked in surprise, dropped the phone, and went for his gun, even as Sara’s hand disappeared into her purse.
They fired at the same instant.
One of them missed.
The other did not.
And death came to Forgotten Farm.
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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.
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