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      Soulless woke before first light and winced from the pain emanating from the right side of his face. The booby-trap he walked into while hunting down Gavin Hutch had left his jaw aching and his face swollen. If the two-pound hammer he’d been hit with had struck him at the temple, there was a good chance he’d be dead. Gavin Hutch was dead, the real Gavin Hutch, the man who bore a striking resemblance to the new face he’d acquired through plastic surgery.

      Soulless smiled despite the pain. Not only was he not dead from the blow he’d received from the hammer, but he was in the perfect position to eliminate all his enemies. With Hutch dead, he might not have ever located Caroline and Crash, the people behind the assassins website.

      However, Caroline, in her need to protect Hutch, had called and delivered herself right to Soulless, while mistaking him for Gavin Hutch.

      And as if that hadn’t been enough good fortune, the young man named Henry, who he had been looking for, came along to help Caroline. Soulless had been certain Henry would eventually lead him to Tanner, but he never could have imagined that Tanner was Caroline’s neighbor, Tanner, who was a Texas rancher named Cody Parker.

      Soulless rose from bed and stretched, then walked into the adjacent bathroom to urinate. As he was standing at the sink afterwards to wash his hands, he looked at his face in the mirror. He was still getting used to his new face. The doctor had not only made him look a few years younger, but better looking. Those good looks were a little off-kilter, with the right side of his face red, swollen, and with a healing cut near his ear, but the swelling would go down in time.

      He took a shower and enjoyed the feel of the hot water. Caroline entered his mind and he found himself intrigued by her. He had assumed there were one or more men behind the assassins website, to find out a woman was involved was unexpected.

      Caroline possessed a fascination for assassins. She would have to do so to run the website. She certainly was attracted to Tanner. Soulless had watched her after Tanner had driven off the night before. The woman had stared after him as if she longed to be going with him back to his ranch. She’d also hugged Tanner while greeting him.

      And Tanner, to be so close to the people involved with the website, perhaps he was one of their partners. If so, it would explain why the website had been so slanted in his favor and how their blog posts often fawned over the man.

      As for Henry, he seemed to be Tanner’s apprentice, and possibly his successor. Henry wouldn’t have a future. Soulless would see him dead for what he’d done to him.

      Soulless had to change into a set of Gavin Hutch’s clothes. The T-shirt was tight, while the jeans were loose in the waist and too short at the cuffs. Since he was wearing boots, the high cuffs weren’t that noticeable, but he would make it a point to go shopping. He needed supplies to care for the blue contact lenses he wore and would also get new clothes.

      Soulless cocked his head. Why would I need new clothes? Why not gather up my other clothes once I’ve killed everyone and left here?

      Given the advantage he had, he could kill Crash, force Caroline to lure Tanner and Henry to the house, kill her, then kill Tanner and Henry before they knew what was happening. Tanner being Tanner, he might not die easily, but he would die if Soulless struck first or set up a trap. After all, the man was at home and relaxed. He wouldn’t be expecting trouble so close to his ranch.

      Yes, he could do that, or he could take his time and learn more about his enemies, particularly Caroline. She was a beautiful woman who was fascinated with assassins. Maybe she could become a companion for him, as Gwen had been. He missed Gwen, or rather, missed what she’d represented. He’d been alone for most of his life; it had been nice to have someone to share things with, and the lovely Caroline could share his bed as well.

      No. He wouldn’t kill anyone yet. He would learn more about all of them and strike at the perfect time. And if Caroline showed interest in him, he would need to change how he went about things. Her father would still need to die, but the man’s death couldn’t be laid at his feet or Caroline would hate him.

      Accidents were easy enough to arrange. As for Tanner, once he killed him, Caroline would see that he was better than Tanner, and shift her affection toward him.

      He left the room they had given him and slipped out the back door in the kitchen. Dawn was breaking. In the new light, he could see that there was a large structure behind the house. He thought it might be a barn, but no, as he walked closer to it, he could see it was a second house. The building was old, three-stories tall, had peeling paint, and looked to have been unoccupied for many years. Soulless walked up its creaky porch steps and found the front door unlocked.

      His father had been a carpenter and his town’s handyman when he’d been growing up in Russia. Soulless had been taught his skills and could fix most anything and wire a house for electricity. He realized he’d been thinking about Russia again, and about the past. His “death” had not only gifted him a sense of patience but had made him nostalgic. When things were settled, he would return home to Russia.

      He wandered around the old house with a critical and educated eye while evaluating the place. If someone were to do a rehab on the home, it could be a showplace. He guessed it was at least a hundred years old. It had plaster walls and that old, thick, copper wire they used back then. Some of the wire was exposed in the kitchen where a light fixture had been removed but never replaced. Jutting out of the walls were the metal lamps that once burned natural gas for light. They were tarnished, but Soulless was sure they were made of brass.

      There was no furniture in the house, so he entered the master bathroom to take a seat on the closed lid of the toilet. The toilet wobbled as he sat. When he looked down, he saw that one of the bolts that held it to the floor was missing. After turning the knobs on the sink, he knew the water was shut off.

      The room was spacious for a bathroom, and while the sink and toilet would need to be replaced, the large cast iron, claw foot tub could be saved if it were resurfaced. The thing was big enough to bathe two people at once and must weigh close to five hundred pounds.

      After moving over to sit on the edge of the tub, Soulless took out his phone. He had to get in touch with his hacker, Scott Reed.
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        * * *

      

      Scott Reed was at his house in Arizona, where it was an hour earlier. He was not alone. He’d picked up a woman at a bar the night before and brought her home. She moaned as the sound of the phone woke her. From the ringtone, Scott knew it was the burner phone, the one he used to communicate with Soulless.

      “Sorry, babe,” Reed told his companion. He called her babe because he couldn’t recall her name. She mumbled something, turned over, and went back to sleep as Reed answered the phone and left the bedroom.

      “Damn, you’re calling early. What’s up?”

      “I found Gavin Hutch at that metal shop you sent me to.”

      “And did he tell you what you wanted to know?”

      “No. He died before he could, but then someone called him and told me what I needed to know. I also know where Henry and Tanner are.”

      “Shit. Really? Oh man, I guess there’s going to be a bloodbath soon, hmm?”

      “There’s no rush. They have no idea I know where they are, and I can kill them anytime I want.”

      “Cool, you don’t need me anymore then.”

      Soulless’s voice grew icy. “I own you; get used to it.”

      Reed’s sigh carried with it the sound of surrender. “What do you need me to do?”

      “I want to learn everything you can find out about a woman named Lannie Caroline Lang, and a man named Raymond Wyman. Wyman is Caroline’s father, which would mean her maiden name was Wyman.”

      “How soon do you need this?”

      “As soon as possible. Send the information as an email. My phone will be off most of the day.”

      “All right. Are these the people who were running the website?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m surprised they’re still breathing.”

      “Caroline interests me.”

      “That must mean she’s hot.”

      “Get me that information.”

      “You’ll have it. Anything else?”

      “That private detective, Wayne Wilbert, you said he had followed other assassins besides Gonzales?”

      “Yeah, five others. Their information was on those files you sent me from his laptop.”

      “I want you to hire one for me. There’s a loose end that needs tying up.”

      “You mean you want somebody killed. Who’s the poor bastard this time?”

      “His name is Fred Hooper; he works at the hotel I stayed at in Virginia. Send someone there to kill him.”

      “Why?”

      “He knows what I look like. There’s a chance he may tell someone about me.”

      “Not much of a chance. Why not let the guy live?”

      “Are you arguing with me?”

      “No. I’ll hire the hitter and send them off to Virginia.”

      “Do it as soon as possible and give them any information you can find on Hooper. I want the man dead today.”

      “It will get done,” Reed said, in a listless voice. “And you’re making me an accomplice to another murder.”

      “You can refuse to help me anytime you want.”

      “Yeah, and then you’ll send that recording you have to the cops.”

      “That’s right.”

      “I get it; you’ve got me by the balls. Fred Hooper will be dead as soon as possible.”

      “Make sure he is.”
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        * * *

      

      Soulless returned outside and walked around the house. With more daylight, he could get a better look at the old home’s exterior. What he could see of the roof wasn’t too bad but needed patching, while several windows were broken and had been covered over with plywood.

      He’d been so engrossed in assessing the home’s condition that he hadn’t sensed Caroline until she was about twenty feet away. She wore a pink robe and had put on a pair of white sneakers to make the walk from the main house across the dew-covered grass. She wore no makeup but was a natural beauty, and her blonde hair hung loose and swirled about her in the breeze.

      “Good morning, Gavin.”

      Soulless turned and smiled at her, then reminded himself to speak in a softer tone than he normally did.

      “Good morning.”

      Caroline walked closer and stared at his face. “That swelling looks painful.”

      “I’ve felt better, but it’s not too bad.”

      Caroline gestured at the house. “It’s a wreck, isn’t it?”

      “Not really. With enough work, it could be a palace.”

      “I inherited the property from my mother-in-law. She’d grown up in the house, as had her parents and grandparents. She wanted to live in something more modern and built the other house. Despite that, she didn’t have the heart to have the old place torn down, nor the money to have it restored, so it just sat here.”

      “It would be a waste to tear it down. It has what they call, ‘good bones.’ If you fixed it up it would be worth quite a lot.”

      “You know about such things?”

      “I’m a carpenter.”

      “That’s right. I remember learning that when we chose you to be a surrogate.”

      “I can also do roofing, plastering, and electrical work. My father taught me.”

      “If you were staying longer, I’d hire you to work on the house.”

      “I would enjoy working on it. If you pay for the supplies, I’ll do the work.”

      “Really? Oh, but you won’t have enough time. The… problem we’re having should be resolved soon, and then it will be safe for you to return to your home in New Orleans.”

      “I’m in no rush to go back. My apartment lease ends in a few weeks and I’ve been thinking of making a change. Texas is as good as anyplace else for me to relocate to.”

      “But what about your things and furniture?”

      “I can go back and pack up what I need, but the apartment came furnished,” Soulless said, not knowing if Gavin Hutch’s apartment came furnished or not, but it made more sense for him to claim so.

      “You would really be willing to stay here and work on this house?”

      “Yes,” Soulless said, as he took a step closer to her. “I’m in no hurry to leave your company.”

      Caroline smiled, then blushed. She pointed at herself. “I need to get dressed and make breakfast. We’re having pancakes this morning.”

      “That sounds good. And what are your plans for later?”

      “I have to take my son to his school, but after that, I’ve no plans.”

      “Maybe you could show me around town.”

      “Okay, but there’s not much to see. Stark is just a quiet little town for the most part.”

      “I’ve heard that all small towns have their secrets. What is this town hiding?”

      Caroline nibbled on her bottom lip as she stared toward the Parker ranch, where the assassin Tanner made his home.

      “If there are any secrets, no ones told them to me.”

      “Then maybe we’ll find them out together.”

      Caroline smiled again, and they walked back to the main house, with Soulless making plans for seduction and revenge.
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      At the Parker ranch, Cody was having breakfast with his family and Henry. Franny Facini, his housekeeper, had made corn muffins. Muffins were a weakness with Cody, so he had one with a side of scrambled eggs.

      The children, Lucas and Marian, finished eating and were taken upstairs to get dressed for the day by Sara and Franny. When they were alone in the kitchen, Henry asked Cody what his next move would be.

      “I need to find Soulless, and since he’s injured, I might never have a better chance to track him down.”

      “You might try checking dentists in the area where he was hurt, Corpus Christi. I think those tooth fragments I found were from at least three teeth.”

      “I’ve thought of that and have Tim Jackson looking into it. But I’m going to check out Gavin Hutch’s apartment in New Orleans. There’s a chance Soulless could show up there.”

      “He may have already been there.”

      “Yeah, but it’s a place to start looking. In the meantime, I want you to stay here and guard the ranch and keep watch over Caroline and Crash. I don’t think Soulless will find them, now that he’s lost the trail on Gavin Hutch, but I’d feel better if you were here standing guard.”

      “I will, and I’ll tell Crash to call me once an hour. If he doesn’t call, or answer my call, then I’ll know there’s trouble.”

      Cody smiled. “Caroline has more guts than I thought, risking herself the way she did to help Hutch.”

      “I think she feels guilty over the people they lost. That Soulless really is a monster.”

      “He’s a monster I allowed to keep living.”

      “You’ve no reason to feel guilty over that. How the hell were you supposed to know the man would survive drowning?”

      “I’m a Tanner. That sort of mistake shouldn’t happen.”

      “It wasn’t a mistake; it was a fluke. You’ll find him and you’ll kill him, and this time he’ll stay dead.”

      “The man has a knack for surviving. I also thought a runaway train had killed him when I first met him in Africa, and again after you’d shot him in Ohio.”

      “The fourth time will be the charm then. And even a cat only has nine lives.”

      Cody’s phone rang. It was Tim calling.

      “Tanner, I haven’t found anyone who’d made an emergency visit to a dentist in the Corpus Christi area because of broken teeth. “I’ll keep looking, and would you like me to expand the search outward?”

      “No, I have something else in mind. I want you to track Soulless from when I last saw him in Italy and move forward from there. Maybe you’ll uncover something that could be a clue to finding the man.”

      “I’ll try. Since it’s Soulless, I’ll search for crimes involving murder.”

      “Try looking in Greece. Elliot Lipson had mentioned that he heard Soulless and Gwen talking about Greece. If that’s where he settled, he was there for months.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks, Tim.”

      Cody left the ranch an hour later to head to New Orleans by plane, his own plane. Meanwhile, the man he sought was in a car and riding past his home.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline was driving Soulless into town to show him the limited sights Stark offered. As they drove past the entrance to the Parker ranch, he asked Caroline about Cody Parker.

      “I noticed you were affectionate toward him last night. Are you dating?”

      “No. Cody is married, and the father of two children.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Why do you seem so surprised?”

      “Oh, um, I hadn’t noticed a wedding ring.”

      “He doesn’t wear one.”

      “That’s unusual.”

      “He has his reasons.”

      “How big is the ranch?”

      “It’s quite large. Cody adds on to it whenever land becomes available that borders his own.”

      “What is his wife like?”

      “Sara? She’s smart, beautiful, and tough. She’s a good match for Cody.”

      They entered the town and Caroline told Soulless she had some shopping to do.

      “I have to make a stop at the drugstore to pick up a prescription for my father. Would you like to come in or wait in the car for me?”

      “I’ll come in. I need a few items, such as pain relief.”

      “As swollen as your face is, you were still lucky not to have been hurt worse falling down those stairs, Gavin. You could have been seriously injured.”

      “Had it been worse, the man who’d attacked me might have killed me. And if not for you, he would have.”

      “I’m still so glad I got there in time to help.”

      “I owe you my life, Caroline,” Soulless said, as he reached over and gave her hand a squeeze.

      Caroline smiled at him. “It was my pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      The counter for prescription drugs was at the rear of the store. While Caroline stood in line back there, Soulless grabbed the items he needed to care for his contacts, some pain medication, a new toothbrush, toothpaste, and a box of condoms. He paid cash for the items at a register at the front of the store, then joined Caroline at the pharmacy.

      They left the drugstore, and after placing their packages inside Caroline’s car, they walked the streets of Stark, Texas. They strolled four blocks in one direction, then crossed the street to walk back to the car. On the way, they passed the police station, where Steve Mendez was standing out front. When Soulless spotted the gold badge pinned to Mendez’s belt he paused, then saw Caroline staring at him.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “That man ahead. I saw he had a gun, but then I saw his badge.”

      “That’s Steve Mendez; he’s the chief of police and a friend of mine. I’ll introduce you.”

      Soulless nodded while reminding himself he had nothing to fear from the law. He was Gavin Hutch, and Gavin Hutch had never been arrested or had outstanding warrants. The cop, Mendez, would have no reason to hassle him.

      Caroline introduced Hutch, and Mendez pointed to his face.

      “What happened there, pardner?”

      “I fell down a flight of stairs.”

      Mendez wore a look of sympathy. “Ouch. I’ve been there. I was shoved backwards down a flight of stairs by a drug dealer when I was with the DEA. It hurt like hell, and I broke two ribs and twisted an ankle.”

      “What happened to the man who pushed you?” Soulless asked.

      Mendez smiled. “He wound up in worse shape; I had never dropped my gun.”

      Mendez’s mention of his former life as a DEA agent made Soulless wary. Mendez wasn’t the small-town lawman he appeared to be, not if he’d also been a federal agent. If he had to deal with the Stark police force, he’d be sure not to underestimate them.

      After a stop at the post office to buy stamps, Soulless’s tour of Stark’s downtown area had concluded.

      Caroline unlocked her car using her key fob. “There really wasn’t much to see, was there?”

      “No. But it reminds me of the town I grew up in.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Oh, back east.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to drive to the next town over, called Culver. They have several Big Box stores, and I need to pick up some new clothes for Jarod. He’s growing so fast.”

      “I’ll shop too. There aren’t many clothes in my suitcase.”

      “I’m sorry your life has been disrupted, Gavin, but while you’re staying with us, I want you to make yourself at home there.”

      “I appreciate that,” Soulless said, as his eyes roamed over Caroline. It was a warm day, and she was wearing a black skirt with a yellow top that was sleeveless. He would love to make himself at home in her house… and in her bed.

      Caroline noticed him staring and a small smile appeared, letting him know she was flattered by the attention he was showing her. Swollen or not, his new face was handsome, and he was fit and muscular. The woman was attracted to him.

      Given her inclination toward hit men, Soulless wondered if she would be turned on or frightened if she were to learn who he really was.

      Maybe both, he concluded, as Caroline got the car moving again.
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      Gavin Hutch’s apartment in New Orleans was in a building that had been a former factory. Whoever had handled the conversion had done a good job and Gavin’s small apartment gave no clue that it had once been part of an industrial building.

      The walls were painted a soothing blue and the apartment was laid out in a way that utilized the space well. Gavin had a one-bedroom apartment. Upon entering it, you got the sense it was bigger than its thousand square feet due to the open floor plan, the wide windows, and the mirror hanging above the gas fireplace.

      The kitchen was set up well and had counter space that doubled as a room divider between the kitchen and the living room. The bedroom was where they had been forced to compromise; it was small and had a closet that was too shallow to fit a coat hanger. Its connected bathroom was just as small, with a shower stall instead of a bathtub. Still, for someone living alone, it seemed sufficient.

      Tanner assumed Gavin normally kept the place neater, but everything was in disarray, telling him that Soulless had already been there and had searched through Gavin’s things. He’d likely been looking for a laptop or computer. According to Gavin, he used his phone for everything and didn’t own a computer. That wasn’t quite true, as Caroline knew he kept a laptop stored elsewhere, but it couldn’t be traced back to him. That had been fortunate, or else Soulless might have learned something that would have led him to Caroline and Crash.

      There were no pictures displayed, but there was a photo album on a shelf in the closet. The photos were old pictures of Hutch’s family. There wasn’t one of them where he was older than eighteen or so.

      Tanner went through the apartment carefully. It was unlikely Soulless would have left something behind that might help to find him, but Tanner had been trained to be thorough in everything he did and not to assume. It paid off.

      He found a pen on the floor. It was near the door and had the name of a motel on it. It was possible the pen belonged to Gavin Hutch, but it was also possible Soulless had lost the pen while he’d been going through the apartment. Then again, it could have been left behind as a lure for a trap at the motel.

      Soulless had no way to know that Tanner was looking for him, but he had to assume that someone was out to stop him, and that a man who ran a website dedicated to following the careers of assassins might hire an assassin himself to end the threat against him.

      Crash hadn’t hired him to kill Soulless, nor would Tanner have taken his money had it been offered. Killing Soulless was not only Tanner’s responsibility, but it would be a pleasure as well.
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        * * *

      

      The motel was the type to rent rooms by the hour if needed. Tanner left his vehicle a block away and traveled there on foot. He had on dark sunglasses, dark clothing, and had a baseball cap pulled down low. He wore a gun underneath his open jacket in a shoulder rig that had a round chambered.

      He walked past the office and each of the twelve rooms the motel offered. Room 10 had a Do Not Disturb sign hanging from its doorknob and its curtains were pulled tight.

      If an injured Soulless had made it back to New Orleans after his failure to kill Gavin Hutch, he would be inclined to not want to be disturbed while he recovered. Then again, Tanner thought the setup had the feel of a trap.

      Tanner spotted an old man who was standing on a ladder and changing a burnt-out light bulb in front of Room 12. With his ratty gray beard, wrinkled clothes, and worn-out boots, the guy looked as shabby as the motel. The ladder was wooden and had been speckled by paint of many colors over the years.

      “Hi. A buddy of mine told me to meet him here in Room 10, but no one is answering my knock and there’s a Do Not Disturb sign on the door. Have you seen him lately?”

      The old man looked annoyed by being bothered and waved a hand toward Room 10 as he spoke in a gravelly voice.

      “That sign has been on the door since yesterday and I ain’t seen nobody, but the room is paid for until tomorrow.”

      “Thanks. I’ll try again later.”

      “Whatever,” the old man said.

      There was a coffee shop across the street from the motel. Tanner went inside and ordered a cup along with an egg bagel. From where he sat, he could keep an eye on Room 10. He did so for an hour and saw no one visit or leave the room.

      He was of the opinion that the pen had been a bit of cheese and that Room 10 was the trap. If so, who was it meant for, someone random who might be looking for Soulless, or someone in particular?

      Soulless’s “death” and resurrection had left the man with a newfound ability to be patient, but it had affected Tanner in the opposite way. Where he might have sat and watched the room for hours to see if anyone left it, Tanner wanted to know what was going on and not waste time. He wanted Soulless dead, and the sooner the better.

      He left the coffee shop, marched over to Room 10, and pounded a fist on the door while leaning his back against the brick wall beside it. Nothing happened, except that a couple entering another room gave him odd looks.

      He ignored them and tried the doorknob. It turned and the door swung inward. The couple had disappeared into their room and there was no one else in the parking lot. No lights had been left on in Room 10, and with the curtains closed it was dark inside. The daylight streaming through the open door helped some, but a wooden overhang covered the sidewalk outside the rooms, so no direct sunlight lit the space.

      Tanner held his phone in his left hand with the video function recording and risked sticking his hand in front of the doorway for an instant to capture the scene inside. The short video revealed a gloomy interior and an empty bed. Something in the background looked odd, beyond the open door of the bathroom. He took another short video of the right side of the room and captured an image of several colorful plastic bottles lined up on the dresser, but again, no one seemed to be in the room.

      Tanner entered the room with his gun in his hand and saw no one. The colorful plastic bottles had contained a bathtub cleaning solution, while on the floor near the bed were foot long cartons that had held aluminum foil.

      Tanner puzzled over the scene, but his attention was drawn to the bathroom, where several glass bottles were hanging from the shower curtain rod. The bottles were swinging, as if someone had just given them all a push. Smaller bottles were sitting upside down on them, as if they’d been glued there. Tanner was moving closer to get a better look when he spotted a length of fishing line. One end of the line ran into the bathroom, then branched off to separate lines connected to each large bottle, the other end was connected to the entrance door he had walked through. By opening the door, he had caused the bottles to move from a horizontal position into a vertical one. It allowed the contents of the smaller bottles, the tub cleaning solution, to empty onto the aluminum foil, which had been crammed into the bottom of the larger bottles.

      Tub cleaner and aluminum foil, Tanner thought, and understood the trap. Most tub cleaners contained hydrochloric acid. When hydrochloric acid was mixed with aluminum, it produced a gas. Trap that gas inside something, like a glass bottle, and it would expand rapidly until it broke free in a violent explosion.

      He charged out of the room and was halfway across the parking lot when two of the bottles exploded, sending shards of glass throughout the motel room and shattering the room’s windows.

      The other bottles hanging in the shower had shattered before their gases could build to an explosive level, but the gas itself was harmful. Had Tanner stayed inside the room too long, he’d either be dead or in a world of pain and possibly blinded by flying glass.

      He was back out on the street and walking to his car by the time the motel’s patrons poked their heads out of their rooms to see what had caused the noise. Soulless had set up a crude but effective bomb. It seemed he had learned something from his time spent with his bomb making girlfriend, Gwen.

      Tanner considered New Orleans to be a dead end.
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      Tim Jackson called Tanner with news.

      “A man matching Soulless’s old description is wanted for questioning by the police in Athens concerning the death of a woman named Kasiani Sula. There was also a fire determined to have been a case of arson.”

      “Arson? Has she been listed as one of Pyro’s victims too?”

      “No. The woman was much older than Pyro’s victims and had ties to the Albanian mafia. The police there think her death was caused by a rival gang. I think she’s a probable victim of Soulless because she was suspected of being a dealer in phony IDs. Soulless might have bought a new identity from her and then killed her so she couldn’t identify him to the authorities.”

      “I think you’re right, Tim.”

      “Kasiani Sula had a son and daughter. I checked, and they’re both in America. Their names are Leonardo and Samira. It looks like they’ve followed Soulless here to pay him back for killing their mother.”

      “Find out what you can about them. Anything else?”

      “Thanks to that photo of Soulless Henry found, we know what phony name he was using after he left Greece. He last used it to rent a motel room in New Orleans.”

      “I’ve been to the room; Soulless left a makeshift bomb behind.”

      “Holy crap! Are you all right?”

      “I’m good, and I don’t think that bomb was meant for me. I think Soulless was trying to lure Leonardo and Samira there by using that ID to rent the room. It’s lucky for them I got there first.”

      “They must want Soulless as badly as you do; maybe you should team up with them.”

      “That’s a possibility, or they could wind up getting in my way.”

      “What’s your next move?”

      “I’m going to go over Soulless’s earlier movements, starting with the hotel he used in Nashville, then I’ll move on to the one he stayed at in Virginia. There’s a slight chance that someone will know something that could help.”

      “Speaking of help, I think Soulless has had help from someone like me, a hacker. He would have needed one to track down the people involved with the assassins website.”

      “Whoever they are, they don’t mind being an accessory to the murder of innocents.”

      “There are several ‘black hat’ hackers who fit that description, but they usually have ties to terrorist organizations.”

      “Is there any way to track his hacker down?”

      “Not if he’s careful, but if he slips up, I might get the chance to locate him, or her.”

      “Okay, but for now, find out what you can about Leonardo and Samira. They may know something that can help.”

      “I’ll do that. Stay safe, Tanner.”

      “One more thing. Have you found Dana Leonard?”

      “All I have is that address I gave you in Chicago, and her phone number. You haven’t been able to contact her?”

      “No, and I think there’s a chance Soulless could harm her.”

      “She might believe the same is true for you and is avoiding you. We know she moved after you last saw her.”

      “You might be right. The woman was part of a plan to have me killed, but I let her live after she helped me find the person she worked for.”

      “If she won’t return your calls, she would still be smart enough to listen to the warning you left her; she’s probably safe.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      The call ended and Tanner headed to the airfield where he’d left his plane. He had planned to go to Nashville but was having second thoughts about it. As Pyro, Soulless had murdered a victim there. If there had been a trail left behind that could lead him to the man, the authorities or Jessica White would have uncovered it.

      Instead, he set a course for Virginia, where Soulless had stayed, and from there, he’d travel to New Jersey, hoping to catch up to Soulless by following the path he’d made. That path had last had Soulless in Tanner’s home state of Texas, looking for Gavin Hutch. But Hutch was safe and out of Soulless’s reach, thanks to Caroline. Or so Tanner believed.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless went with Caroline to visit the field where Crash tested his new drone designs. He had been told that the land belonged to Cody Parker, and that Parker allowed Crash to use the land and the building on it for free.

      Soulless noticed that Caroline mentioned Cody Parker a lot and wondered if the woman was in love with him. If so, her heart was soon to be broken. He decided it wasn’t love, but admiration for the man’s accomplishments. As a fan of assassins, Caroline couldn’t help but be infatuated with Tanner, who, Soulless had to admit, was damn near as good as his reputation. However, he was better than Tanner, and he would prove it when he killed the man.

      Caroline had brought Crash lunch and Soulless had tagged along. He thought it silly that the older man played with drones like a child until Caroline explained that her father had been one of the modern pioneers of commercial drones.

      “He makes money with it?” Soulless had asked.

      “Yes, he does,” Caroline said, and left it at that.

      When they reached the field, it surprised Soulless to see a drone the size of a van. He’d thought they were all small and like toys. The one he was looking at was large enough to accommodate eight people.

      Caroline pointed at the machine. “Daddy is developing something he calls a transport drone. He thinks they’ll eventually replace helicopters.”

      Crash greeted him with a smile, and he sent the man one back, while thinking what a pleasure it would be to kill him. He assumed it was Crash who had stripped him of his ranking on the assassins website, while also calling him a butcher and a monster. The old man would pay for those insults with his life.

      Soulless feigned interest in the drones as they ate lunch. Before returning to the house with Caroline, he used the toilet. One was located in a back corner of the old barn that was on the property. There were more drones and parts of drones littering the floor of the barn and several tables.

      Soulless was drying his hands on a towel when his phone vibrated. It was Reed calling. He had information on Caroline and Crash.

      “There’s a sister?”

      “Yeah. Her name is Olivia, and she’s in college in California. Caroline’s husband died while in the army and she has an autistic son named Jarod. I’ve seen a photo of this Caroline; now I know why she’s still alive. She’s too hot to kill. Her sister is a looker too.”

      “What about the father?”

      “Raymond ‘Crash’ Wyman is the owner of his own corporation, and is divorced. The ex-wife lives in California and is still milking the poor bastard for alimony, although they’ve been divorced for a long time.”

      Reed went on to tell Soulless about Crash’s net worth. Soulless asked him to repeat what he said and heard the same figure.

      “That’s a lot of money for selling drones to kids.”

      “His drone business brings in money, yeah, but the dude holds a ton of valuable patents and has been in business for decades. Instead of killing Caroline, maybe you should marry her. She’ll be a rich woman someday when the old man kicks off.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Soulless said, but he wasn’t willing to wait for Crash to die of old age. Caroline had interested him because he thought she had the potential to become another Gwen for him. Now he saw other possibilities.

      “Would you really marry her?”

      “Listen carefully. I want you to do something for me… if it’s possible.”

      “What is it?”

      “I knew a woman named Gwen who told me she had heard of people you could hire who would give you an alibi.”

      “Hell, if you paid enough, many people would be willing to lie for you and say you were somewhere you weren’t.”

      “No, this was different. These people pretend to be you in front of witnesses, while you can be elsewhere.”

      “Really? They must be actors and makeup artists to pull that off. You want me to see if I can find them?”

      “If they’re real, you should be able to find them, because they’ll want customers for their service. I may need them soon.”

      “You’ve got something new planned?”

      “More like a backup plan,” Soulless said, although the idea was just taking shape in his devious mind.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless rejoined Crash and Caroline. Caroline had told her father about his offer to rehab the old house on Caroline’s property.

      “That would be great, Gavin,” Crash said. “And I’ll pay the costs. I’m a whiz with mechanical things but all thumbs when it comes to carpentry.”

      Soulless smiled at Caroline. “I’ll have that old house in good shape in no time.”

      They finished lunch and he and Caroline said goodbye to Crash. As they were driving away, Soulless was thinking of ways to kill Crash that might make his death look like an accident. He imagined what damage the large drone would do if it were to strike someone while traveling at its top speed. Something like that would kill somebody and would be ruled an accidental death. And if that someone were Crash, Caroline would inherit his money, along with her sister.

      Soulless still had it in his mind to turn Caroline into another Gwen, but failing that, she could be his key to millions.

      Soulless grinned and was grateful for his new ability to be patient. If he’d killed Caroline and Crash when he first had the chance, he might have cheated himself out of a fortune. And as for Tanner and Henry, now that he knew where they lived, he could kill them at any time.

      Caroline broke him from his reverie.

      “I have to make a stop on the way home, Gavin.”

      “Where to?”

      “The Parker ranch. I left my favorite pair of sunglasses behind when I was there yesterday. I called Sara, Mrs. Parker, while you were in the bathroom; she said it was okay for us to drop by.”

      “Cody Parker’s wife?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I look forward to meeting her.”

      “You’ll like her, and she’s beautiful too.”

      “I’m sure she’s not in your class, Caroline.”

      Caroline turned her head to look at him. “That’s nice of you to say. Are you hitting on me?”

      “I’d be a fool not to.”

      “I haven’t dated anyone in a while. My last relationship ended in a disaster.”

      “I’m not asking you to rush into anything. But tell me, am I your type?”

      “Oh, I find you attractive, even with half your face swollen, but we’ve just met and don’t know each other well.”

      “That’s okay,” Soulless said with a smile. “I’m a patient man.”
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      The size of Tanner’s home shocked Soulless. The place was a palace compared to the house he had lived in as a boy. It was a palace compared to most homes.

      By itself it would be impressive, to have it surrounded by so many acres of land made it doubly so. Without doubt, Tanner was a wealthy man.

      Soulless was no pauper. He had earned or stolen millions, but it was all spread around in different banks and brokerage accounts with nothing to show for it. After getting a glimpse of the life Tanner lived, it caused him to consider his future.

      Once Tanner was dead and he was recognized as the greatest assassin who’d ever lived, what then? A life of going from one contract to the next used to seem exciting. But after having died, after having lost everything, he gained not only an ability to be patient, but had found himself thinking about the future more. He wouldn’t be young forever. He would age and grow old. It would be nice to have a home to call his own someday.

      He decided he would begin working on that when he settled his current business and achieved his revenge against everyone who had wronged him. He needed nothing as grand as Tanner’s huge ranch house, and he sure as hell had no desire to tie himself down to a wife and kids, but a home, a home to call his own, that appealed to him.

      He would return to Russia and settle there, and maybe he’d finally make peace with someone whom he had wronged in the past.

      Soulless smiled at that last thought. He had just admitted to himself that he had been in the wrong. Death had certainly changed him, or maybe he was getting homesick.
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        * * *

      

      Sara left the house and greeted them as they reached the steps of the wraparound porch. Caroline hadn’t lied about Tanner’s wife; the woman was beautiful. She was several years older than Caroline, had dark hair, but was just as desirable as Caroline.

      Soulless was introduced to Sara and smiled as he offered his hand. The smile was genuine; he was imagining how much emotional agony he could cause Tanner if he were to grab Sara and break her neck. Afterward, he could march inside the house and kill the children. Then, of course, Caroline would have to be murdered as well. And when Tanner returned home, Soulless would be there to greet him with shots to the knees, to keep him alive long enough so Tanner could see his loved ones’ corpses.

      The pleasure of the imagined scene left Soulless feeling giddy, and his smile turned into a silly grin.

      Caroline’s voice broke him from his fantasy. “You can let go of her hand now, Gavin.”

      “What?” He looked down and saw that he was still gripping Sara’s hand. He released her and took a step back. “I apologize if I held your hand too hard, Mrs. Parker. My medication is wearing off and I was overcome by a surge of pain.”

      “You didn’t hurt me. But come inside and we’ll get you something for the discomfort. Perhaps an ice pack would help as well for that swelling.”

      The inside of the home fit the outside. Sara led them into the living room. The furniture was traditional, with a lot of dark wood, warm colors in the fabric, and intricate details that gave the room a feeling of substance.

      Soulless’s eyes grew wide when he spotted Lucas. The boy looked like a miniature version of Tanner and had those same devilish eyes. To Soulless’s further surprise, the boy charged at him with a pointing finger raised up.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Gavin. What’s your name?”

      Lucas looked him up and down, then turned to his mother. “I don’t like him.”

      Sara’s mouth opened in shock. “What? Lucas, you behave. Mr. Hutch is a friend of Caroline’s and a guest in our house.”

      Lucas shook his head. “I still don’t like him.”

      Sara made an exasperated sound and patted Lucas on his butt. “Go up to your room, young man, until you learn how to behave.”

      Lucas glared at Soulless, then turned and headed for the stairs. On the landing, he stopped to stare at Soulless again, then continued going up.

      Sara sighed. “I would say that he was going through the terrible twos, but he’s older than that. I’m sorry, Mr. Hutch. Please excuse my son’s rudeness.”

      “Call me, Gavin,” Soulless said, as he pointed to his face. “Maybe the swelling scared him. I do look a little odd.”

      Sara shook her head no. “That’s not it; my boy doesn’t fear easily. He’s like his father in that way.”

      “Is Cody here?” Caroline asked.

      “He’s away taking care of that problem we discussed yesterday. I’m sure he’ll be back any day now.”

      Caroline nodded in understanding, and Soulless suspected that he was the problem they were talking about. Tanner was off looking for whomever had killed Caroline’s people. Soulless was still unaware that Tanner knew it was him.

      “Follow me to the kitchen and I’ll get you that ice pack and some pain relief, Gavin.”

      The kitchen was a chef’s dream. There was an oversized refrigerator, a chest freezer, a stove with double ovens and eight burners, and every other modern convenience a cook could want. The countertops were made of white marble and the floor tile was turquoise in color. Sara went to the pantry and came out with a large first aid kit. She handed Soulless a small package of pain reliever, and an ice pack.

      “Give that ice pack a squeeze and the water in it will mix with a chemical agent that will make the water colder. Speaking of water, I’ll give you a glass of it to wash down the pills.”

      “Gavin, I thought you bought pain medication when we were at the drugstore.”

      “I did, Caroline, but I was trying to do without it; I don’t like taking so many pills.”

      Caroline touched the swollen side of his face as gently as possible. “Don’t be so macho. Take them as long as you need them.”

      “I will.”

      Caroline looked around. “Where’s Franny and little Marian?”

      “Franny took Marian to the library to pick out new picture books. Whenever we find one she loves, we buy it for her.”

      “I’m surprised Lucas didn’t go with them; I know he likes to read.”

      Sara grinned. “He doesn’t want to leave the ranch when his father isn’t here. He says he’s the man of the house when Cody is away.”

      “Oh, he’s such a big little man; you should be proud of him, Sara.”

      “I am, usually. It’s not like Lucas to be so rude, the way he was.”

      “I took no offense,” Soulless said.

      The back door was unlocked, and Henry entered. Soulless greeted him with a fake smile.

      “Do you live here, Henry?”

      “No, I live nearby. I’m just here helping out today.”

      Sara gestured toward the doorway. “I have coffee ready in the living room. Why don’t we settle in there and talk?”

      The women left the kitchen after Henry asked to speak to Gavin alone. They sat at the kitchen table and Soulless held the ice pack to his swollen face.

      “What’s on your mind, Henry?”

      “I know you said that the man who attacked you had most of his face covered, but I was wondering if you noticed anything else about him. The color of his eyes? Approximate age? Did he walk with a limp?”

      “A limp? That’s specific. Do you know who attacked me?”

      “Not for certain.”

      “Um, his eyes were brown. I could only guess at his age; he wasn’t young, and he wasn’t old. As for a limp, I only saw him take the one step inside the room before the hammer hit him in the head. After that, he was down on the floor.”

      Henry stood. “That’s what I figured, but if you remember anything, have Caroline give me a call.”

      “I will.”

      “I’ll see you around, Gavin,” Henry said, then he stood and headed up the back staircase. Soulless took note that Henry seemed comfortable in the house and could come and go as he wished. He was also wondering why he had asked if his assailant had been limping. He’d been limping until recently.

      Is it possible Tanner knows I’m alive?

      He moved down the hallway that led to the living room, then slowed to eavesdrop as he heard Caroline and Sara talking.

      “Has Cody called?” Caroline asked.

      “Just before you arrived. He’s on his way to Virginia and is hoping to learn something there.”

      “It’s still so hard to believe that Soulless could be alive. Cody said he watched the man drown.”

      “I know, and he’s determined to find him and make certain he stays dead this time. Gavin doesn’t know how lucky he is to have survived an encounter with Soulless.”

      They do know, Soulless thought. They know I’m alive and that I’ve been the one hunting down Caroline and her father. How the hell did they find out?

      The conversation also confirmed something Soulless suspected was true. Sara knew her husband was Tanner. The woman would have to have been a dolt not to know.

      Soulless moved back along the hallway a few paces, then cleared his throat as he pretended to be just returning from the kitchen.

      When Sara offered him coffee, he declined, then asked about the house.

      “It was recently built, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, it’s only a few years old.”

      “Was there a house on the property before?”

      “Um, two actually.”

      “Your husband must be a wealthy man, and lucky to have grown up so privileged.”

      “The Parker’s had money when Cody was growing up, but I wouldn’t say he had been lucky. He lost his mother as a boy and the rest of his family years later.”

      “All of them?”

      Sara went on to tell Soulless about Alonso Alvarado’s attack on the house, and how Cody was the sole survivor.

      “That must have affected him, to lose his family that way while still young.”

      “It did affect him… and it changed the direction of his life.”
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      Soulless and Caroline stayed for a few more minutes, then they were back in her car and headed to her home.

      “Sara is nice, isn’t she?”

      “Yes, she is,” Soulless said. “I’m sure her husband loves her very much, her and the children. Having lost one family, he must truly cherish the one he has now.”

      “Oh yes. There’s nothing Cody wouldn’t do for them, and I know he loves Sara more than anything.”

      Good, the bastard will suffer that much more when I kill her.
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      Tanner was in Virginia and visiting the hotel where Soulless had stayed. Since he didn’t have a photo or a description of what Soulless currently looked like, he wasn’t certain how to ask people about him. However, he did know what phony name Soulless had been using and, thanks to Tim Jackson, he knew what room Soulless had stayed in. Unfortunately, the hotel no longer had video taken by the interior or exterior cameras that had been recorded at that time. It had been mysteriously deleted before it could be uploaded to cloud storage. Tim told Tanner it hadn’t been a glitch that erased the video.

      “Someone entered their computer and deleted the videos, Tanner. Whoever is helping Soulless is no amateur at hacking. It took skill to bypass the hotel’s firewall.”

      Tanner asked several members of the staff about Soulless by referencing the phony name he used. No one remembered him. That was not surprising; Soulless would have been a quiet guest, to not attract attention.

      Tanner was on his way out of the hotel when a short man approached him. The guy was wearing jeans and an old, faded Pittsburgh Steelers hoodie. He had reddish hair and was smirking about something.

      “I can help you find the guy you’re looking for.”

      “You work here?”

      “Yeah, but it’s my day off. I only came in to collect a bet one of the bellboys owed me.”

      “Tell me what you know.”

      The man pointed across the street, to where there was a restaurant. “I talk better on a full stomach. How about buying me lunch?”

      Tanner understood the smirk. The man was out to get what he could for the information he had.

      “All right, let’s eat.”

      The man pulled the hood up before leaving the hotel, even though it was a warm spring day. When Tanner saw him look around with watchful eyes, he asked him why he was nervous.

      “They said there was a guy in the hotel looking for me earlier. I think he might be the husband of a neighbor lady I’m doing.”

      “What did the man look like?”

      “Irv, the guy working the front desk, said he was a tall dude and had on sunglasses.”

      They entered the restaurant, which was crowded but still had a table open. Tanner asked his companion to tell him about Soulless.

      “For one thing, that guy is an asshole. The bastard held a knife to my throat, and I was trying to help him.”

      Hooper explained how he had come upon Soulless while driving his car as Soulless had been out taking a walk.

      “Did the man limp?”

      “A limp? No, he didn’t limp, and he was moving at a good pace.”

      A waiter came over and took their orders. They both asked for beer, but Tanner hadn’t ordered any food, as he wasn’t expecting to stay long. His companion had ordered a T-bone steak. The man’s name was Fred Hooper; he had worked at the hotel for over ten years. He was the same man who had helped Soulless avoid Leonardo and Samira.

      “How did you help him?”

      “You’re not the first one to come here looking for the guy. There was a man and a woman asking about him last week, when he was still staying here.”

      “Did you get their names?”

      “No, but I got a picture of them.”

      “Let me see it.”

      Hooper’s smirk turned into a smile. “It’s worth more than a steak.”

      Tanner took out his wallet and placed a hundred-dollar bill on the table. “The picture. Let me see it.”

      “I was thinking it was worth more like five hundred.”

      “And I’m thinking about dragging you into an alley and beating you until you tell me everything you know.”

      Hooper took out his phone. He was a weasel of a man but not a fool; he could tell that Tanner was being serious. He showed Tanner the photo. It had been taken from a distance while zooming in and was a bit blurry. The faces of the man and the woman were still easy to make out. Tanner sent the photo to his phone.

      The beer had been delivered to the table as he’d been studying the photo. Tanner took a sip as Hooper spoke.

      “The man you’re looking for said they were from Greece and that he owed a friend of theirs money.”

      “Describe the man to me.”

      “Huh? I thought you knew him.”

      “Tell me what he looks like.”

      Hooper did so in general terms. He mentioned the long hair Soulless had at the time but not the blue eyes. While he’d been in Virginia, Soulless hadn’t been wearing the blue contact lenses.

      “You’re certain the man didn’t walk with a limp?”

      “No limp, and like I said, he was taking a walk when I told him there were people looking for him.”

      “But he had a car too, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Describe it to me,” Tanner said, although he felt certain Soulless was no longer using the same vehicle. He had reached Canada by plane after killing David Cromwell and his family in Pennsylvania. Whatever vehicle he’d been using must have been left behind.

      Hooper described the car and ended with more news. “The guy followed the man and the woman who had been asking about him when they left the hotel. After that, I never saw any of them again.”

      “You’re certain he followed them?”

      “Yeah. He parked down the street and watched them with a pair of binoculars. When they drove off, he followed them.”

      “What were they driving?”

      “Shit. I don’t remember. But it was some sort of mid-sized car and I think it was blue.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No. You got your money’s worth out of me, and then some.”

      Tanner placed cash on the table as he stood. “That’s for the food; leave the change for a tip.”

      He was out of the restaurant and on his phone as he walked back to his car. Tim Jackson answered on the second ring.

      “What’s up, Tanner?”

      “Leonardo and Samira were in Virginia the same time as Soulless. Soulless followed them. That could mean they interacted with him and somehow survived. Look for any police activity in Virginia that mentions them.”

      “Hold on, and I’ll check while I have you on the phone. If there was a police report, there would be a public record.”

      Tanner stayed on the line while Tim searched, and returned to his vehicle, which was parked around the corner. Tim came back on the line two minutes later.

      “I have them. Someone attempted to rob them as they were leaving a restaurant, but there was an off-duty cop who scared away the armed robber.”

      “Is there a description listed of the robber?”

      “Yeah, but it’s vague. The cop said he was tall, muscular, and had long dark hair. You think it was Soulless, don’t you?”

      “I do. If that cop hadn’t been there, Leonardo and Samira would be dead. I think that bomb Soulless left behind in New Orleans was meant for them as well.”

      “It would have worked if you hadn’t set it off first. They’re in New Orleans now; they took a flight there from Florida.”

      “That could mean that Soulless had also been in Florida at some point.”

      “He might have been. We know he was in Winnipeg, Canada, where he murdered a cop and killed Jane Dygert. The first flight to America the next morning landed in Jacksonville, Florida. If he took that flight, it would explain why Leonardo and his sister were in Florida; they were still following Soulless.”

      “Is there any evidence that he’s been to Chicago?”

      “You’re thinking he may have gotten to Dana Leonard?”

      “Yeah, but I hope I’m wrong.”

      “Hold on, let me check something.”

      Tim spoke again a few minutes later; his voice was subdued.

      “The flight Soulless took from Pittsburgh to reach Winnipeg had a one-hour layover in Chicago. If his hacker was able to locate Dana Leonard, Soulless might have had enough time to… well, enough time.”

      “I think my next stop is Chicago. If Dana is all right, I’ll make sure she stays that way, and if she’s not, maybe I’ll find something that will lead me to Soulless.”

      “Good luck, and be careful.”

      “I’ll call you later, when I know more.”

      “And I’ll keep track of Soulless’s movements by monitoring his credit card, if he ever uses it again. By now, he probably has taken on another fake identity.”

      “Which he got with help from his hacker. We need to know who that is.”

      “I’m still looking.”

      “And if he can be found, I know you’ll do it.”

      Tanner thought about his conversation with Fred Hooper. Something about it seemed wrong. He hadn’t thought the man was lying, but there was something…

      It came to him in a flash. Fred Hooper had seen Soulless’s new face, he could identify him. So why was the man still alive and not dead like the woman Soulless had slept with in Nashville?

      Tanner left his car and walked back toward the restaurant, where Hooper would still be eating his steak. He’d take the man somewhere safe, then later put him together with a good sketch artist, to get a likeness of Soulless’s new face. When Tanner remembered that someone had been looking for Hooper, he started to run. That someone might not have been a jealous husband; it could have been Soulless.

      He was nearing the corner when he heard the faint echo of four shots. They had been mixed with the sound of breaking glass, followed by screams. After turning the corner, he saw people running his way, as others fled the restaurant with panicked faces.

      Tanner cursed. Knowing those shots meant Fred Hooper was dead. He stopped running and scanned the street. Most people were fleeing the area in fear of their lives, two were ducked behind a van to hide, and on the street, one car had rear-ended another. But there was one man who was walking away in a casual manner. The guy had dark hair and was wearing a T-shirt and jeans.

      Tanner was moving toward him when a woman approached the man. When she used sign language, and the man answered in kind, Tanner eliminated him as a possibility. The guy wasn’t an assassin walking away calmly after completing a hit. He was a deaf man who hadn’t heard the shots.

      Tanner came even with the restaurant. The glass at the front of it was broken. The shooter had shot Hooper from the sidewalk, which was a good ten yards from where Hooper had been seated. And yes, Fred Hooper was dead. He lay on the floor beside the table in a puddle of blood. All four shots had struck him in the back in a nice, tight pattern. Whoever the shooter was, he had skill, if not good judgment. Firing into a crowded restaurant with dozens of witnesses nearby wasn’t the best way to complete a hit.

      Tanner studied the street again. Along the block beyond was a tall man moving at a brisk pace on the other side of the street. Like Hooper, he was wearing a jacket with the hood up; the jacket was gray. Tanner followed him, hoping he was Soulless.

      Whoever the man was, he jumped as a siren wailed nearby and a police car came around the corner. There were two cops inside the cruiser, one was on the radio and the other was driving. They were both staring straight ahead at the restaurant.

      Tanner moved into a run after the police car passed. The guy in the hood left the sidewalk to get in an old brown car that was parked at the curb. It was a 1998 Ford Escort. The doors weren’t locked, so the man slid into it without taking out a set of keys. Tanner ran around to the other side and climbed in.

      The other man said, “Shit!” and went to reach for the gun that was lying in the front pouch pocket of the hoodie he wore.

      Tanner pressed his weapon against the man’s side. “You’ll be dead before you get the gun out.”

      The guy moved his hand away from his pocket as a sick expression came over him and he began to sweat, while his hands shook.

      Tanner felt a keen disappointment. The guy wasn’t Soulless. Soulless’s hands wouldn’t shake if he were confronted, and he wouldn’t look like he wanted to throw up. He was also too young, and a bit too tall to be Soulless. Plastic surgery might make him appear younger but wouldn’t have increased his height.

      The old car they were in had been stolen. There was a screwdriver sticking out of the steering column where a key normally would be.

      “Who hired you to kill Hooper?”

      The guy had to swallow the lump of fear in his throat before he could speak.

      “I don’t know. It came in over the internet, along with money for airfare.”

      “Where did you fly here from?”

      “New York City.”

      “What name do you go by?”

      “Dagger.”

      “Start driving, Dagger, before the cops lock this area down.”

      “Where to?”

      “Just start driving. I’ll give you directions.”

      Dagger twisted the handle of the screwdriver and the old car kicked over. They moved away from the curb as two more police cars came from the area behind them and arrived at the restaurant.

      Dagger was licking his lips often, but his hands had stopped shaking.

      “Are you a cop? I saw you talking to Hooper.”

      “My name is Tanner.”

      The fear left the man’s face, to be replaced by a look of awe.

      “Those eyes. Shit, you are Tanner, aren’t you? Oh, my God. Were you here to kill Hooper too?”

      “I wanted to keep the man alive. Thanks to you, that won’t happen.”

      Dagger spoke in a quiet voice. “I’m sorry.”

      “Give me your gun.”

      Dagger did so, using one hand. His movements were measured, and he was careful not to point the weapon at Tanner. It was a Beretta Tomcat. Tanner removed the magazine and checked the chamber.

      “You say you were hired over the internet. Do you have the computer the message came in on?”

      Dagger nodded. “My laptop is inside my car.”

      “Let’s go to your car.”

      Dagger’s car had been left parked at a supermarket. When he put the turn signal on to pull into the lot, Tanner told him to keep driving.

      “But my car is in there; it’s a rented white Civic.”

      “And you stole this car from that parking lot, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It might be wise not to return to the scene of the crime while driving the car you stole. Make a left onto that side street up ahead. The one with the brick building on the corner.”

      Dagger followed directions. When Tanner told him to park, he pulled into a space that was between a green van and a white pickup truck.

      “Turn the engine off and hand me the keys to your car.”

      “It works with a key fob.”

      Dagger killed the engine and slid a hand into a side pocket. Tanner was expecting him to try something, but Dagger was being compliant. After handing Tanner the key fob, he asked a question.

      “What now?”

      Tanner was wondering the same thing. He could kill Dagger, but why? Like himself, the man was an assassin. He’d been hired to do a job and had completed it. He’d done it in a sloppy and public manner, but he had killed his target.

      Other than going for his gun when first confronted, Dagger hadn’t tried to attack him and had answered his questions.

      “I’m going to take your car. Don’t follow me. If I see you again, I’ll kill you.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Sir?”

      Dagger shrugged. “You’re Tanner.”

      “I’ll be keeping your laptop. What’s the password?”

      “Dagger, same as my name.”

      Tanner opened the car door. “Stay here for half an hour, then you can go. I’ll leave your rental car near the restaurant.”

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to return to the scene of a crime.”

      “You’ll have to risk it if you want the car back,” Tanner said. When he was nearing the corner, he chucked the Beretta and its magazine down an open sewer grate.

      The key fob had a tag attached that had the vehicle’s description and license plate numbers on it. Tanner located the car parked at the rear of the lot.

      He drove it back to where he’d left his own vehicle and found the laptop stowed away under the front seat. The password “Dagger” was correct. Tanner would send it off to Tim Jackson and see what he could do with it.

      Once he was back inside his own rental, he drove to the airfield where he’d left his plane. He called the number he had for Dana once more before charting his course to Chicago. She didn’t answer, and he left no message. Less than an hour later, he was in the air and headed for the windy city.
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      Jessica White called Tanner after he had landed in an airfield outside Chicago. He was in the middle of performing a postflight check when he took the call.

      “Hello, Jessica, do you have news about Soulless?”

      “I do, and it’s thanks to you and your suggestion that Pyro may have been active internationally.”

      “What’s happened?”

      “The police investigating the murder of Kasiani Sula in Greece went back over the scene to see if they could tie her murder to Pyro. They also spoke to the people in the area again and talked to a man who owned a business across the street from where the murder and arson took place. He closed his business because he was retiring, but he was in the shop the second time the police came around. Cody, he had a hidden exterior camera that captured Soulless entering and leaving the scene.”

      “The man in the video has been identified as being Soulless?”

      “Yes. I’ll send you a copy of the video. I realize he’s had his face altered since then, but the authorities here and overseas are changing Soulless’s status, as they no longer believe he drowned. He’s a wanted man again, and new face or not, there will be a manhunt on for him.”

      “He already has people after him. I’ve learned that Kasiani Sula’s son and daughter are here in America and are hunting Soulless. If they find him, they’ll have no more mercy on him than I would.”

      “If he hasn’t already gone into hiding he might once he’s aware that everyone knows he’s alive. The news of his connection to Pyro has leaked out as well. I received a call from a reporter asking me to confirm that Soulless and Pyro are one. I declined to comment.”

      “Thanks for letting me know about this, Jessica, and send me that video.”

      “I will, and we’ll keep looking for Soulless too. Right now, I’m going over the evidence that was gathered at Pyro’s murders overseas.”

      “And I’m hoping to catch up to him by following the path of destruction he’s left behind.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “I’m in Chicago.”

      “Does this concern that woman you mentioned, Dana Leonard?”

      “Yeah. I think Soulless might have gotten to her before she could be warned.”

      “Dear God, the man is on a killing spree.”

      “I spoke to someone who’s seen his new face,” Tanner said, and gave Jessica the description Hooper had given him.”

      “Other than the long hair, that description could fit a lot of men.”

      “I know, but I was lucky to get even that. Soulless sent someone to Virginia to kill Hooper.”

      “More hired help, like the men he sent to kill me?”

      “Those three were much better than the man he sent to kill Hooper, but the guy did get the job done.”

      “Watch your back, Cody.”

      “I will, and you and White do the same.”

      The call ended a minute later. Afterward, Tanner watched the video of Soulless that had been taken in Greece. It was like looking at a ghost.

      Soulless’s hair was longer. He’d been filmed from an angle that showed him from the chest up, so it was difficult to tell whether he’d been walking with a limp. Behind him was the blaze he had set to consume Kasiani’s store and any evidence he might have left behind. Whatever the fire destroyed, it hadn’t harmed the video, and now the world knew Soulless was alive.

      Tanner intended to correct that.
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      A short time later, Soulless was watching the same video clip in Caroline’s living room. At the bottom of the screen was a caption in bold letters.

      BACK FROM THE DEAD?

      The video ended, and a reporter appeared, his face looking grave.

      “The FBI confirmed that the video you’ve just viewed shows the assassin named Soulless leaving the scene of a murder and arson that took place in Athens, Greece, recently. It’s also being reported that Soulless and the serial killer known as Pyro are the same person.”

      Soulless was alone in the house, as Caroline had left to pick up Jarod from his school. Soulless flipped through the channels and saw similar reports. Many of them recounted the successful assassinations he had made. Whenever they reported on the assassination of A.J. Pirrello, which had taken place in Mexico, words such as massacre and atrocity were used. They were fitting. Soulless had not only killed Pirrello, but had wiped out most of the Pirrello family, as they gathered at a funeral when Soulless had set off seven bombs in a cemetery. That one act had a final death toll of a hundred and sixty-three and had spawned a massive hunt for Soulless by law enforcement worldwide.

      Soulless shut off the TV and paced. Feeling the need for more room, he headed outside and walked to the old house on the property. He had told Caroline he would be out there when she returned, as he decided what work needed to be done on the place. After more pacing in front of the house, Soulless called his hacker. He too had seen the video.

      “Have you watched the news recently?”

      “Yes. My secret is no longer a secret.”

      “Are you really Pyro too? Dude, what’s with killing all the women?”

      “I killed them because they knew what I looked like and could identify me. Be glad you don’t know what I look like.”

      “Cops everywhere are going to be hunting for you.”

      “The cops aren’t a problem, and neither is Tanner now. I can kill him when I’m ready. Right now, it’s time I got back to work.”

      “You mean take contracts?”

      “Yes. Let it be known that I’m back in business, then forward any offers to me that come in.”

      “People that hire you really want somebody dead, and they don’t care who dies with them.”

      “That’s right. Have you made any progress on that other matter?”

      “Kinda. I asked around in a hacker community I post on sometime. One of the people there sent me an email address they said would be answered by a group calling themselves Alibi INC.”

      “You understand that I don’t want someone to give me an alibi, right? I want them to make people believe that they’re someone else, so it appears that person has an alibi.”

      “I know, and that was what I asked for. Now, I’m waiting to get a response.”

      “If they respond, tell them it will be a rush job, but that I will pay extra.”

      “Who do they have to look like?”

      “Do you have a photo of Caroline?”

      “I have several; the woman is hot.”

      “I need someone to impersonate her; I’ll also need someone to impersonate Gavin Hutch.”

      “Hutch? I thought he was dead.”

      “He is. I want to make it look like he’s still alive.”

      “Ah, okay. I guess.”

      “Don’t guess. Find someone from Alibi INC., and let people know I’m taking contracts again.”

      “Okay, and um, didn’t you say something about paying me the other day?”

      “I’ll send you twenty-five thousand dollars in crypto currency. You’ll get another twenty-five when you get me what I want.”

      “You’ll get it. If these Alibi people are real, I’ll find them.”
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      Soulless waved to Caroline when she returned home with her son, Jarod. Soulless didn’t know what to make of the autistic child, who seemed to be in a world of his own. He spent as little time around Jarod as possible. He had never liked children, even when he had been one, and the reaction Lucas Parker had toward him was something he had received from a child on two other occasions. Some of them could sense what he was. While Jarod was a mystery, Soulless did know what to make of Lucas; he didn’t like the boy. He looked too much like Tanner.

      Before leaving to pick up her son, Caroline had taken Soulless down to the home’s basement and shown him the tool room and workshop that had belonged to her late father-in-law, whom she had never met. The man had died before Caroline had married his son, and he’d left behind a room full of tools and equipment.

      It brought back memories to Soulless, since so many of the old tools were like the ones he had used as a boy. And again, he found himself thinking about his old home in Russia, and of the people he’d left behind, with one in particular.

      He shook his head to clear it of memories and felt an ache. The hammer that hit him had come close to dislocating his jaw. If Gavin Hutch hadn’t died from the fall he’d taken, Soulless would have used that hammer to kill him.

      He began taking a mental inventory of what needed to be done in the house. As he’d told Caroline, the home’s structure was solid. Many of its fixtures would need to be replaced, but the old steam radiators could stay, along with the cast iron bathtub.

      The tub was filthy, but Soulless had seen his father and uncle restore one that had been in far worse condition. The old faucet connected to it would have to be replaced, the peeling paint on the outside of it sanded off, and the interior would need to be washed with acid before he could fill in the dings and dents with a resin.

      Buying the acid would give him an excuse to acquire other chemicals and supplies he would need, now that he was going to be performing assassinations again. During his time with Gwen, she’d taught him much about explosives; he was eager to put his new knowledge to use.

      Crash returned home from his day of playing with his drones, and a short time later Caroline walked out to the old house to join Soulless.

      “Since you’re our guest, I’ll let you decide what we have for dinner. I can either make spaghetti and meatballs or fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and corn.”

      “Make whatever is easier to feed your father and son, then let me take you out to dinner. I still owe you for rescuing me from that maniac who tried to kill me.”

      “I’ll make fried chicken and I’ll take a raincheck on the dinner. Daddy has a conference call he has to be a part of at seven and won’t be able to watch Jarod for me.”

      “I was looking at the photos above the fireplace and noticed a picture of a girl who looks like you. Is she your sister?”

      “She is. Her name is Olivia. She’ll be home in a few weeks from college. I can’t wait to see her again.”

      “And what about your mother? I haven’t seen any photos of her.”

      Caroline’s posture grew rigid. “She’s not involved in our lives. I haven’t seen her since I was a child, and she abandoned Olivia too. Daddy didn’t father Olivia, yet he raised her like his own. I don’t consider my mother to be a part of the family.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      Caroline changed the subject as she gestured toward the garage. “I want to show you something.”

      Soulless followed her and they entered the side door in the garage. The space held little clutter. There was no need to store anything in it since there was also a large shed on the property. There was a vehicle inside the garage. It was an old black SUV. It was dusty, its hood was sitting open, and a trickle charger was attached to its battery.

      “That was my mother-in-law’s car. She rarely used it. It’s twenty years old and I don’t think it has thirty thousand miles on it. Daddy suggested I let you use it while you’re here.”

      Soulless opened the liftgate on the vehicle. If he were to fold down the rear seats, there would be a sizable cargo area.

      “This will come in handy when I buy supplies to work on the old house. Thank you.”

      “I should be thanking you, and Daddy. He offered to pay for whatever was needed, and he’ll pay you for your work too.”

      Soulless shook his head. “I don’t want any money; I’m doing this to thank you for saving my life. It’s the least I can do.”

      Caroline leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. Soulless was about to grab her and pull her to him for a proper kiss, then stopped himself, knowing he shouldn’t rush things.

      It still shocked him that he had such patience, but he was enjoying his new ability. It was a delicious feeling to have one’s enemies available for slaughter at your leisure and knowing you could kill them at any time. Caroline continued to exist because she might become a companion to him, as Gwen had been. If not, she would be useful in another way, one that would see him gaining a fortune, her father’s fortune.

      “That kiss was nice. I hope you give me more of them.”

      “That was a thank you kiss. You should be furious at my father and I for having gotten you into this situation. Instead, you’re willing to help us.”

      “What exactly is this situation, Caroline? I know someone was out to get to you by going through me and the other surrogates, but why?”

      “There’s a madman after us. The authorities are aware of him now and will be looking for him, along with someone else.”

      “Someone else? Who?”

      “A very special man,” Caroline said, as her eyes took on a faraway look, and Soulless knew she was talking about Tanner. He was beginning to think the woman was in love with Tanner. If so, she’d never be suitable to share his life as the next Gwen, no matter how much fascination she had for assassins. And he hadn’t missed the fact that she had referred to him as a madman.

      Soulless returned to the old house as Caroline went inside to make dinner. Soulless walked into the bathroom and sat on the edge of the bathtub to think.

      His thoughts were dark, devious, and full of death.
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      After her encounter with Tanner and a close brush with death, Dana Leonard had moved out of her apartment. Tanner had visited her there, had known where she lived, and she never wanted to see him again, even though he had forgiven her.

      Tanner hadn’t held a grudge, but Soulless had, and he had also tracked her down and killed her.

      Tanner knew she was dead after finding the door to her new apartment unlocked. A closer look revealed that the door had been forced open. After entering, the odor of death only confirmed that Soulless had been there.

      Dana had been killed in her bedroom. Soulless must have come upon her after she had stepped out of the shower. She wore a robe that had come loose and was sitting open and there was a towel wrapped around her head, indicating she had washed her blonde hair. She’d been strangled to death.

      There was a shotgun on the floor, with half of it under the bed. Tanner read the scene. Dana must have realized that someone had broken in and went for the shotgun she kept beneath the bed. Soulless attacked her before she could pull the weapon all the way out and tackled her onto the bed where he choked the life out of her.

      The stench of her corpse had Tanner wanting to leave the apartment. He endured it while looking around, hoping to find something useful.

      He found it as he was opening the door to leave and noticed that there was a small gap at the top of the doorframe. After stepping into the hall, Tanner looked up and saw the apartment numbers. Dana had lived on the third floor, in apartment 316. At the center of the loop in the six was a small black dot. After he inspected it, Tanner realized it was a camera.

      He returned inside, shut the door, and used a chair to stand on. He took out a set of lockpicks that also contained a small screwdriver. Tanner used it to widen the gap and remove a panel that was over the door. Behind that panel was a wireless spy camera.

      After getting off the chair, he looked around for the receiver the video camera would have sent its images to. He didn’t see one anywhere, then returned to the bedroom after recalling the shotgun. The receiver unit was under the bed and had a green flashing light. Tanner brought it out, opened it up, and removed the data card that held the video.

      Before leaving the bedroom, Tanner gave Dana Leonard one final look. The woman would still be alive if Soulless hadn’t cheated death. She would also still be alive if she hadn’t become involved in a plot to have himself and Soulless killed.

      He left the apartment and returned to the vehicle he had rented. A short drive took him to an electronics store, where he bought a laptop he could use to view the video captured by the data card. He wanted to have a screen that was larger than the one on his phone.

      Along with the laptop, he bought an electronic game, a mechanical dog, and other items that would be given as gifts when he returned home. He never returned home empty-handed after a trip away from the ranch.

      He waited until he was back inside his car to view what the camera had captured.

      There were thirty-seven separate videos. Most were brief clips that showed Dana’s neighbors coming and going from their apartments, and there were two featuring himself. One video was quite different. It showed a man wearing a hat approaching the door. The bottom half of his face was covered, but his eyes were visible as he looked up to confirm he had the right apartment number.

      Instead of picking the locks, the man forced the door open by slamming his shoulder against it three times.

      He was next seen on camera as he left the apartment. From behind, you could see that he had long hair. What he didn’t have was a limp. If the man was Soulless, his injured leg had healed.

      Soulless had spent six minutes inside the apartment according to the timestamps on the two videos. They had been the worst and last minutes of Dana Leonard’s life.

      Tanner pondered his next move and decided he would head home. Now that the world knew Soulless was still alive, there would be an army of police and federal agents looking for him, and in more than one country. He couldn’t hide forever, and when he surfaced, Tanner would be there to send him to hell.
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      Two weeks later, the swelling on the right side of Soulless’s face had long subsided, and with it went the pain he’d been feeling.

      Being Gavin Hutch and living in the small town of Stark was the perfect hiding place and a great way to stay out of sight of the law. Now that he was a wanted man again, cops and Feds everywhere had dreams of being the one to capture him. Although hidden, he wasn’t planning to go unnoticed. He was ready to get back to work.

      His hacker had forwarded to him an email containing the seven offers he’d received to perform assassinations. He thought three of them were obvious attempts by law enforcement to place him in a position where he would be easy to apprehend, but the other four seemed to be legitimate.

      He decided to take two of the contracts. The one that was closest to Stark would need to be handled first, although it was still out of the country and in Mexico. It seemed to have the least chance of being a trap than the others and was challenging. Despite that, the money offered was less than he would have liked, and only half would be paid upfront.

      Soulless didn’t care about the money; he wanted everyone to know he was back, and that he wasn’t cowering somewhere in fear of the police.

      Soulless agreed to make the hit on a Mexican cartel leader in Nuevo León. The belief was that the man was too well protected to be assassinated, and he had already survived an attempt on his life a year earlier. When Soulless had his hacker research the man, he came up with an interesting fact.

      “The guy’s youngest daughter is getting married soon.”

      “Find out everything you can about the wedding.”

      Reed, the hacker, had laughed. “That won’t be hard. The daughter is some kind of social media star. She posts everything about her life online for anyone to see. The wedding will be live-streamed.”

      “Good. Find out what you can and send me the details.”

      “You’re really going after this cartel leader? Dude, he must have a hundred men guarding his ass. You’ll never get within a mile of him.”

      Soulless had smiled. “I plan to attend the wedding.”

      “You’re nuts. You’d never get past security, and I’m sure they’ll have metal detectors.”

      “Just get me that information.”

      Soulless had a plan. If it worked, the hit would be talked about for years and cement his reputation as a top assassin. Then, when Tanner died, there would be no doubt about who killed him.
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      Leonardo and Samira were in Texas and had been for days.

      After discovering the damaged motel room in New Orleans, they had puzzled over what had happened. Their hope that Soulless had blown himself up faded after learning no one had been injured in the explosion. It was Samira who had figured out that the chemical explosives had been meant for them.

      “He knows we’re after him, Leonardo. We need to be more careful.”

      They were aware that it was Soulless they hunted, having seen the video that had surfaced of him leaving their mother’s shop in Athens. Soulless’s reputation didn’t intimidate the siblings; they only feared that someone might get to him before they could exact their vengeance.

      When the person they had helping them in Greece called with an update, they discovered that Soulless had last used his credit card at a convenience store in Raylorville, Texas. It wasn’t Soulless who had used the card, it had been someone else.
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      Jonesy was a drug addict. He’d been one for most of his life and was only twenty-seven. He’d found the credit card Soulless had been using behind the convenience store in Raylorville.

      Soulless had tossed the card away along with all the other ID he’d been carrying, and which he had acquired in Greece. He no longer needed it since he was using Gavin Hutch’s identity. He had done that on the trip into Stark with Caroline, when they had stopped to buy ice for his swollen face.

      One of the convenience store employees had dumped the trash into a dumpster at the back of the building. The bag had split open, and the credit card had eventually fallen out of the dumpster through a rusted crack at its bottom.

      Jonesy happened along on Friday morning after the garbage truck picked up the trash, then came across the credit card. He was elated by his good luck and used the card to buy food and wine.

      Afterward, he walked to the home of a friend who lived over his parents’ garage. The friend had been about to tell him to get lost until he spotted the wine. Jonesy entered and was thrilled to see that his friend had weed. The two spent the day smoking, drinking, and playing video games.

      By using that card, Jonesy had not only attracted the attention of Leonardo and Samira, but he’d also caught Tanner’s interest. Tim Jackson let Tanner know that the card had been used.
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      The city of Raylorville was about fifty miles away from Stark. That was too close for Tanner. It made him wonder if Soulless had found another way to track down Caroline and Crash. That concern disappeared when Tim sent him video captured by the convenience store’s security camera. Jonesy had been filmed using the card, and Tim had hacked into the system to retrieve the video.

      “It’s definitely not Soulless, Tanner. Whoever the guy is, he’s as thin as a rail and short.”

      “I’d still like to find him. Let me know if he uses the card again, and where.”

      “I will, but he likely will have moved on by the time you could get there.”

      “I’m wondering if Soulless is using the guy to buy him food while he recovers from the injuries he got by falling down the stairs. If so, he might be worse off than I thought.”

      “He can’t suffer enough after all the pain he’s caused.”

      “I agree. I’d still like to put him out of his misery.”
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      Soulless wasn’t healing or hiding. He was planning to make certain everyone knew he was back. To do so, he would take a contract and fulfill it in a way only he could.

      He had been researching the caterer that was being used for the wedding of the cartel leader. They specialized in huge gatherings and catered to the wealthy.

      Soulless had used his time preparing for the hit. Along with buying supplies to renovate the old house, he had also obtained what he needed to fulfill the assassination. Caroline and Crash stayed away from the old house most of the time, leaving him the opportunity he needed to prepare. Still, it would take him hours to drive to Monterrey, the capital of the Mexican state, Nuevo León. Then he’d have to drive back, and when you included the time he would need to set up the assassination, he required at least ten hours. Fortunately, he was planning to work under the cover of night. He would sneak away from Caroline’s home, drive into Mexico, do what he needed to do, and be back in the morning before he was missed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He had just finished packing the items he planned to travel to Mexico with into the SUV when Caroline left the house and headed toward him.

      Soulless wanted her, but she was playing hard to get. They had finally had their dinner out, had enjoyed each other’s company, but the night had ended with a peck on the cheek. It left him feeling resentful. If he’d been Cody Parker, Caroline would have dropped to her knees at the end of the night.

      He was more convinced than ever that she was in love with Parker. When a small plane flew overhead the other day, she had mentioned that it belonged to Parker, who was returning to his ranch.

      “The man’s a pilot?”

      “Yes, and he can fly helicopters too. There’s not much Cody can’t do.”

      Caroline had said those last words in a soft voice with a dreamy look in her eyes. Tanner was her hero, and her secret crush.

      As for him, he was pretending to be Gavin Hutch, a man she’d first met when he was running away in terror from another man, one who Gavin had admitted was lying on a floor bleeding and fighting to stay conscious. It was no wonder he only rated a peck on the cheek. Compared to Cody Parker, Gavin Hutch was barely a man.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline greeted him with a smile. “I came to tell you that dinner is ready. How is the house coming along?”

      “I’ve replaced the old electrical outlets and switches, patched all the walls, sanded the floors, and started in the bathroom by replacing that wobbly toilet. Once I move out that old bathtub, I can tile the floor.”

      “That bathtub must weigh a ton, and it’s filthy. Maybe we should replace it with a new one.”

      “No. I can clean it and make it look like new; I will need help getting it moved.”

      “I’d ask Daddy, but he shouldn’t handle anything that heavy or he might throw out his back. I’ll call Henry; I’m sure he’d be willing to help.”

      “Have you and he ever dated?”

      “Henry? No, he used to date my little sister; they’re the same age.”

      “I thought he was older than that.”

      “It’s the beard; it makes him look more mature than he is. I’ll give him a call and see if he’ll help you move the tub.”

      They entered the house and Soulless’s mouth watered as he smelled the lasagna Caroline had baked. He went into the powder room in the hall to wash his hands. When he came out, Jarod was standing in the hall and staring at him. It was the first time Soulless had ever seen the boy look directly at him. The eyes looking into his seemed full of knowledge, as if he knew who and what Soulless was. The moment passed, and Jarod turned and walked into the kitchen, leaving Soulless with the eerie feeling he had just been warned.

      He laughed at himself. Nonsense, the boy’s not even all there.

      Nonsense or not, Soulless decided he would spend as little time around Jarod Lang as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            TABLE MANNERS
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      The following night, Soulless crept out of his bedroom and into the hallway. Caroline was getting her son ready for bed and wouldn’t notice him leaving. It would have been safer to sneak out of the house after everyone had gone to sleep, but the sooner he left, the more time he would have in Mexico.

      He’d gone to bed early while complaining of a headache. It was unlikely anyone would knock on his door or enter his room while he was gone. Certainly not Caroline, who wouldn’t even kiss him.

      Crash was still in the living room, but he had fallen asleep in front of the television, as he usually did after dinner. Soulless paused as he was moving past him, imagining how easy and satisfying it would be to kill the bastard. The son of a bitch had insulted him in a public forum and had consistently ranked him as Tanner’s inferior.

      But no, now wasn’t the time. And thanks to Caroline welcoming him into their home, he could kill the old bastard at his leisure.

      He slipped out the back door and locked it behind him using a key he’d been given. When he reached the black SUV, he eased the door open and climbed in. Caroline’s home had been built on an elevated piece of land and the long driveway sloped downward toward the street. Soulless placed the SUV in neutral, released the parking brake, and let the vehicle coast. When he reached the street, he applied the brake, placed the SUV back in park, and started the engine, to begin his journey to Mexico.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He made great time getting to Monterrey, making the over two-hundred-mile trip in three hours and twenty-eight minutes. The nearby mountain of Cerro De La Silla was but a vague, massive shape in the darkness and lent the night an ominous feeling.

      His destination was the building where the wedding caterer was located. Reed had been right when he said that Soulless had no chance to get close to his target at the wedding of the man’s daughter. However, he could come in contact with something that would be at that wedding, such as the equipment used by the catering company.

      The building was on a busy avenue and had a large parking lot at its rear. There were several vehicles parked back there that had magnetic decals on their doors with the caterer’s name on them, in Spanish, of course. Soulless removed a decal from the far side of a van and placed it on the driver’s side door of his SUV, which was visible from the street. If anyone came back there and looked at the vehicles, they would think his belonged. As an added precaution, he’d removed the Texas license plates the car had and switched them out with a front license plate he had taken from a local vehicle that had been parked in front of a bar.

      One of the vehicles was a straight truck that was used to transport the caterer’s equipment to any weddings or other events that weren’t held within their own walls.

      The wedding of the cartel leader fit that bill, as the ceremony was to be held at the man’s palatial estate the next day.

      The bride-to-be wasn’t the only one with a strong social media presence. The catering company was on social media as well. There were over thirty videos online showing off the caterer’s ability to craft a memorable event. Soulless had watched many of them, including one that detailed how they prepared for an important occasion, such as a large wedding.

      After watching that video, he knew how to go about carrying out the assassination. Before that, he’d had plans to break inside the building. Because of the alarm system the caterer had, that would have been risky, far riskier than picking the padlock on a truck.

      There were also exterior cameras, but they were all aimed at the three entrances into the building. Even if one had been trained on the vehicles, it was unlikely anyone would view the video, as no alarms would have gone off.

      The interior of the truck’s cargo area had a light that came on whenever the roll up rear door was engaged. That light activated as Soulless opened the door. He had brought along everything he’d thought he would need. Most of it had been in the rear of the SUV for more than a day. It took him less than a minute to load it all inside the truck, because he had carried it over before opening the rear door.

      After climbing up, he yanked on the cloth strap connected to the door and brought it down. The light went off and he found himself in pitch blackness. He’d been prepared and hit the switch on a battery-powered lantern.

      For the first few minutes, he kept his ear pressed to the door and listened. It was possible the sound of the door being raised and lowered had attracted someone’s attention, or maybe they had seen the light.

      He heard nothing and was sure he would have heard footfalls or the sound of a vehicle if anyone had gotten close enough. When he turned from the door, he was grinning. It was good to be back practicing his craft. He enjoyed being an assassin, and despite what the haters said about him, he was damn good at it.

      Yes, the so-called innocent died when he went after a target, but the target died too, and that was all that mattered.

      He hit the switch on another lantern to give himself more light. It was possible that what he needed was being stored inside the catering hall, but he didn’t think so. They had showed it being unloaded from the truck in a video. Judging by the way it had been handled during transport, it made sense to leave it inside the truck.

      He found it after moving aside a large placard that had the catering company’s name on it. It was secured to the side wall of the truck as it had been in the video. It was an elaborate-looking table that was used as a support for wedding cakes. It was made of wood and metal, colored gold, and had lots of ornamental scrollwork. This included the outline of a bride and a groom cutting a three-tiered wedding cake.

      There were two tables, and they were identical, but the other one was left inside the caterer’s building for events that took place there. The one in the truck would be the one traveling to the site of the wedding.

      Soulless moved aside other items to make room for it at the center of the truck and removed it from the wall. It was heavy. Some of the weight was due to the wooden top but the metal legs were sturdy as well. He guessed it weighed nearly fifty pounds. He was going to make it heavier, but not enough so anyone would notice, or so he hoped.

      He flipped it over, eager to get a good look at the underside of the table’s round top. He’d caught a glimpse of it on the video he had watched as it was being moved about but had only gotten a vague impression of what the foundation of the table looked like. As he suspected, it was unfinished wood and not plastic or metal. He reached into a large box he had brought along and removed a bottle of fast-drying glue. As he squeezed the bottle, he applied the glue in a circular pattern.

      From that same box, he took out a package that was wrapped in cloth and duct taped together. It was round and about the size of a garbage can lid, but less than two inches thick. The nails inside were packed together so tightly that they made no tinkling sounds as it was handled. At the core of the package were two kilos of homemade plastic explosive covered on its top and bottom with round pieces of steel, the steel would ensure that the blast would be guided outward and not up or down. There was also a detonator that could be activated from a cell phone. Soulless pressed the package onto the glue and held it in place while it set. After a few minutes had passed, he tried moving it. He couldn’t and was satisfied it would stay in place.

      He was about to use the glue again when he remembered he needed to adjust the surface he had brought along to cover it. He’d transported along several circular pieces of wood and metal in different sizes. One of them should fit the underside of the table and cover the bomb.

      The first one he chose was too large. The next one fit well, but one side of it caught the edge of a recessed section where one of the metal table legs was attached. Soulless took out a knife and used the sharp blade to shave away enough wood to make it fit. When he was done, he pressed the thin board into place. It was a snug fit. It was too snug, and he had to use the tip of the knife to pry it up, so he could apply the glue. When the piece was put back and the glue had dried, Soulless handled the table.

      It was noticeably heavier, but he was handling it alone; he didn’t think the extra weight would be as conspicuous with two people handling it.

      As a final touch, he removed a small can of gold spray paint from the box and placed faint marks of the gold substance along the edges of the new wood. It helped to sell the illusion that the wood had always been there, even before the table had been painted, just as the real backing underneath had looked.

      He returned everything to where it had been, slid up the door of the truck, and loaded his equipment and supplies back inside the SUV. When he checked his watch, he was glad to see it wasn’t yet two a.m.

      Caroline rose around six-thirty to start her day. He should make it back before then with time to spare. The truck door was closed, the padlock put back on, but then something nagged at his mind. He was sitting in the SUV and was about to start the engine when he realized what it was.

      He left the SUV with one of the lanterns in hand, picked the padlock again, and climbed up inside the truck. As he lowered the lantern to floor level, he saw what had been bothering him. It was the small bit of wood shavings he’d made when he used the knife to adjust the table’s phony backing. He picked up the larger pieces and scattered the small bits with his foot. Someone might have noticed them in the clear light of day, or they might not have. Even if they had been noticed, their significance would have been unknown. Still, why take the chance? It was best to leave absolutely no sign behind that anything was wrong or different.

      The cartel leader’s security was certain to be scrutinizing the caterer’s staff and checking the equipment and food. Those small wood shavings might have been enough to raise someone’s suspicions and caused the truck to be inspected.

      There was also the chance that a bomb-sniffing dog would be employed. If so, the bomb would be detected. Soulless was betting that wouldn’t happen. He was dealing with a cartel, not the Feds or the cops, and cartels didn’t keep bomb-sniffing dogs around.

      Soulless chuckled. They might after this.

      The security at the wedding would search every parcel, pocketbook, and laptop bag that entered the estate, along with using metal detectors while looking for weapons. There would be snipers in concealment, some of the guests would be armed security personnel, and others would be roaming the reception with weapons in plain sight. It would not be enough. His bomb would go off, and the world would know that, yes, Soulless was back.
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        * * *

      

      His drive to return to Stark took longer than the trip to Monterrey because of a spot of bad traffic along Route 40. The sun had risen, and it was past six a.m. He was tired, having been up all night, and was looking forward to eating. Caroline might not shower him with affection, but she did feed him well.

      When he reached the house, he slowed down and let the SUV move up the driveway without applying any gas. When it stopped halfway up because of the rise, he pressed down on the gas pedal as lightly as possible to keep it moving.

      The back door opened as he was turning off the engine and Caroline stepped out of the house dressed in a robe and slippers. Her long blonde hair was hanging loose about her pretty face. Soulless wished he could take her off to bed.

      Caroline crossed her arms over her chest. “Where have you been, Gavin?”

      Soulless left the SUV and walked toward her. He was holding a gun.
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      Leonardo and Samira had been in Raylorville for days hoping to find Soulless. The credit card the man had been using was being tracked, but they were unaware that Soulless was no longer the one using it.

      Jonesy, a drug addict, had found the card, and he’d only used it once, until now. They had gotten an alert from the person in Greece they had tracking the card’s activity. It had been used again at the convenience store.

      Leonardo and Samira had dressed quickly and left their hotel rooms, but by the time they reached the store, there was only the clerk behind the counter. He was a teenage boy with a scraggly beard. Samira asked him about his recent customers, hoping he would know something that could help them.

      His eyes strayed to her breasts often as he spoke to her.

      “I only had one guy use a credit card this morning. He bought a lot of stuff, but it was all bags of chips, candy, and stuff like that. Oh yeah, he bought a couple of our breakfast sandwiches too.”

      “What does he look like?”

      “A short guy, skinny as hell, and he could use a shower. I think he might be a druggie.”

      Samira thanked the kid, and she and her brother returned outside. They sat in their vehicle and discussed what they had learned.

      Leonardo shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like Soulless.”

      “It could be someone helping him. The man said he bought two sandwiches.”

      Leonardo started the car. “We’ll drive around the area. Maybe we’ll get lucky and spot him.”

      “If we do, stay back and follow him; he might lead us right to Soulless.”

      “If that happens. We’ll get our vengeance and be on a plane by tonight. I’m sick of being in America; I want to go home.”

      “I’m not leaving here until Soulless is dead. I don’t care how long it takes.”

      Leonardo reached over and patted his sister’s hand. “We will find him.”
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        * * *

      

      Soulless was nowhere near them, but Jonesy was. He was six blocks away and moving down the driveway of the home where his friend lived above the garage.

      He’d been afraid to try to use the credit card again. He figured that, by now, it had been reported as being lost or stolen. He hadn’t wanted to risk having the cops being called, then took the chance.

      When the teen clerk at the convenience store packed his stuff in a plastic bag, handed it to him, and told him to have a good day, Jonesy had laughed. The card still worked. Whoever lost it wasn’t missing it, and that meant that Jonesy could keep using it until they did. It was the best luck he’d had in a while.

      His friend opened the door for him and smiled. He was into comic books and there were stacks of them all over the small apartment.

      “I see it still works.”

      “Yep.”

      “I wonder what the limit on that card is.”

      Jonesy smiled as he unwrapped a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich. “I plan to find out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Caroline recoiled at the sight of the gun and let her arms drop to her sides.

      Soulless held up a hand to calm her. “It’s okay, Caroline. I got this gun to protect you.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “I ran into an old friend when I was in Culver buying supplies the other day. He was always the shifty type and tried to sell me some weed. I didn’t want the weed, but I’ve been thinking I could use a gun, in case whoever is out to get you comes here. My friend said he could get me one, and I met him this morning to buy it.”

      Caroline pointed at the weapon. “Do you know how to use it?”

      “Yes. I used to go hunting.” Soulless stepped closer to her. “I want to protect you; I don’t want you to be afraid.”

      She relaxed and smiled. “Thank you, Gavin. There’s a gun in the house too, but I appreciate you going to that trouble.”

      “I care about you, Caroline; I won’t let anyone hurt you.” He leaned in for a kiss and she backed away.

      “Gavin. I thought we’d agreed to take things slow. The truth is, I’m not looking to get involved with anyone right now. I like you, I do, but it’s just not the right time for me. I hope you understand?”

      Soulless’s face reddened, but he nodded at her and kept his temper in check.

      “I understand. I hope I didn’t offend you.”

      “No, you didn’t offend me, and I want us to stay friends.”

      He nodded again. She wanted to be friends; she might as well have told him she found him repulsive. He had revealed the gun to her, hoping it would make him seem more manly in her eyes. Instead, she rejected him. He’d gotten the gun by buying it off the streets in Culver for two hundred bucks. He had been feeling naked without a weapon.

      “Please keep that gun unloaded and hidden away somewhere, because of Jarod, okay?”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll have breakfast ready in half an hour. We’ll be having eggs and ham with toast.”

      Soulless didn’t respond. He had already turned and was walking toward the old house.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline watched “Gavin” walk away and hoped she hadn’t hurt his feelings. She found him to be attractive, but for some reason she resisted starting a relationship with him. Her last relationship had been with a deputy named Chris Monte. Monte turned out to be a scumbag who had tried to kill Henry’s grandmother, Laura, and had been involved with a drug kingpin.

      Gavin isn’t Chris Monte, she told herself. He also wasn’t Cody Parker. And although she knew it was wrong, she wanted Cody Parker.

      She had denied her feelings to herself for so long and would never act on them, but she was in love with Cody. The man was happily married and the father of two children. They were never going to be anything more than friends. She also liked Sara, and would never attempt to steal her husband away, or start an affair with him.

      Cody would turn me down if I was foolish enough to throw myself at him. She knew that to be the truth, but she couldn’t help how she felt.

      No, Gavin Hutch wasn’t Cody Parker, nor was there any other man who could come close to matching Cody, Tanner. If she didn’t want to spend her life alone, she would have to start a relationship with someone else. Maybe that someone would be Gavin, maybe.

      Caroline sighed and entered the house to start her day.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless had marched to the rear of the old house with anger building inside him. Caroline had turned him down again. Instead of opening the rear door, he kicked the damn thing. The wood around the lock splintered and the glass pane in the door cracked as it struck the wall. Worse than that, a stab of pain had gone through his healing leg.

      Damn that woman. If I didn’t have plans for her, I would have slit her throat open for insulting me the way she did. Friends. She wants to be friends, as if I weren’t good enough for her.

      Soulless leaned back against the old kitchen counter as his anger faded. It had felt good to kick the door in. While he liked his new ability to remain calm and patient, his serenity had its limits.

      He sent a text off to his hacker, reminding him to contact Alibi INC. Reed had been having so much trouble connecting with the group that Soulless was beginning to think they were a myth. But then, some people believed Tanner to be a myth as well.

      Tanner was real, but he wouldn’t be much longer. Soulless decided to come up with a plan that would have both Tanner and Crash die at the same time while making their deaths look accidental. If he could lure Henry into the trap as well, so much the better. That would leave Caroline alone, grieving, and vulnerable.

      That was Plan A, and one he had fading hopes for. As for Plan B, he had already invested time and money into making it a reality. The investment would be worth it, if successful, Plan B would gain him millions. But it would only work if Alibi INC. were willing to impersonate Gavin Hutch.

      He walked slowly around the bottom floor of the old home while trying to think of a way to make death seem like an accident. It wasn’t a skill that came naturally to him. Whenever he brought death to someone, no one had a doubt that it was intentional.

      The field where Crash tested his new drone designs would be a good place to spring the trap, and one of the drones could be made to go wild and either blow up or cause fatal injuries by slamming into them at a high rate of speed. If a drone going fifty miles an hour were to hit someone in the head, it could certainly cause a fatal injury.

      He remembered the size of the drone he had seen when he’d been out at the field with Caroline. That machine could do a lot of damage if controlled by the right hand.

      After spending more time thinking of ways to kill that could be considered an accident, he walked back to the house to eat. He was hungry, and the scent of food and coffee were on the wind.

      The thought of food made him think about the wedding cake that would be placed upon the caterer’s table he had modified. When the bride and groom stood before it to cut the cake, the bride’s loving father would be nearby and in range of Soulless’s bomb, as would the wedding guests, the caterers, and any entertainers that were hired for the occasion.

      Soulless had crafted a bloodbath in order to kill one man. If successful, there would be no doubt that he was back, alive, and carrying out the art of assassination in his inimitable, if atrocious style.
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      Tanner was at his desk inside his home office and was studying photographs. He had sent off the video he’d recovered from Dana Leonard’s apartment to be enhanced and had photos produced showing the man’s face, which had been covered with a bandana from the bridge of his nose to his chin. He could see his eyes, and it surprised him that Dana’s killer had blue eyes. Soulless’s eyes were not blue.

      For an instant he considered the possibility that someone was pretending to be Soulless but rejected the idea. There were too many things pointing to the fact that the man was still alive, such as the video taken of him leaving Kasiani after he’d murdered her in Greece.

      Jessica White had also confirmed that several of Pyro’s victims overseas had been murdered near locations where Soulless had been active at the time. Soulless was Pyro. There was no doubt about that.

      Tim Jackson had made Tanner aware that the credit card had been used again, and at the same store where it had been used the last time. It was odd. Soulless knew that the name the card was listed under was being tracked, but he still used it, or rather, had someone else use it. If it was being done as part of a trap, how was the trap supposed to work?

      Was he expecting someone to search the area for him? That made little sense. There were over ten thousand people living in Raylorville alone. You could easily triple that figure if you added in the population of the surrounding areas.

      He could be anywhere. And why go to Raylorville from where he’d been injured in Corpus Christi? There might be an underground clinic or an ex-doctor doing business in the area, but if so, Tanner had never heard of one.

      Soulless was somewhere nearby, and given the blow he had taken from that hammer, and the missing teeth, he was still recovering from his injuries. Once he was healed, he would continue his search for Crash and Caroline. Tanner needed to stop him before he figured out a way to get to them, but he wasn’t sure how to go about it. He took out his phone and called Henry.

      “What’s up, Cody?”

      “Do you have plans today?”

      “I’ve got a lunch date with a girl from my school, but I’ll cancel on her if you need me for something.”

      “No. Have fun on your date. But what are you doing tomorrow?”

      “Nothing. Why?”

      “I want to go to Raylorville. Soulless’s credit card was used again. I don’t know what good it will do to visit the town, but it’s not doing me any good sitting around the ranch either.”

      “I’m game. I’ll come by in the morning, around seven-thirty. Tell Franny I want blueberry pancakes.”

      “I’ll put in a request for you.”

      After the call ended, Tanner got an idea and called Tim Jackson.

      “I need to know what vehicle Leonardo Sula and his sister are using. If you tracked the credit card to Raylorville, maybe they’ve done the same, which means they’re in the area.”

      “I’ll look into it and send you a text.”

      “Thanks, Tim.”

      The text came in three minutes later.

      
        
          
            
              
        They rented a black Volkswagen Jetta.

      

      

      

      

      

      Tim sent a second text giving the vehicle’s license plate number, and the hotel where the siblings were staying. As usual, he had delivered more than he’d been asked for, and had done so swiftly.

      Tanner wished there was a way to track down Soulless so easily.

      Where are you? Tanner thought. Never suspecting that his enemy was little more than a mile away.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline volunteered her time once a week at Jarod’s school. That was usually on Wednesdays. This week, she was also helping out because the school was taking the children on a field trip to a nearby farm. Being a Saturday, there was no school anyway.

      Soulless was glad she was gone. He was growing tired of playing the nice, harmless, Gavin Hutch, and her earlier rejection of him had left him in a foul mood. His stormy disposition brightened around four o’clock. That was when the wedding of the cartel leader’s daughter was beginning.

      Being a social media star, the woman was live-streaming her wedding on three different platforms. She had a reported forty-two million followers worldwide. Soulless would join them in viewing the event.

      The actual wedding ceremony wasn’t set to take place until six p.m.

      Beforehand, there would be video shown of the preparation that went into the occasion; this included the bride’s search for the perfect wedding dress.

      He was inside the old house and lying in the bathtub with a new laptop perched open on his legs. The bride spoke Spanish and English, but was speaking Spanish most of the time, as was the groom. Having a knowledge of the language, Soulless was able to understand them unless they spoke too fast. In-between the videos, the bride answered questions from her fans, and there were clips of the guests arriving. There was no mention of any problems. Soulless became certain that his little wedding gift had gone undetected.

      Soulless could see that the security at the event was tight, even viewed through the laptop’s small screen. There were armed men in suits everywhere, and their rifles were in plain view for anyone to see.

      Caroline arrived back home around five, a few minutes after Crash had returned. She had a bag of food from a Mexican take-out place with her. She looked tired and said she had decided not to cook. Soulless loaded two of the enchiladas she had bought onto a paper plate, grabbed a can of beer, and told her he was returning to the old house to keep working.

      He’d stopped working on the house hours ago, but she didn’t know that. He had to keep watching the reception if he wanted the assassination to go right.

      “I may drive over to Culver too. I want to get a look at the bathroom tile that’s available. I’ll take photos so you can pick out what you want.”

      “Tonight?” Caroline asked.

      “It’s a Saturday night. The store should be quiet, and I want to get started on that bathroom as soon as possible.”

      “Oh, I spoke to Henry. He’s going to drop by in the morning to help you move that bathtub. I hope seven a.m. isn’t too early.”

      “That’s fine.”

      He’d taken photos of the bath tiles the last time he’d visited the home improvement store. He needed to get out of the house for a different reason. He would use a cell phone to activate the detonator attached to his bomb. That call would be traced. If it were traced back to a cell tower in Stark, there would be federal agents crawling all over the area within a day.

      Soulless watched the wedding ceremony take place. It reminded him of the plan he was working on to get his hands on Crash’s millions. The culmination of that plan was for another day. Right now, he had an assassination to perform.

      He got in the SUV and drove west. Whenever he stopped at a red light, he glanced at the laptop to see what was going on at the wedding. When he caught a glimpse of the wedding cake being set up, he pulled off the highway and parked in the lot of a donut shop.

      The guests were still eating their meals. Soulless went inside the shop and bought a coffee. With his mood improved by the expectation of another successful hit, he treated himself to a chocolate donut.

      The woman behind the counter smiled at him often. She was attracted to him, unlike Caroline. He pushed Caroline from his mind so his mood wouldn’t be spoiled and returned to the SUV and watched the live-stream.

      As the camera panned around the wedding reception, Soulless realized the tables had been arranged in a semicircular fashion. The table the wedding cake had been placed on was in the center, near the massive table where the wedding gifts and envelopes were piled high.

      His target was seen from time to time as he spoke to the guests. He was always smiling and there was often a drink in his hand.

      When everyone had eaten, the time came to cut the wedding cake. Soulless took out a burner phone and waited for the perfect moment.

      That moment arrived when the bride and groom were standing before the cake. The target, the bride’s father, was nearby with his wife and the groom’s parents.

      Soulless dialed the number that would detonate the plastic explosive. Nothing happened, and the bride picked up a knife with a carved ivory handle that looked sharp enough to cut through concrete, let alone a cake.

      Soulless dialed again, and again nothing happened. Then he remembered, he was calling another country. He needed to dial using an exit code along with Mexico’s country code of 52.

      The first piece of cake had been cut. The bride and groom wore wide grins as they mashed the cake into each other’s faces. It was at that moment Soulless dialed the last number needed to complete the call. A similar cell phone inside the bomb received the call and vibrated. The vibration triggered the detonator beneath the table and set off the bomb.

      Chaos!

      The tremendous blast of the bomb sent a lethal hail of steel projectiles out in all directions along with chunks of the wooden table. Those standing nearby were eviscerated while many who were seated at the tables suffered severe throat and head injuries. The enormous force of the blast wave created by the bomb killed the target and anyone near him. The bride wound up hitting a wall that was forty feet away after first colliding with one of the coffee urns. The metal urn had been caught between her and the wall and was flattened. The bride’s white dress had turned red in an instant and the body it covered was no longer recognizable as human, having turned to pulp. The groom had struck several of the seated guests. His tall, muscular body killed three of them on impact then ripped apart at the waist where he’d been shredded by nails. The groom’s top half slid across the dance floor, while his bottom half wound up lying against one of the tables that had been overturned by the blast wave.

      Amazingly, although the camera had been knocked off-kilter, the live-stream continued and was showing a scene from hell. While the camera remained in working condition, mercifully, its microphone had been overwhelmed by the blast and the aftermath of the bomb’s detonation was viewed as a silent film. It somehow made it more horrific to see mouths open in screams of agony and to not hear their cries.

      Blood was everywhere, and even those who had been on the peripheral of the reception had been injured, either by debris or the nails used with the bomb. One man went running past the camera with a piece of a plate protruding from his chest, while a woman in view of the camera was lying on her back with a fork sticking out of her right eye. She’d never feel the pain of it, a good portion of the left side of her head was missing, having been sheared off by the knife used to cut the cake. That same knife wound up in the chest of the bride’s ninety-six-year-old great-grandmother.

      A guard appeared and lumbered toward the camera. He was dragging his right leg behind him and using part of a broken chair like a crutch. Blood ran down his face. The camera was knocked over and showed only the piece of tiled floor beneath its lens.

      Soulless cut off the laptop while smiling. He had no doubt that his target was dead, although he hadn’t seen the body. There was no way the man could have survived while being so close to the bomb.

      He drove back to Stark while planning out how he would kill his next target. While very different, it would be as challenging as arranging the death of the cartel leader had been.

      On Tuesday morning, the government was transporting a witness to a courtroom in Dallas. That witness had been a high-ranking member of a South American gang that was gaining prominence in the US. He was willing to give damning testimony that would send many of his former friends to prison for life. In return, he would receive complete immunity and enter the witness protection program. Those former friends didn’t like that and wanted the man dead before he could talk.

      As part of the government’s precautions to keep the witness safe, he was being transported to the courthouse inside an MRAP used by the Dallas SWAT team. An MRAP was a Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected vehicle. If a sniper tried to kill the witness, any round he fired at the vehicle would have no effect. The same would be true if a bomb were used.

      Soulless had an idea of how to overcome the MRAP’s strengths, but he wouldn’t know if his plan would work until he tried it. After the success of his Mexican assassination, he was feeling confident. His phone beeped, and he saw that he had a text from his hacker. It consisted of only five words.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dude. The wedding. Holy fuck!

      

      

      

      

      

      Soulless chuckled and put away his phone. He was back, and the world now knew it for sure.
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            JONESY
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      Henry showed up at Caroline’s house a few minutes before seven a.m.

      Caroline greeted him with a kiss on the cheek and thanked him for helping to move the bathtub in the old house. She then told Henry to join her in the kitchen. Since it was a Sunday morning, Crash and Jarod were sleeping late, but Caroline had gotten up early to make coffee for Henry and Gavin.

      “I’m meeting Cody after this. Then we’re leaving the ranch to track down Soulless.”

      Caroline shook her head in disgust. “I saw some of the video taken at that wedding; it was horrific. When I named the man Soulless years ago, I didn’t know how apt the name was.”

      A voice came from behind her. “You named him, Caroline? How is that possible?”

      It was Soulless, and as Gavin Hutch, he wasn’t supposed to know anything about Soulless or the assassins website, but of course, after what happened in Mexico, Soulless was the topic of conversations around the world.

      Caroline looked flustered, then smiled at Soulless. “Um, good morning, Gavin. There’s coffee if you want it.”

      Soulless sent her a nod, then acknowledged Henry with one as well. He was fighting to maintain a calm exterior but was seething with anger. He’d assumed it was Crash who had named him Soulless, meaning it to be derogatory, to find out it had been Caroline was both infuriating and enlightening. Despite her interest in assassins, the woman would never be like Gwen. She was too soft. Add to that her obvious admiration of Tanner, and she was good for only one thing. She would be used as a way for Soulless to get his hands on her father’s money.

      He got himself under control while his back was turned to Caroline and Henry, and he poured his coffee. He repeated his question as he turned to face them.

      “How is it that you gave Soulless his name, Caroline?”

      “Oh, I used to belong to an online forum where assassins were discussed. When I heard about an assassination where innocents were killed, I wrote that the killer had to be soulless to have done what he did. After that, the name stuck. For some reason, Soulless seems to like it.”

      “What was he calling himself before that?”

      Caroline shrugged. “I don’t think he had a name.”

      Soulless smiled. “I heard about an assassin named Tanner once. They say he’s just a myth. What do you two think?”

      Henry pointed up at the clock that was above the stove. “I think we should get to work moving that tub. I have to meet Cody at seven-thirty.”

      “Do you work on the ranch, Henry?”

      “Something like that,” Henry said.

      Caroline followed them out to the old house. She took along a computer tablet so she could view the video feed from the nanny cam in Jarod’s room. If he woke up, she didn’t want him to come downstairs and wonder where she was.

      Henry whistled when he saw the bathtub. “It’s cast iron. How much does this thing weigh?”

      “Nearly five hundred pounds I’d guess,” Soulless said. “We’ll move it out of the bathroom by lifting one end at a time together. I’ve already disconnected the pipes. Once it’s in the hallway and on top of the plastic tarp I laid out, we should be able to drag it into the living room.”

      “And you can make this thing look like new, Gavin?”

      “That’s right.”

      “But why drag it all the way into the living room? I thought you only wanted it out of the bathroom so you could put down a new tile floor.”

      “The interior of the tub is going to get an acid wash to remove all those layers of grime. It needs to be in an open area with good ventilation when I do that. The hallway is too tight a space to ventilate well.”

      Soulless and Henry stood shoulder to shoulder and gripped one end of the tub. By moving each side incrementally, they were able to transport it out into the hall and settle it on a blue tarp. Afterward, it was easy to drag it into the living room.

      Caroline had looked on impressed by the men’s strength. “You two made that look easy. I know Henry works out all the time, but you’re in great shape too, Gavin.”

      “I… belonged to a gym in New Orleans. I’ll need to find a new one soon.”

      Caroline thanked Henry for his help and walked him out to his car, which was a restored 1980 Z28 Chevy Camaro. Soulless watched the two of them. Henry might be years younger than Caroline, but he didn’t look it and was handsome. Soulless wondered if Caroline had an interest in him, despite what she’d said to the contrary.

      After receiving another peck on the cheek, Henry was on his way. Soulless waved to him while wearing a phony smile. While they had been moving the tub, Soulless had amused himself by imagining dropping one of the tub’s claw feet onto Henry’s foot, to pin him in place so it would be easier to cut his throat.

      Caroline walked back over to him. “Are you hungry? I could make you something.”

      “I’ll wait until everyone else is up; that way, you’ll only have to cook once.”

      “Gavin.”

      “Yes?”

      “I hope I didn’t hurt your feelings yesterday. I like you, but I’m not ready to date anyone right now.”

      “I understand.”

      “So, we’re still friends?”

      Another phony smile appeared on Soulless’s face, even as his hands formed into fists.

      “We’re friends.”

      “Good. Daddy and Jarod should be up soon. I’ll call you when breakfast is ready.”

      “Right.”

      Soulless watched Caroline head back inside the house. As soon as he made contact with Alibi INC., her fate, and the fate of her father, would be sealed. If that planned failed, then he would go on a killing spree in Stark and make Caroline his first victim. Playing Gavin Hutch was no longer fun.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner, along with most of the world, had heard about the slaughter that took place in Mexico the night before. He and Henry talked about it as they stood by their vehicles in the area in front of the porch. Tanner was driving his pickup truck to Raylorville, while Henry would take his car, in case they needed to split up.

      They had assumed that Soulless was somewhere licking his wounds. Instead, the man had been at work setting up an assassination of a cartel leader.

      “Do you think it’s possible he could still be in Mexico, Cody?”

      “He could be, but that wouldn’t be wise. I emailed Thomas Lawson late last night to ask him what he knew about the bomb. He wrote back that they won’t know anything for a while, as the investigation is hampered by dealing with so many victims. At last count, there were thirty-nine dead and over a hundred injured. Some of the injured might not make it. The dead included five children.”

      Cody had said those last words with a sigh.

      “That bomb never should have gone off, Henry. I should have killed that bastard when we were in Italy.”

      “You did kill him. He drowned. I’ve been thinking, maybe Gwen saved Soulless. She could have still been alive and performed CPR on him.”

      “But her body was found washed up on that tiny island. She had drowned too.”

      “I’m thinking Soulless helped her with that. She was the only one who knew he was alive. Being that it’s Soulless we’re talking about, he likely killed her. We know he’s willing to kill women easily as Pyro. Why wouldn’t he kill Gwen too?”

      Cody nodded. “You might be right. And that would explain how he survived.”

      Franny, who was an early riser, had made breakfast for them. Henry had to take a rain check on his blueberry pancakes. Cody had asked her to make sandwiches so they could get on the road and not waste time. She had made them bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches and placed them between thick slices of toasted brioche bread that had been buttered. The sandwiches were wrapped in aluminum foil and had been placed in the oven to keep warm.

      Franny handed them over, along with two thermoses of coffee and two paper bags. When Cody opened his bag, he saw a pair of chocolate chip muffins.

      “I think you’re trying to make me fat, Franny.”

      Franny waved a hand at that. “As much as you work out, you won’t gain an ounce.”

      “Thank you for the muffins.”

      “You’re welcome, and you two stay safe.”

      Franny was aware of her employer’s true occupation and that he was Tanner. She also knew that Henry would someday be the next Tanner, and that they were hoping to hunt down Soulless.

      Tanner ate his sandwich on the drive to Raylorville and pinched a piece off a muffin. He made a mental note to add an extra mile to his morning run over the next few days.

      Raylorville was known as “The doorway to the Rio Grande Valley.” Whites were a minority in the city, where eighty-five percent of the residents were Latino or Hispanic.

      Soulless, a white stranger, would be memorable to many if he’d been spotted, particularly since his face and teeth had been damaged in the fall down the stairs.

      Tanner called Henry and asked about Gavin Hutch. He was wondering if the man had remembered anything that might help them locate Soulless.

      “I asked him about that weeks ago. He didn’t have anything new. He did only get a quick glimpse of Soulless before that hammer struck him, and after that, Gavin ran out of the building.”

      “How does his face look?”

      “The swelling is long gone, and his cut has healed.”

      “And he’s working on restoring the old Lang house? I wonder if that’s an excuse to stay close to Caroline.”

      “Would you blame him? Caroline is hot.”

      “She hasn’t had the best luck with men. What’s Hutch like?”

      “He seems all right, but I didn’t get the feeling that there was anything going on between those two.”

      “Did he mention Soulless, now that Soulless is all over the news?”

      “Caroline mentioned that she gave Soulless his name, and Gavin overheard her. She told him she came up with the name when she used to post on a message board. He still knows nothing about the assassins website.”

      “I would like it better if he wasn’t in town. There are already too many people who know I’m Tanner.”

      “It will take him months to get that house in shape, and by then, maybe he’ll have started something with Caroline. He might never leave Stark.”

      They arrived in Raylorville and stopped at the convenience store where Soulless’s credit card had been used.

      Henry rubbed a hand over his beard as he stepped out of his car. “Caroline and I stopped here when we were coming back from Corpus Christi. Gavin needed ice for his swollen face. I didn’t realize we were in Raylorville.”

      “You stopped here and now Soulless’s credit card has been used here twice. Could he have followed you?”

      “No way. I was checking for a tail, and I made sure there were no tracking devices on Caroline’s car.”

      “There must be some connection. Why did you stop at this store and not one of the others you passed?”

      “This was the second one we stopped at. The first one had no ice.”

      “It seems too big a coincidence for Soulless’s card to be used here. Then again, we know from looking at the store’s surveillance tape that Soulless isn’t the one using it.”

      “Whoever the guy is, he may come here again.”

      Cody was wearing a leather jacket. He pulled a sheet of paper from an inner pocket and unfolded it. There was a photo of Jonesy on it. The picture had been made from a still shot taken from the surveillance video.

      “I’m going to show this to the employees that work here and see if anyone recognizes him.”

      A police car pulled up, and a cop got out. When he spotted Cody and Henry standing together by their vehicles, his eyes narrowed.

      “Are you carrying a weapon, Henry?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Stay here and let me handle the cop.”

      Cody smiled as he approached the officer. He went on to identify himself as a Homeland Security agent and showed his ID. The cop relaxed and asked him what was up. Cody showed him the photo he was holding.

      “We’re looking for this guy. He may have witnessed something concerning a case. Does he look familiar?”

      The cop nodded. “Yeah. I’ve seen him around. He was trespassed from the supermarket not too long ago and was suspected of shoplifting. Let me call my partner. He’ll remember his name.”

      The cop made the call and had a name for Tanner.

      “Jonesy?”

      “That’s what he goes by. His full name is Everett Jones. The guy’s a drug addict, but harmless. His last known address was a homeless shelter.”

      “Does he have any family nearby?”

      “My partner said his mother passed on a while ago. That’s probably when Jonesy became homeless.”
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        * * *

      

      Tanner entered the store with the cop at his side. It was the cop who introduced him to the staff. One of the workers recalled seeing Jonesy in his neighborhood recently and gave Tanner directions to the house where Jonesy was staying. The name of Jonesy’s friend was Mateo.

      “Mateo’s a stoner,” the guy said.

      It was a short drive to get there, and when they arrived, they saw a young man about Henry’s age loading up the rear of a minivan with luggage. He fit the description of Jonesy’s friend that Tanner had been given and was wearing jeans and a red sweatshirt.

      Tanner spoke as he and Henry approached him. “Are you Mateo?”

      Mateo said, “Yeah,” then looked back at his house.

      “We’re looking for Jonesy,” Henry said.

      “Are you two cops?”

      Tanner moved closer. “We just want to talk to him. We need to know where he got the credit card he’s been using.”

      Mateo cursed, then looked back at his house again. “Hey, I had nothing to do with that, okay? If I get in trouble again, my father won’t let me go on this trip with them.”

      “Where are you headed?”

      “Miami, to visit my sister and her rich husband. Their house is awesome and right on the damn beach. Does my father need to know about this?”

      “Tell us where we can find Jonesy and we’ll be gone.”

      “I don’t know where he went. I told him he couldn’t crash with me anymore. He did say he might use that card to rent a room somewhere.”

      “Who gave Jonesy the card?”

      “Nobody. He told me he found it at the rear of the store.”

      “The convenience store out on the highway?”

      Mateo shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe, or the one over by the park.”

      An older man came out onto the porch and called to Mateo. “What’s going on?”

      Henry smiled at him. “We’re asking for directions to the nearest motel.”

      The man nodded, then spoke to Mateo. “Your mother has added two more bags; I hope we can fit them all in there.”

      Mateo waved a hand at the rear of the minivan. “I’ll make them fit.” His father nodded and went back inside.

      “So, where’s the nearest motel or hotel?” Tanner asked.

      “Go back out on the highway, East 69, or maybe 77. You might find Jonesy at one of the motels that are there. Is he in a lot of trouble?”

      Tanner turned and headed back to his truck, with Henry following.

      “Do you think he was telling the truth?”

      “Yeah. And I don’t think Soulless is involved. If he were, the kid would have been a lot more nervous, or already dead.”

      “So, what now? Do we search the local motels?”

      “No, but we will head back out to the highway and find a place to park near the first one we see. If Jonesy uses that card again, Tim will let us know.”

      “I’m still wondering how the hell that credit card wound up in this town?”

      “That’s a good question,” Tanner said, and at the back of his mind, an answer began to form.
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            IF YOU WANT SOMETHING DONE RIGHT…
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      As Soulless was walking toward the house to learn if breakfast was ready, he received a call from Reed. The hacker was letting him know that someone was using one of his credit cards.

      “All the charges were made in a place named Raylorville, in Texas. They just rented a motel room with it. I got an alert from the card company since I added my email to their list to get notified right away. Your friends from Greece are also there. They must have had a way to track the card.”

      “I thought they might show up. Did you do what I told you to do?”

      “Yeah, I have two of the hitters from Wayne Wilbert’s list in Texas and ready to go into action. I guess you want our Greek friends dead, right?”

      “Yes. They’re a couple of pests. Have the assassins kill whoever is using the card too.”

      “It sounds like the coroner in Raylorville is going to have a busy Sunday.”

      “Send me a text when you get a confirmation that the pests have been exterminated.”

      “Will do,” Reed said.

      “One more thing. Will the helicopter be ready on Tuesday?”

      “It’s all set. The pilot will meet you at the spot you chose.”

      “And he knows not to ask questions?”

      “He knows, and he’ll also have the package you need.”

      “Good.”

      Soulless told Reed goodbye and saw that Caroline had been watching him from the doorway.

      “Who were you speaking to, Gavin?”

      “A woman I met in Culver while I was getting supplies.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. You’re making friends.”

      Soulless had been hoping to see a spark of jealousy in Caroline’s eyes when he mentioned he was seeing someone else, but she couldn’t have cared less about it. He was also giving himself a reason to be away from the house more. Soulless would need an excuse to be away for hours on Tuesday. He had another assassination to complete in Dallas.

      “Is breakfast ready?”

      “No, and I was coming to tell you there’s been a change in plans. Daddy wants to treat us all to breakfast at the diner in town. You’ll like it. The food is really good there.”

      Crash appeared behind Caroline; Jarod was with him. “Are we ready to go?”

      Caroline moved aside to let her father and son exit the house. “We’ll take my car.”

      Soulless sat in the back beside Jarod, who was strapped into a car seat. The boy hadn’t looked at him directly again, but Soulless always sensed the dislike the child had for him.

      Soulless smiled. You’re going to like me even less when I move ahead with my plans for your mother and grandfather.

      Jarod turned his head and stared at Soulless. It was just for a second, but as before, Soulless felt as if he were being silently warned.

      Soulless whispered to him. “Keep your eyes to yourself, boy.”

      “Did you say something, Gavin?”

      “No Caroline, I was just clearing my throat.”

      Soulless looked at Jarod again and saw that the boy was staring out the window.
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        * * *

      

      Reed had known for days that Leonardo and Samira were in Texas looking for Soulless, but he’d kept that information private. He had been hoping that the Greek siblings would catch up to Soulless and kill the man.

      Soulless blackmailing him was bad enough, but he’d also tied Reed to several murders and the slaughter that took place at the wedding in Mexico. If Soulless were captured and talked, the FBI would be all over Reed. The only way he’d be free of Soulless was if he killed him.

      Soulless didn’t know it, but someone else had blackmailed Reed. It had been a friend who had betrayed him.

      Reed had been paying his friend, Benjamin, five thousand a month to keep quiet about what he knew about his hacking activities. He would have hired another hit man to take care of the problem for him, but feared he’d be trading one blackmailer for another. Instead, he had decided to take care of the problem himself.

      He smiled whenever he recalled the look on his former friend’s face when he’d pointed the gun at him. Benjamin had been certain he’d never have the nerve to do such a thing. Reed hadn’t been sure either, but he pulled the trigger six times, buried the body, and the cops never even questioned him about it.

      It turned out that Benjamin was being blackmailed too, which was why he needed the money he was getting from Reed. The story emerged during the police investigation that Benjamin had been caught on camera running over a man while driving drunk. The man who had the video of the incident had his house searched over a different investigation involving drugs and the video came to light.

      After that, the cops assumed, and rightfully so, that the man had been blackmailing Benjamin. Where they went wrong was when they assumed he had killed the missing man over an argument about money.

      When the dust settled, the other blackmailer was spending twelve years behind bars for manslaughter, and Reed was in the clear for the murder.

      Having murdered one blackmailer, he was willing to murder Soulless. Finding Soulless had been easy, since Soulless had plans for Caroline Lang.

      Soulless had told him Gavin Hutch was dead, but someone posing as Gavin Hutch was in Stark, Texas, where Caroline Lang lived. Soulless was passing himself off as Hutch somehow and was planning to marry Lang, and later kill her for her money. The plan seemed insane to Reed, and he had tried to point out to Soulless how many things could go wrong with it. Soulless ignored his objections, as he was focused on taking revenge and getting the money Caroline would inherit.

      Reed had to admit, crazy or not, Soulless had thought of everything when it came to implementing the plan. Through Reed, Soulless had applied for a Las Vegas marriage license in the names of Gavin Hutch and Caroline Lang. Of course, for the plan to have a prayer, he would need to hire someone to travel to Las Vegas and impersonate himself and Caroline.

      That was why he wanted to hire Alibi INC., so he could be in two places at once. Soulless might be the most coldhearted bastard who ever lived, but he was also smart and devious.

      Reed had been hoping that Leonardo and Samira would kill Soulless for him, but that had not happened, and now they would soon be dead at the hands of other assassins. Reed decided to travel to Stark, Texas, and deal with Soulless himself. He’d have the element of surprise on his side, as Soulless would never expect him to have the guts to try such a thing.

      Do I have the guts? he thought. As dangerous as Soulless was, there was a good chance he could wind up dead. I’d rather be dead than in prison, or a slave to Soulless for the rest of my life.

      Reed closed up his house and climbed into his car. He was headed to Texas.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline had been right about the Stark Diner; the food was good.

      The place was crowded on a Sunday morning. Mayor Jimmy Kyle was there. Soulless got to meet him when he came over to the table to hit on Caroline, who showed no interest in the man.

      An older woman walked over and Soulless could tell Caroline didn’t like her either, although she was polite to her. Her name was Betty, and she was full of questions and referred to Soulless as “Caroline’s new man.” Caroline told the woman they were just friends, and Betty sent him a wink.

      “Everyone starts as friends, but that’s not where they wind up.”

      Someone from Betty’s table called her back and she said goodbye.

      Caroline leaned forward and spoke softly to Soulless. “Try to steer clear of Betty. That woman is the biggest gossip in town, and half of what she says is all lies.”

      Crash laughed. “By the end of the week, she’ll have everyone thinking you and Gavin are a couple.”

      Soulless smiled. If that was true, it would help his plans along.

      “What’s Betty’s story?”

      “She and her husband own the liquor store down the street. That was her husband who called her back to their table. And I think she has a daughter who lives in South Carolina, right Daddy?”

      “I think it’s North Carolina, or maybe Georgia. I’m not sure.”

      They finished breakfast a short time later. They passed Betty’s table as they were walking out and Soulless sent her a wave and a smile. He would see Betty again when the time came, and the old busybody would help him sell a lie.
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      The assassins Reed sent to Texas for Soulless were a brother and sister team. Reed thought it amusing that siblings would be sent to kill siblings.

      Jamel and his younger sister, Kenya, were black and had grown up in a gang in Harlem. As adults, they worked for themselves and made a living as contract killers.

      Jamel was tall, twenty-three, and deadly with a scoped rifle. Kenya was nineteen, cute, and had a nice smile. That smile had fooled many in the moments before their deaths. Unlike her brother, Kenya liked to kill up-close and with a knife. She carried a gun in an ankle holster but rarely used it, nor needed to. She was looking forward to using her blade on Samira while her brother took care of Leonardo, if his help was even needed. Kenya was capable of killing both of them without assistance.

      Jamel often acted as a backup with his rifle, and kept an eye out for cops, as he was doing now, while waiting for Leonardo and Samira to show up at the motel. He was across the highway and lying on the roof of a bowling alley. Along with Leonardo and Samira, he and Kenya were also being paid to kill Jonesy and retrieve the credit card he had used to rent the motel room. To do that, Kenya would have to blend in.
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        * * *

      

      As always, Kenya enjoyed the way it felt when her knife found flesh. She was in one of the motel rooms and killing the maid who had been assigned to clean it. The older Hispanic woman had her scream of pain muffled by the hand that was clamped over her mouth.

      Kenya twisted her serrated blade and the woman’s scream turned into a pitiful moan. That was followed by the body going limp. Kenya guided her onto the bed before she could slide to the floor, then watched the woman gasp out her final breath.

      Everything. She had just taken everything from the woman, all of her remaining days, her hopes, her dreams of the future. The rush Kenya received from knowing that was better than sex to her. Killing gave her a sense of power and control nothing else ever would. It was quite a high for someone who had grown up powerless, and who belonged to a race and a sex that were often disregarded by those around her, as were people in her age group.

      Kenya pulled the covers up over the new corpse after grabbing the kerchief from her head. There was a spare apron in a compartment of the cleaning cart the maid had wheeled inside the room. Kenya put it on and tied it tight, then removed the hat she was wearing to put on the kerchief. The apron hid the maid’s blood, which was staining her blouse.

      Kenya’s phone let her know she had a text. It was from Jamel.

      
        
          
            
              
        They’re here.

      

      

      

      

      

      She smiled. She would get to kill again. It was her favorite thing to do.
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        * * *

      

      Tim Jackson had come through with the information about the motel room Jonesy had checked into. Tanner and Henry had driven to the area and entered the parking lot of the strip mall beside the motel. Henry left his car and walked over to Tanner’s truck.

      “How do you want to handle this?”

      “I’ll do recon. Wait until you hear from me before you approach Jonesy.”

      “What if he leaves the motel or someone comes to see him?”

      “You tell me.”

      Henry smiled. “If that happens, I follow them and let you know where we wind up.”

      “Right,” Tanner said, and handed Henry the keys to his truck. “You’ll be harder to spot in the truck; your car stands out.”

      Henry said, “That’s one reason I like it,” and switched keys with Tanner.

      “Keep an eye out for trouble. I’ll contact you after I check out the area.”

      That had been sixteen minutes earlier. Since then, Henry had watched Kenya enter Room 8 and come out wearing the maid’s kerchief and her apron. He had taken her to be another maid and thought nothing of it, then he noticed she was staring at a couple who were standing outside a car and looking around.

      No, not a couple, Henry thought, brother and sister. He had seen the photo of Leonardo and Samira that Tanner had gotten from Fred Hooper and was aware that the pair were tracking Soulless’s credit card as they were. What he didn’t know was why the maid was so interested in them.

      The woman continued to watch them as they walked over to the door of Room 5, where Jonesy was staying. When the maid adjusted the right side of the apron to make it easier to reach the knife sheathed on her hip, Henry understood the maid was no maid.

      He left the truck and pivoted his head around to look for danger while walking over to the motel’s parking lot. He knew if there was more trouble lurking around that Tanner would handle it.
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        * * *

      

      Jamel had just returned to the position he was in before. He’d been distracted after seeing a guy in a leather jacket cross the highway and head to the side of the bowling alley. When he moved around the roof’s edges to see where he went, he saw no sign of him. He finally decided that the guy was an employee of the bowling alley and had entered the building through a rear entrance.

      Jamel settled into his shooting position and concentrated on the view through his scope. The Greeks had arrived and were knocking on the door of the motel room where the other man they were supposed to kill was staying. He adjusted the scope and saw that Kenya was close to the couple, but she was hanging back. She was pretending to sort through the contents of the maid’s cart she had with her. Jamel didn’t have to guess what had happened to the maid, not as much as his sister liked to kill.

      Movement to the right caught his attention, and he saw a bearded man pulling up a hood over his head, then the guy took out a pair of sunglasses.

      He’s trying to cover his face, so the cameras won’t film him. Kenya had done something similar with the do-rag she was wearing. Half of the thing was hanging loose in front of her face, to hide her features.

      The door opened on the motel room and the Greeks shoved their way inside past a skinny man who had to be another of their targets. Kenya rushed forward as the guy behind her closed the gap between them.

      Jamel was sighting in on Henry’s back when a shadow fell across him, letting him know he wasn’t alone. The knowledge came too late as a leather clad arm gripped him about the neck and pulled him backwards. The rifle fell sideways, and the arm grew tighter, cutting off the flow of blood to Jamel’s brain.
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        * * *

      

      There were a lot of startled faces down in Room 5, Henry’s wasn’t one of them. He saw the alarmed look on Jonesy’s face as Leonardo and Samira pushed their way into his room, then the look of surprise on Samira’s face when Kenya shoved her foot past the threshold to keep the door from shutting. Kenya had been about to thrust a wicked-looking knife forward to stab Samira when Henry kicked her at the small of her back. The impact smashed Kenya’s face into the door, made the door send Samira stumbling backwards against her brother, and he, in turn, collided with Jonesy.

      Jonesy had fallen onto the bed; Leonardo was on the floor beside it and had dropped his gun. Samira was lying on her back, while Kenya lay on her side with her own blade stuck in her abdomen. Her eyes were clenched shut and she was gritting her teeth against the severe pain. The wound was deep and wide; blood was already pooling beneath Kenya.

      Henry entered the room and shoved the door closed behind him with his foot.

      “I’ll shoot anyone who threatens me.”

      Samira had been reaching for her gun, which was on the floor beside her. She stopped moving when Henry aimed the gun at her. When Leonardo reached for his weapon, Henry stepped on Samira’s gun and adjusted his aim toward her brother.

      Samira shouted to Leonardo in Greek. “No, Leonardo! He’ll kill you!”

      Leonardo’s hand had been closing on the weapon. After turning his head and seeing Henry pointing a gun at him, he moved his hand away.

      “Who are you?”

      “Who the hell are all of you?” Jonesy said. He was sitting up on the bed and there was an open bag of potato chips and a can of beer on the nightstand beside him. On the wall opposite the bed, the TV was playing a porno movie. Kenya wasn’t the only one making moaning sounds.

      Henry gestured for Samira to stand. He was surprised to see that she was tall, around five-foot-ten. He hadn’t noticed earlier when he’d been focused on Kenya.

      “You can get up too,” Henry told Leonardo. “I have an errand for you to run.”

      Given his sister’s height, Henry wasn’t shocked to find that Leonardo was taller than he was.

      “What sort of errand?”

      “The woman on the floor was sent here to kill you. Before coming over here, she was in Room 8 with a maid. I want you to find out what she did to the woman. I’ll keep your sister here until you get back.”

      Leonardo’s face reddened, but Samira touched him on the arm. “Do what he says. I’ll be all right.”

      Henry stepped aside so Leonardo could leave the room but warned him not to go yet.

      “I have to make a call first.” Before he could do so, his phone vibrated, he answered it and heard Tanner’s voice.

      “What’s going on in that room?”

      “I have it under control. I’m sending the brother out to check on the maid who was in Room 8. I have a bad feeling she’s no longer with us.”

      “I have her partner over here on the roof of the bowling alley. My guess is, they were hired by Soulless to kill Leonardo and Samira, and maybe Jonesy too. I’ll stay on the phone until we know what happened to the maid.”

      A voice came over the line; it was Jamel. “Let me speak to my sister.”

      “His sister fell on her own knife. She’ll bleed out here if she doesn’t get help soon. What do you want to do?”

      “That depends on what condition the maid is in.”

      “What did he say about my sister?” Jamel asked. Tanner ignored him.

      Leonardo left the room and tried the door of Room 8. It was locked and a Do Not Disturb sign was on the knob. After spotting the maid’s cart, Leonardo used a passkey and entered the room. He stepped out seconds later and shook his head while walking back to Jonesy’s room.

      “The maid is dead?” Henry asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Leonardo says the maid was killed.”

      “All right. I’ll meet you at the truck.”

      Samira asked Henry a question. “How do you know my brother’s name?”

      “I know your name too, Samira, and I know you’re here in America looking for Soulless. I’m looking for him too.”

      “What is your name?”

      “You can call me Eight.”

      “And who were you talking to?”

      Henry pointed at Jonesy and told him to get up. “We’re leaving. Put on your sneakers and let’s go.”

      “Who the fuck are you people?”

      Leonardo charged at Jonesy and gripped his skinny neck. “Do you know where Soulless is?”

      “Soulless? The whack job who killed all those people at that wedding? How the hell would I know where he is?”

      “You’ve been using his credit card,” Samira said. When a loud moan of pleasure came from the TV, she grabbed the remote from the bed and shut it off.

      In the silence that followed, Henry realized Kenya had ceased moaning as well. She hadn’t died yet, but she was on her way after being stabbed with her own knife.

      Hoisted by her own petard, Henry thought, having recently read Hamlet.

      Jonesy took the credit card from the front pocket of his jeans and passed it over to Leonardo. “Take it. I don’t want it anymore, not if it brings this kind of trouble.”

      They left Kenya to die alone, and Henry placed a Do Not Disturb sign on the doorknob. Afterward, they walked over to the strip mall’s parking lot. Henry had put his gun away and had Leonardo and Samira’s weapons hidden beneath his jacket. He also had the gun that had been in Kenya’s ankle holster. He had taken it while Leonardo was out of the room checking on the maid.

      Henry wasn’t holding any of the guns in his possession and wasn’t concerned that Leonardo or Samira might attack him. If that happened, Leonardo and Samira would learn that he was dangerous, with or without a weapon.

      “Look at the eyes on that man,” Samira said, as Tanner walked toward them. “They are so sexy.”

      Tanner had crossed the highway to join them.

      Henry looked over at the bowling alley, and Tanner sent him a single nod, telling Henry that Jamel had suffered the same fate as the innocent maid. Had Kenya merely tied the woman up, she would have gotten medical care and Jamel would have been allowed to live.

      Leonardo became annoyed by the way his sister was looking at Tanner. It was no time to flirt.

      “Who are you two, and how do you know so much about us?”

      “We’ll talk, but first,” Tanner said, and approached Jonesy. “Where’s the credit card you’ve been using?”

      Jonesy pointed at Leonardo. “He’s got it.”

      “And how did you get it?”

      “I found it down the highway there at the convenience store, right after the dumpster left.”

      Tanner studied him, then handed him a hundred-dollar bill.

      “You didn’t see anything that went on in that motel room and you never saw us before, understand?”

      Jonesy nodded while smiling at the money in his hand.

      “Goodbye, Jonesy.”

      “Huh? Oh, yeah, I ain’t seen nothing.”

      Jonesy headed down the highway, leaving the four of them alone.

      “My name is Tanner. I won’t say that I want Soulless as much as you two do, since he killed your mother, but I damn well do want him. Maybe we should work together.”

      Leonardo had been shaking his head before Tanner had stopped talking.

      “We don’t want your help. You might get in our way. And if anyone kills Soulless, it will be me or my sister. We swore that to our mother on her grave.”

      “Leonardo, why not let them help us? If… Eight hadn’t been here today, that woman would have stabbed me.”

      Leonardo answered his sister while speaking in his native Greek. The two had a short argument. Tanner understood every word, having learned the Greek language several years earlier. He could tell that Samira wasn’t going to change her brother’s mind.

      He held up a hand and spoke in English. “All right. Go after Soulless yourselves. And watch your backs. Soulless sent people here to kill you, he might do so again.”

      Leonardo held out a hand. “I want our weapons back.”

      Tanner nodded to Henry, and the weapons were passed over in a furtive manner that wouldn’t draw attention. Henry had handled them while wearing thin gloves; there was no risk that his fingerprints would be found on them.

      Leonardo and Samira tucked the weapons away and turned to walk back to their rental. Samira paused, turned around, and spoke to Henry.

      “Thank you for saving my life.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      After sending Tanner a smile, she joined her brother, and they drove off.

      Henry pointed toward the motel. “There are two bodies in there and another on the bowling alley roof. Do we just leave them?”

      “I would normally, but that cop saw my Homeland Security ID and knows I was asking about Jonesy. And now there are two bodies in two different motel rooms, one of which Jonesy rented. It won’t matter that the card he used isn’t in his name, he’ll show up on the security videos. This will have to be handled.”

      “You’re calling Thomas Lawson?”

      “Yeah.”

      Henry sighed. “Why the hell did they kill the maid instead of tying her up?”

      “Because it was quicker to do so, or they got a thrill from it. Either way, it’s our mess to clean up.”

      Tanner made his call, explained the situation, and was assured that a team would respond in less than an hour.

      “An hour? That’s quick.”

      “Lawson has a lot of resources.”

      They sat in Tanner’s truck and waited to see what would happen. Two vehicles left the highway forty-seven minutes later. One was an ambulance and the other was a small truck that had the name of a roofing contractor on its side. The truck pulled into the parking lot of the bowling alley, while the ambulance was at the hotel.

      There were four people in the ambulance: two in the front and two in the back. The ones in the front were dressed like paramedics, but the men in the back were outfitted like cops. They were all big men who moved with a military bearing. One “cop” went into Room 8 while the two ambulance attendants entered Room 5, and the last man, who was dressed like a cop, stood watch. The ones who entered Room 5 had been pushing a stretcher.

      The “cop” answered a call, looked around, then spoke. The man in Room 8 came out and joined the cop. After a couple left their room and drove off, the men in Room 5 came out with the covered form of Kenya on the stretcher.

      Across the highway, there was movement on the roof. Jamel would soon be taking a ride in the back of a roofing company truck. The ambulance left the parking lot of the motel. The truck reentered the highway six minutes later.

      Henry gave a little laugh. “Damn. If I’d left to get a cup of coffee I would have missed the whole thing. But what about the maid?”

      “They left her because it would look odd if she went missing.”

      Tanner’s phone rang. It was Rhona, Lawson’s assistant and apprentice. Tanner placed the call on speakerphone.

      “Hello Rhona; Henry’s here too. Do you have news?”

      “Yes. The maid was a fifty-one-year-old woman named Carmen Garcia. She was divorced and has a married daughter who lives in Waco, Texas. Her death will be blamed on someone who has nothing to lose by having another murder charge levied against them. Any surveillance video the motel has will be erased.”

      “You guys don’t fool around,” Henry said.

      “Hello Henry, you two don’t fool around either. Do everyone a favor and find Soulless. That man does nothing but cause pain.”

      “We’ll find him, Rhona, and Tanner will put him down once and for all.”

      “I would never doubt it. Stay safe, you two.”

      The call ended, and Henry asked a question.

      “What now?”

      “I want to drive to Corpus Christi and see that metal shop where Gavin Hutch was hiding out. What was the name of the friend who let him use it?”

      “Um, Charlie.”

      “We’ll ask Charlie to let us look around.”

      “We won’t have to. Gavin said that Charlie would be on vacation in India for weeks. He probably hasn’t returned yet.”

      “Good.”

      “Why do you want to go there?”

      Tanner gave a little shake of his head. “I don’t know, but something is nagging at me. I feel like we’ve missed something. We might even find Soulless there. Maybe he also knows that Charlie wouldn’t be back for weeks.”

      “You could be right. I remember seeing something written about the trip to India on a calendar.”

      They switched keys again and Tanner followed Henry to Corpus Christi, since Henry knew the way to the metal shop.

      Twenty minutes after they left the motel, the desk clerk discovered the maid’s body and called the cops. Instead of the local police, three men appeared. They each carried ID stating they worked for Homeland Security.
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            ALIBI INC
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      Reed was taking a break from driving in Las Cruces, New Mexico, when he saw that Alibi INC. had finally responded to his email. They stated that they would be available in two days and could accommodate his request. They left a phone number he could send a text to and a time for him to respond. And for some reason, they’d included the photos he had sent them of Gavin Hutch, and Caroline.

      The email had said that payment would need to be made upfront and a figure was named. It was a figure that could send someone through a good college for four years. Then again, Soulless was asking them to do a lot.

      When the time came, Reed sent off a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        That is a helluva lot of money. Are you certain you can pull off the impersonation?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        We have never failed. But we understand your reluctance. We thought the photos we included would have answered your question.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Why would they have? They’re just copies of the photos I sent you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Take a closer look.

      

      

      

      

      

      Reed did so, and then he saw it. They weren’t the same photos, not quite. He found the photos he had sent along with his request and compared them to the ones he’d just received. There were slight differences in the width of the two Hutchs’ noses, or the curve of the Carolines’ chins, but the resemblance was remarkable.

      “Wow,” he said, when he realized the new photos weren’t of Hutch and Caroline, but they were two of Alibi INC.’s people impersonating Hutch and Caroline. A closer examination revealed that the lighting was different, and the color of the fake “Hutch’s” blue shirt was a shade darker, but the photos were nearly identical. He sent another text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Damn impressive.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Do we have a deal?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll need to get the okay to proceed, because of the price.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        The offer ends in twenty-four hours. Get back to us before then.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You’ll either hear from my boss or you won’t. It’s his decision to make.

      

      

      

      

      

      Reed sent an email to Soulless; it contained an explanation of the photos and instructions on how to contact Alibi INC. Soulless answered it an hour later and said he would pay. That told Reed that Soulless was confident of getting his hands on the millions Caroline’s father was worth. To do that, Crash Wyman would have to die, and Caroline would need to marry Soulless. How the hell he hoped to pull that off, Reed couldn’t even guess.

      He could guess what would come after that. It would be Caroline’s untimely death, which would leave Soulless the rich widower.

      Reed got back on the road after a short break and headed toward Stark. If he made good time, he’d be there before the sun rose, and then it would be sunset time for Soulless.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alibi INC. consisted of three people. They called themselves Zero, Zilch, and Nada.

      Zero had been a con artist his whole life, having been raised by con artists. Zilch was a natural born actress who had tired of attending auditions and fending off horny casting directors. She’d helped Zero pull off a con years earlier and had never looked back. Nada was a talented makeup artist, hacker, and all-around genius. He was the main reason Alibi INC. was so successful. He had also helped Zero commit cons but usually stayed on the peripheral of the action. The two men had known each other since childhood and were like brothers.

      Zero had come up with the idea of impersonating people so that the one being impersonated would have an alibi. They never asked their clients why they wanted to be impersonated, or what they would be doing while the impersonations were taking place. It seemed obvious that most of them had nefarious, even murderous motives, but who were they to judge?

      During Zero’s last contract, he’d pretended to be one George Sanderson. He’d been attending a Sanderson Family Reunion. They were held every five years and the latest one had taken place in California, inside a rented hall, with catering and an open bar.

      Sanderson said he hadn’t been to a family reunion in fifteen years, and that during that time, many of the elder family members who’d known him well had passed on. He had also never been close to any of his cousins while growing up, because none of them had lived near him back then.

      Sanderson was forty-eight, six feet tall, and walked with a slight limp he had gotten when he’d been wounded while an army grunt in Iraq. Zero was younger, shorter, had no limp, and would have trouble finding Iraq on a world map. Despite all that, with Nada’s help, he made for a convincing George Sanderson, especially since Sanderson’s family hadn’t seen him in fifteen years.

      It had been Sanderson’s idea to have Zero attend the family reunion. He figured that if, for whatever reason, the law asked him to account for his whereabouts that day, they would be less likely to doubt he had set up an alibi. After all, he had been with his family, the people who knew him best. He had to have been at the reunion. Case closed. And the cops would look elsewhere for a suspect. That is, if such a situation arose.

      Zero had worn lifts in his shoes, copied Sanderson’s slight limp, and easily mimicked his voice and Boston accent. None of the Sanderson clan took him to be anyone else but their seldom seen relation.

      There were other relatives attending the reunion. One of them hadn’t been to a reunion in twenty years. She was Sanderson’s older sister, Mira. Sanderson had told Zero that he hadn’t seen his sister in a long time, had never met her husband or daughter, and that there was no chance of Mira attending the reunion. He’d been wrong.

      Luckily, Zero had done his research and knew what Mira Sanderson looked like. Or rather, Nada had done extensive research and gathered biographical information about Sanderson that stretched back to his childhood, including a few stories that were part of Sanderson family lore. Nada had forced Zero to read the file at least once. Zero had done so and was glad he had.

      He had approached Mira first and greeted her warmly by a nickname she’d had while growing up. As they hugged, he smelled the scent of alcohol coming off her, and that was before the woman had visited the open bar.

      He nodded and laughed at a few of the stories she mentioned about their childhood, but had been distracted by Mira’s daughter, Yolanda. Yolanda was a redheaded hottie in her twenties with a tongue stud, large breasts, and long legs. Zero wanted to bed her the instant he saw her.

      Zilch was at the reunion and working as part of the catering staff. She was there as backup in case something went wrong and Zero needed a distraction. Zilch knew Zero well and could see the glint of desire in his eye. She whispered to him as she was clearing dishes off a table.

      “Stay away from her. She’s supposed to be your damn niece.”

      Zero ignored the advice. When the night ended, he was in Yolanda’s hotel room and doing things to her that an uncle shouldn’t do with a niece. Zero thought it only made the sex hotter for Yolanda, and it gave him a kick too. If she were ever asked if she remembered seeing her uncle at the reunion, Yolanda would answer yes with a smile and a blush.

      During his next assignment, Zero would pretend to be Gavin Hutch. He had no way to know that Soulless had already been doing the same thing for weeks.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner knelt near the dried blood and bits of tooth that were on the floor of the apartment above the metal shop. He then looked out the window and took in the view of the train tracks and the roadway below.

      The hammer that struck Soulless still hung from its chain. Tanner pointed at it.

      “That had to have rattled him good, being struck with that, but weeks later he was in Mexico to place a bomb that would blow up at that wedding. It makes me wonder if he’s getting help from someone other than a hacker.”

      “Maybe he’s hiring help. He must have made money over the years he’s taken contracts. He might also have forced that plastic surgeon to give up his money.”

      “We know he’s hiring other hitters. There was the one who killed Fred Hooper, and today the two at the motel. It’s unlike him to farm out his killing, but it does make sense. Every cop in the world is looking for him. He’s risking himself every time he steps outside.”

      “It’s not just the cops who will be after him. On the drive over here, I heard that the father of a victim of Pyro’s is offering a reward for Soulless of two million dollars.”

      “That will have more people hunting him, but no one knows what he looks like. Until that changes, Soulless can move about whenever he pleases.”

      “We do know he’s wearing blue contacts and that his teeth are jacked up, or they were. He could have had them fixed by now. Maybe he went to a dentist in Mexico.”

      Tanner let loose an uncharacteristic sigh. “Wherever he is, he’s picked a good place to hide.”

      “Yeah, and I still wonder how his credit card made it all the way to Raylorville.”

      “So do I,” Tanner said, and once again he had the nagging feeling that he should know the answer to that question.

      They left the metal shop and headed back to Stark, with Soulless’s whereabouts still a mystery.
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            PROPER REST IS ESSENTIAL TO MAINTAIN GOOD HEALTH
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      Reed was stopped at a gas station and checking for messages.

      Jamel and Kenya had failed to respond to Reed’s emails and weren’t asking for the remainder of their money for carrying out the hit on Leonardo and Samira.

      Reed later became aware that Leonardo and Samira were still alive because he’d been tracking them through their movements. They had switched out their rental car for a new one and changed hotels. That was likely an attempt to make themselves harder to find.

      Between the battle of the siblings, it would seem the Greeks had come out on top. When he considered it, Reed saw a way to make that work to his advantage. He was still reluctant to send the pair after Soulless. If they failed to kill him, or the police got involved, Reed would be screwed.

      No, he would still kill Soulless himself; however, the Greeks could be used as an insurance policy.

      He composed an email detailing Soulless’s location. It would be sent to Leonardo’s phone in three days’ time if Reed didn’t prevent it from being sent. If it was sent, that meant Reed was dead and that Soulless had killed him. Maybe the Greeks would have better luck at slaying the monster.

      Reed shook his head to clear his mind of such dark thoughts. He would kill Soulless and regain control of his life.

      He started his engine to get back on the road and heard Soulless’s name mentioned on the news. Someone was offering a reward of two million dollars for the man. The money would be paid whether Soulless was dead or alive.

      That gave Reed something to consider. He could kill Soulless and make a fortune, but if he did it on property belonging to Caroline Lang, he’d have a lot of questions to answer, like how the hell he knew the man was Soulless, and where did he get the gun that killed him?

      Shit. I’m going to have to come up with a new plan. I can’t just shoot the bastard in the head and run off. If I did that, I could never collect the reward.

      Reed considered his options as he drove along and came up with an idea. To help implement it, he made a stop at a sporting goods store to buy a baseball bat. Then he shopped at a home improvement center, where he bought a length of thick chain, six padlocks, and a roll of duct tape. He would need to transport Soulless away from Caroline’s house after he captured him. The chain and the padlocks would make sure that Soulless didn’t get free. He’d use the tape to keep him from talking and making threats.

      Soulless texted him around midnight to ask about the pests, meaning Leonardo and Samira.

      Reed texted him back.

      
        
          
            
              
        The pest problem has been handled.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was no further response and Reed guessed that Soulless had gone off to bed. He wondered if he was sleeping with Caroline Lang. If so, he envied him. His last date had looked nothing like Caroline.

      Reed yawned as he fought sleep. He hadn’t stayed up all night since he was a teenager playing marathon video game sessions. And the monotonous drone of the car’s tires and the darkness of the night weren’t helping. He stopped in San Antonio and bought a thermos of coffee, along with a candy bar. The caffeine and the sugar rush helped.

      He was entering Stark around four-thirty a.m. and reached Caroline’s house a short time later. Reed drove past it slowly to get a look at it in the moonlight and was surprised to see a second house behind it. He knew from researching the area that Caroline’s home was set on twelve acres and that there were two large buildings on it, but he had assumed that the structure at the rear was a barn or a garage. Stark was a small town, if you considered the population, but it covered a large area. Every house he’d passed had lots of land around it.

      He left the car parked along an old farm road that ran between Caroline’s property and the home that was a quarter mile away. There were acres of woods at the rear of both properties. Reed walked through the trees while lugging a box containing the chain and the padlocks, along with the bat. Despite the moonlight, he tripped twice over tree roots and wound up with a rip in the right leg of his jeans.

      Two of the padlocks had fallen out of the box. Reed searched and found one of them, but the other one might as well have fallen into a black hole. It didn’t matter. Five locks were plenty.

      His new plan was a simple one. Wait to get Soulless alone, surprise him, and knock him out with a shot to the head from the bat. Afterwards, use the chain to secure him and the duct tape to keep him quiet.

      Once the bastard woke up, he’d free his legs of the chain, march him through the woods, and force him to get inside the trunk of his car. After that, he would drive to a desolate area and finally get some sleep. Having been awake for more than a day and driven fourteen hundred miles, Reed craved rest.

      After he killed Soulless, he could claim that the assassin had tried to carjack him.

      It would be much easier to kill him at Caroline’s house, but two million dollars was worth the time and effort it would take to transport him somewhere else.
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        * * *

      

      Reed reached the old house that Soulless had been renovating and saw that no one lived there. It would be a good place to wait until he got his chance at Soulless.

      It was obvious someone had been working on the house, as the floors had been sanded and other improvements had been done. There was no furniture in the house, but then Reed came across a folding lawn chair in the living room, along with an old bathtub.

      Why is there a bathtub in the living room?

      Reed shrugged, unable to think of a reason for it, then he placed the box with the chain and locks into the tub. It was a pleasure to set it down. The chain was heavy.

      He moved the lawn chair into the old home’s foyer so he could look out a window. When people began moving around at the start of their days, he would see them. He had no idea what Soulless looked like, since it was being reported he’d had his face changed, but he did know what Crash looked like, and that he was an older man. If there was a younger man living in the house, or one came by to see Caroline, it would likely be Soulless.
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        * * *

      

      Reed jerked his chin off his chest and realized he’d fallen asleep. He yawned as he stood and walked around the empty house to fight the fatigue he was feeling.

      I can’t fall asleep, not until I have Soulless under control.

      He walked back to his car, tripping once on the way there, and grabbed the thermos. There was a little lukewarm coffee left in it; as he drank it, he tasted the coffee grounds that had been at the bottom of the thermos. Reed spat them out, grabbed his laptop, and walked back to the house.

      He settled in the lawn chair again and checked his emails. After that, he began reading a blog he liked. The laptop fell to the floor. He had dozed off again. He grabbed the laptop, checked it, saw that it was all right, then blinked. His eyes felt as if they wanted to close on their own.

      He decided that sitting still wasn’t a good idea and went outside, where he walked in a wide circle while moving his arms about. He was trying to get his blood pumping, but all he wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep.

      He ran in place until he was breathing with an open mouth and began sweating. That helped, so he returned to the house and stood in the kitchen with his laptop propped open on an old wooden counter.

      He played video games for a time and when he looked up he saw a hint of light in the east. Twenty minutes later, the woods were growing more distinct as light filtered through their branches, which were pregnant with the buds of new leaves.

      Reed smiled. He felt better now that a new day had dawned, and the long night had passed. With the sunlight illuminating the house, he no longer feared he would doze off and sat in the lawn chair to keep watch over the main house.

      He was sound asleep eight minutes later.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless entered the old house through the back door and spotted the laptop sitting on the counter. He wondered if Crash had left it there. Caroline owned one, but hers had a cover on it that was pink.

      He moved through the house with caution after retrieving his gun, which was kept loaded and hidden beneath the kitchen sink. The next odd sight was the box at the bottom of the bathtub. It contained chains, padlocks, and a roll of duct tape. Lying alongside it was a baseball bat.

      When he came across Reed asleep in the lawn chair, he wondered who he was. It was possible he was connected to Caroline or Crash, but then why the chains, locks, bat, and duct tape?

      Soulless tucked the gun away at the small of his back and returned to the tub, where he claimed the baseball bat. He was about to poke Reed in the chest with the fat part of the bat when he realized who he must be looking at. To see if he was right, he took out his phone and dialed the number he had for his hacker. The phone attached to Reed’s belt rang and woke him up.

      Reed sat up with a start, looked around, then saw Soulless. After squinting at him and cocking his head, he asked a question.

      “You’re Gavin Hutch, aren’t you? I’ve seen a photo of you.”

      Soulless laughed. “You thought you could kill me, and you couldn’t even stay awake.”

      “What are you talking about, Hutch? And what are you doing here? I was told you were dead.”

      “I’m not Hutch; I’m Soulless.”

      Reed attempted to stand but was prevented from doing so when the bat kept him pinned to the chair. He grabbed the end of the bat with both hands and wrest it away from Soulless. He was turning it around to grip the handle when he looked up to see a gun pointed at his face.

      “Give me the bat.”

      Reed did so, and Soulless gripped it with his left hand while keeping the gun aimed at Reed’s face.

      “Are you really Soulless?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You look like Gavin Hutch. Why did you get your face changed to look like him?”

      “It’s just a coincidence that we look alike, but I have to wear blue contact lenses and act weak to pass as Hutch.”

      Reed smiled. It wasn’t much of a smile, because he was scared. “I guess you’re wondering why I’m here.”

      “You came here to kill me. You’re more of a man than I thought you were.”

      “Kill you? Hell no. I came to warn you.”

      “About what?”

      Reed’s eyes shifted back and forth as he struggled to come up with a believable lie. He couldn’t and launched himself at Soulless. He buried his head against Soulless’s stomach, intending to knock him off-balance and onto the floor. Soulless grunted from the impact but only took a step backwards. Then the gun was brought down on the crown of Reed’s head, making him reel from the pain. Two more vicious blows from the gun and Reed collapsed into unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless gazed down at Reed’s prone form with a look of disgust. The hacker had been useful. Now, he’d have to find someone to take his place.

      Fortunately, Reed hadn’t turned stupid until after he’d set up everything Soulless needed to put his plans in place. The plans he had concerning his next assassination, and those involving Caroline.

      The gun had opened up a cut on the top of Reed’s head but there wasn’t much blood, and he was breathing normally. Soulless left him where he lay and walked back to the bathtub. He considered using the chains and padlocks on Reed, as Reed had obviously planned to do to him, then realized it wouldn’t be necessary. The duct tape would be enough.

      He searched Reed, found his wallet, a set of keys, and the gun that was holstered on his left hip. Soulless used the tape to bind Reed’s wrists, knees, and ankles together before shoving a rag in his slack mouth and wrapping more tape around his jaw. Reed would be going nowhere without help.

      He had only come out to the old house to make a private call to Reed before breakfast. He had wanted to ask him about Leonardo and Samira. There were no reports about their bodies being discovered in Raylorville, only a news story about a motel maid being found dead.

      It didn’t matter. Maybe the hit team he’d hired had murdered a nosey maid, then took the Greeks elsewhere to be killed.

      Soulless moved the box of chains out of the bathtub. He then dumped Reed inside it and covered it with a canvas drop cloth, to hide him from view.

      With that done, he went back to the house and had breakfast with Caroline and her family.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless waved goodbye to Caroline as she took Jarod to school. Crash had left the house five minutes earlier. The older man was spending the day with Tanner’s housekeeper, a woman named Franny whom Soulless had yet to meet.

      Reed was still out cold inside the bathtub. Soulless left him again and went looking for the vehicle he used to reach the area. He found it on the farm road and drove it back to Caroline’s property, and around to the rear of the old house.

      Reed was tossed into the trunk and the lid was slammed shut. Soulless had told Caroline over breakfast he wouldn’t be there when she returned home. To explain why he would be gone but the SUV still there, he’d claimed that the woman he’d met would be picking him up in her car, and that they would be spending the day together in Culver.

      When Caroline asked for the name of his fictitious girlfriend, Soulless had told her it was Ann. Ann was an easy name to remember. He’d only need to keep the lie going for another two days. After that, his plans for Caroline would be taking shape and he could stop the charade of playing Gavin Hutch in front of her and let her know who he was. He was looking forward to seeing the look on Caroline’s face when she realized she had invited him into her home and her life.
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        * * *

      

      Reed came to after being slapped. The pain in his head was wicked, and his vision was blurry. When he looked around, he saw that they were in a small clearing surrounded by trees and that he was bound by duct tape. There was something in his mouth and more tape covered his lips. It was the same fate he had envisioned for Soulless, only Soulless would have been chained up instead.

      Panic gripped him and his breathing increased, knowing that Soulless meant to kill him. He tried to speak and only produced mumbling. Soulless removed the tape from over his lips and he spat out the object that had been in his mouth. It was a sock. When Reed checked his ankles, he saw bare flesh between a gap in the duct tape binding him and understood that Soulless had shoved his left sock into his mouth. He was lucky he hadn’t choked on it.

      Able to speak again, Reed begged for his life.

      “Please don’t kill me. I’m so damn sorry I came here, and I’ll do anything you want to make this right. Money! I can give you money. I have over half a million in crypto and another two hundred thousand in cash banked under a different name. And a house. I own a house. It’s all yours.”

      Soulless nodded as he approached Reed with a knife. “I know it’s mine. By the time we’re done, you’ll have given me everything you have.” Soulless cut him loose of the duct tape, then held a gun on him. He gestured to the right with his head. “Start digging and make the grave a deep one.”

      Reed looked over and saw that Soulless had brought along a shovel. He was going to make him dig his own grave.

      “No. Soulless, listen man, we can still work together. You don’t have to kill me. I’ve learned my lesson and I won’t ever try anything like this again.”

      “Dig the hole and then we’ll talk. Refuse to dig, and I’ll start torturing you until you give up your money.”

      Reed made it to his feet, felt a wave of nausea, and dropped onto his hands and knees to vomit. The blows Soulless had rendered to his head had left him with a serious concussion.

      Reed made it back to his feet and weaved in place. His eyes were still blurry, his head ached worse than ever, and he was dizzy. He couldn’t have dug his own grave if he’d wanted to.

      Reed looked at Soulless, said, “I don’t feel good,” and collapsed, as his eyes rolled back in his head.

      Soulless approached him with the gun and sent a kick into his side. “Stop faking and get up. Accept your fate like a man.”

      There was no response. Soulless used the toe of his right boot to turn Reed’s head. Reed’s eyes were closed, his body was limp, but his breathing was steady. Soulless knelt beside him and patted his cheek; there was no response. Reed had slipped into a coma. The damage done to his head had been severe.

      A loud curse escaped Soulless when he realized what had happened. That curse had been in Russian.

      Soulless stayed with Reed, while waiting for him to revive. His condition only worsened, and he stopped breathing. Reed was dead, and with his departure from the world went any chance Soulless had of getting his hands on his money.

      Soulless kicked the body in anger. Reed had been damn useful and now he’d have to find another hacker somewhere, and then there was the loss of the wealth Reed had mentioned, two hundred thousand in cash and half a million in crypto currency. Instead of that, all Reed had left behind was a bat, along with a box of chains and padlocks. Soulless kicked the body again.

      Reed wound up at the bottom of a shallow grave and Soulless drove away in his car. At least the car would be useful. It would save him the trouble of having to steal one for what he had planned the next day. Instead of driving back to Stark, Soulless headed to Dallas. He had an assassination to plan.
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      His inability to locate Soulless frustrated Tanner greatly. He took his irritation out on the heavy bag as he exercised in his home gym. There was also a feeling of annoyance because he felt as if there was something he was overlooking. He continued to have the nagging feeling that the answer to finding Soulless was within reach but was hidden somewhere in his memory.

      After racking his brain for an answer, he’d decided to push his body hard and get in an extensive workout. He had already completed his usual ten-mile run before breakfast. After a session of language study, Bengali, he read through his correspondence, made the needed replies, then went to the gym to lift weights. He moved onto a fifteen-minute session of jumping rope and finished with the heavy bag. When he was done, he’d felt spent, but that nagging feeling hadn’t left him.

      After showering and changing clothes, he was back in his office and glad to see that he’d received word from Jessica White. Jessica had forwarded to him a file; it contained the information they had on Soulless.

      While sipping on a cup of coffee, Tanner perused the FBI’s file on Soulless. He read the account of the assassination of Franco Malone, who had been a drug kingpin Soulless killed in Arizona.

      Soulless had dated a young woman named Heather Valente who was a part of Franco Malone’s staff. Heather Valente had told a friend about Soulless, who she’d known as Kyle, a salesman for a luggage company. Soulless’s gift of new luggage contained the bomb that brought down Malone’s jet and led to the man’s death, and the death of others. It made Tanner wonder if Soulless wasn’t holed up somewhere pretending to be someone else. If so, it was possible the man was in Mexico, where he had made his last hit.

      Unfortunately, nothing in the file helped Tanner. He was about to call Henry to see if he wanted to practice his long-range shooting when he remembered that his apprentice was attending classes.

      Sara was in Laredo, where she had tracked down a serial arsonist who burned buildings so the owners could cash in on the insurance. The last fire the man set had killed a mother and her two children, whom the man hadn’t known were in the apartment above the store he’d set fire to. He’d been told by his employer that the place was empty. His employer hadn’t cared about the insurance money, he’d been trying to rid himself of a wife and his two stepchildren.

      Sara had caught up to the arsonist, then had to deal with the man’s employer, who was looking to kill the arsonist to keep him quiet.

      Sara shot and wounded the man before that could happen and was in Laredo explaining things to the police. She would face no charges, would collect the bounty on the arsonist, and the man she’d shot wouldn’t be free again for many decades. As a mother of two children herself, she told Tanner she felt good about bringing the arsonist and dead woman’s husband to justice.

      “Although prison is still better than they deserve; the fires of hell would be better.”

      “Maybe they’ll get a taste of that someday too,” Tanner had said.

      He sometimes went shooting with Franny as well, but she was busy looking after the children, so he went off to the range alone. He knew from experience that whatever was nagging at him would make its way up to the surface of his mind in time. The key was not to obsess over it and to keep himself occupied with other things. Shooting was great for that, and the practice was essential if he were to maintain his proficiency at the skill of long-range target shooting.

      That was his intention, in reality, he continued to pick at the mental splinter that was stuck at the back of his mind. For some reason, he was certain it held the key to finding Soulless.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless had often been within a mile of Tanner over the last two weeks, but at that moment, he was hundreds of miles away and headed toward Dallas in Scott Reed’s car.

      He had taken a contract to assassinate an important witness before the man could make it to court, and the trial was to begin in less than eighteen hours. He was going to have to kill the target while the man was being ferried to court inside a mine resistant, bulletproof vehicle. Soulless had a plan to do so. While it didn’t rely on luck, he would need certain circumstances to be in his favor. Happily, those circumstances were often in play during the time when the witness would be traveling to court, during the morning rush hour.

      Many thought Soulless to be a reckless and cavalier killer who relied on explosives to wipe out his targets. While he did lean heavily on the use of explosives, Soulless was also a talented marksman who had killed more than a few targets with a sniper rifle. He would be using such a weapon to fulfill his current contract, but the targets of his rounds would not be the man inside the MRAP, at least, not directly.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless arrived in Dallas after five p.m., when the evening rush hour was in progress and the heavier traffic was fleeing the city. In the morning, the rush would be going the other way, and as was always the case, those driving in the flow would be the same ones who navigated the heavy traffic every weekday morning. That was one nice thing about “normal people,” they kept to schedules. On most mornings, over ninety percent of the rush hour traffic was made up of the same vehicles that participated in the rush hour traffic of the day before.

      The MRAP and its likely entourage of federal vehicles and cop cars would be an exception to that rule. And while the fourteen-ton vehicle could protect its occupants from bullets and bombs, it was also distinctive. Soulless would spot it coming from a long way off and have time to set up his shots.

      He drove Reed’s car along Interstate 635 and saw that the road curved often. He was already aware of that because he had watched several videos people had made of themselves driving along the route. Why people did such things and posted them on the internet for anyone to see, Soulless couldn’t imagine, but he was glad they had. It was while watching those videos that he saw the key to the assassination. However, the key would only open the lock of success if certain factors were right. Soulless figured he had a fifty-fifty chance of that happening. If things didn’t go as he hoped, he would still have a chance at killing the target, although it would be a slim chance.

      By dusk, he had picked out the spot he would be shooting from, as the last rays of the sun were in his eyes. Come morning, those sun rays would be at his back and lighting the roadway brilliantly while allowing him to be lost in the glare.

      He thought of Caroline and knew she’d be sitting down to dinner with her family. He’d called her earlier and told her not to expect him back until later the next day.

      “I’ll be staying with Ann, then tomorrow we’re going to spend the day at South Padre Island.”

      He’d been hoping to hear a tone of jealousy in Caroline’s reply. There was none, she simply told him that she hoped he had a good time. If she’d been sincere in that wish, she’d have invited him into her bed long ago.

      Caroline was attracted to “Gavin” physically, but the woman was obsessed with Cody Parker, with Tanner. It was going to bring him great joy when he killed the man. That day was coming, but first, he had another assassination to perform.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless needed a place to stay the night and didn’t want to use Gavin Hutch’s credit cards to rent a room. That would place him in Dallas at the time of the assassination. He solved the problem by picking up a woman in a club that was on Pacific Avenue. He was a few years older than most of the other patrons, but fit in, as his new face made him appear younger.

      Soulless spent money freely and attracted a few women. He wound up going home with a twenty-four-year-old flight attendant named Ann. He had told Caroline he would be with a woman named Ann, and so he was.

      Her home was a three bedroom, two and a half bath colonial. She had gained sole possession of the house after her recent divorce. She and her ex had only been married for two years. A high fence separated the house from its neighbor on one side. On the other side, the homes had a stretch of green lawn between them.

      Soulless had followed Ann to her home in Reed’s car and made a point of backing the vehicle up to the garage door. He would be placing something in the trunk later.

      Ann was high on cocaine and had been energetic as a bed partner. When the drug wore off, the booze kicked in and she crashed, falling into a deep sleep. She would never wake up. Soulless had killed her.

      He wrapped her body in a blanket and carried it out to Reed’s car to deposit it in the trunk. After returning to the house, he set an alarm on his phone to wake him in three hours. He was up with the sun and drove the car to the spot where he was to meet with a helicopter pilot Reed had hired off the dark web. The man would fly you anywhere and not ask questions. He was well compensated for doing so.

      There was a small lake at the spot, or maybe it was a retention pond. Soulless didn’t care what it was called. His only concern was that it was deep enough to conceal Reed’s car. It turned out it was. He sent the vehicle rolling down a hill and into the pond with its windows lowered. It sank from sight in seconds. Because the water was muddy from an overnight rain, the vehicle couldn’t be seen. That might change in the coming days, but by then, Soulless would be away from the area.

      Ann’s body would be recovered someday, and any trace of Soulless’s DNA would be lost. Ann had mentioned that she had the next two days off; she shouldn’t be missed right away. They had left the club separately, he had used a phony name, and paid for his drinks and food with cash. If Ann had called anyone while driving to her house and mentioned him, they would be looking for someone else.

      Soulless grinned. The name he’d given to Ann was Cody Parker.
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      Tanner, as Cody, was out at the front of his driveway gathering the mail. He’d been so preoccupied with thoughts of Soulless the day before that he had forgotten to check the mailbox.

      There were any number of people working for him who could do the task, but he liked doing it. It had been one of his chores when he’d been growing up on the ranch. Somehow, it made him feel like he had back then, when his family was alive and safe, when he’d still had two little sisters, Jessie and Jill. Their birthdays were approaching. It was a time of year he’d often thought of them the most, and he still missed them and knew he always would.

      He saw Caroline approaching in her red BMW and waved to her. Jarod was with her. The boy was quiet, had never spoken to Cody, but he often smiled around him. Caroline said it was a sure sign that Jarod liked someone. If so, it was mutual.

      Caroline smiled as well as she pulled her car to the curb. As usual, Cody was captivated by her beauty, and wondered why she was still alone. The single men in Stark must be blind, or perhaps they were unsettled by the prospect of having Jarod come along with the package. Most men liked things simple when it came to relationships, having an autistic child around complicated matters. Cody thought anyone would be lucky to have either Caroline or her son in their lives. He’d been around Jarod when he played with Lucas and knew the boy had a gentle heart. Lucas, although the younger of the boys, treated Jarod like a little brother.

      Sara had told Cody about a fight Lucas had gotten into on a playground when he’d been defending Jarod from a bully who had insulted the autistic child by calling him names. He remembered Sara had been smiling as she told him what happened.

      “The boy, who was bigger than Lucas, shoved him and told him to shut up. Lucas hit him once and the older boy was on his back. After that, the kid got up and ran to his mother, with a bloody lip.”

      The bully’s mother had tried to get Lucas in trouble and have him banned from the playground. The incident had been captured on video. When it was determined that the bully had shoved Lucas first, he was the one banned from the playground. Later on, Cody had made a point of getting a copy of that video. He felt a sense of pride watching his son stand up to the bigger boy, and for also having stood up for Jarod.

      Cody’s mother, Marian Parker, had only been in his life for his first eight years, but in those short years she had instilled in him a code of ethics, of honor. She was well aware of the apparently genetic disposition the men in her family, the Gant family, had of gravitating toward violence and intimidation. She wanted her son to grow up to be different and had often told young Cody that the weak and the innocent were to be protected by those that would harm them.

      In later years, Cody had seen his father, Frank Parker, give away food to the needy, along with other necessities. Many of the neighbors he’d grown up with had been the same way. If someone in town suffered a devastating fire that left them homeless, they weren’t without a roof over their heads for long, but were welcomed into the home of someone who had the space. And when it came time to rebuild, there had not been a shortage of helping hands, not in the town of Stark, Texas.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline lowered her window. “Good morning, Cody.”

      Cody said hello, then said hi to Jarod. The boy said nothing in return, but he gave the briefest of glances in his direction while smiling.

      “I was going to call you and see if I could stop by later and speak to Gavin Hutch.”

      “You’re welcome anytime, but Gavin isn’t here. He’s spending the day on South Padre Island.”

      “Alone?”

      “No. He met someone while he was over in Culver buying supplies for the renovation. They must be getting along; he didn’t come back here last night.”

      “Are you sure he’s all right?”

      “He’s good. He called me to let me know he wouldn’t be back.”

      “I hope he’s not using his credit cards; Soulless could still track him down that way.”

      “Oh, he knows that. We discussed it and he said he was being careful. He is still wondering who is after us.”

      “But he doesn’t know it’s Soulless?”

      “No, and we’ll keep it that way until you find the man and end the threat. Or maybe you won’t have to, there are a lot of people looking for Soulless now that there’s a large reward being offered for him.”

      “It’s hard to track down someone when you have no idea what they look like. We know he has a new face, he might have also dyed his hair, and there’s a chance he’s living in Mexico.”

      Caroline smiled. “If he can be found, you’ll find him.” She moved her hand toward Cody, who was leaning on her door, to touch him on the arm, then thought better of it and returned the hand to her lap. “Um, why did you want to see Gavin?”

      “I want to ask him a few questions about what happened the day he was injured by falling down the stairs.”

      “I thought Henry did that already.”

      “He has, but I can’t think of anything else to do, so I thought I’d talk to the last person to see Soulless. Maybe Gavin would remember something, although I doubt it.”

      “I’ll ask him to come see you at the ranch when he gets back, okay?”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, and tell Sara I said hello.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      Caroline sent him a little wave, another smile, and drove off.

      Cody watched her go while giving a small shake of his head. Blind, they must all be blind.
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      Soulless stood on a short hill bordering the lake and watched as residents of a nearby apartment complex left their homes and climbed into their cars to head off to work. Given the early hour, most were dressed in jeans and were blue-collar workers, although he spotted the occasional resident wearing a suit. They were likely those who had a longer commute.

      He heard the helicopter’s approach, checked the time on his phone, and saw that the pilot was five minutes early. Early was good, and he would need the time to verify he had received the proper equipment he’d paid for.

      The helicopter landed on a flat plain of grass near the lake. The pilot wore sunglasses and looked to be in his forties. Scott Reed had arranged for the helicopter and for the packages the pilot of the craft was delivering. Reed’s help had been invaluable in tracking down Crash and Caroline; Soulless knew he’d miss having access to the hacker’s skills and would make it a priority to find someone to replace Reed. But first, he had a contract to carry out.

      The pilot turned in his seat and called Soulless by the name he’d been given. He had to speak loudly to be heard over the sound of the helicopter’s engine.

      “Hello, Mr. Smith. Your packages are in the back there.”

      Soulless had a hood covering his head, wore a bandana over the lower part of his face, and had on sunglasses that matched the pair the pilot wore. He’d be hard to identify.

      “What should I call you?”

      “Call me Pilot. The instructions I was given said to meet you here to deliver the packages, and then I was to meet you back here in one hour. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “And afterwards, I’m to fly you south to an area of your choice.”

      “Right again, and you’ll also be meeting me tomorrow at a different location.”

      “That’s what I was paid for.”

      “I won’t be alone tomorrow; there will be a woman with me.”

      “I was told there would be two of you then, yeah.”

      Soulless removed a black case from the helicopter, opened it, and looked inside. What he saw pleased him. There was also a small box. A look inside confirmed he had received everything he’d asked for.

      “Will you wait here for me, or will you fly off and then return?”

      “I’ll leave and come back. If I stayed here too long, someone might call the cops to investigate.”

      “Be back here in one hour then wait for me.”

      “I’ll wait, but only for fifteen minutes.”

      “I’ll be here,” Soulless said, then he turned and headed off in the direction of the apartment complex. Behind him, the helicopter lifted off and flew away.

      The apartment complex had only one and two-bedroom apartments. The parking for the units had been laid out simply. Each resident of the single bedroom apartments were granted one parking space. Those with two bedrooms had two spaces.

      There was also plenty of parking for guests or those who lived with someone in the single bedroom apartments; however, those parking spaces were farther away from the building and by the rear entrance. Soulless spotted a young man headed toward a vehicle that was in the visitor parking area. He wasn’t a visitor; he had recently moved in with his girlfriend so they could each save money. The guy was wearing a T-shirt that was an iridescent green and had the logo of an electrical contractor on it.

      Soulless attacked the man as he was getting inside his pickup truck by slamming the black case he carried against the side of the man’s head. The guy was stunned from the blow and unable to defend himself. Soulless continued to pummel him until he passed out. He then used what remained of the duct tape he’d gotten from Reed to bind the man and tape his mouth and cover his eyes.

      No one had witnessed the attack and there would be no call made to the police. The guy had never seen his face, so there was no need to kill him.

      After driving out of the apartment complex, Soulless stopped on the side of the road and dragged the man from the truck and into the woods. He figured his victim would eventually free himself or be found by someone. If neither event occurred within four days’ time, the man would die of thirst. Soulless was good with either outcome, freedom or death. All he cared about was the truck. With Reed’s car submerged underwater, he needed another vehicle.

      He drove to a location that was at the rear of a large retail establishment and near the spot he had picked out along the interstate. It was a bright, cloudless day, and the morning temperature was in the high 60s. Soulless opened the black case and began assembling the sniper rifle it contained. Within the small box was the ammunition, which was loaded into several magazines. None of it stood a chance of penetrating the armored exterior of the MRAP his target would be riding in.

      When he had the rifle together and loaded, Soulless strode up a hill that bordered the highway. He faked a limp as he walked because he wanted the authorities to think he was still suffering from the effects of the wound Henry had given him, as he had been in Italy. There was a two-million-dollar bounty on his head. If he was being recorded by the security cameras at the back of the building, when the video was released, anyone looking for him would search for a man with a limp.

      The sun was at his back and creating glare on the windshields of the vehicles below. He navigated the final distance up the hill by crawling into position using his elbows and knees. Glare or not, if he stood on the hill backlit by the sun, the silhouette of his rifle would be hard to miss.

      He needed to remain undetected until the time was right to strike at his target. That target would not be the MRAP.

      While watching the videos of people driving on the interstate, Soulless noticed that there were many trucks moving along the roadway that belonged to the same company. That company was one that transported fuel, such as gasoline and heating oil. Their depot was several miles away, and their drivers left that depot during the morning rush to make deliveries to gas stations. They had dozens of trucks, with each one carrying eight thousand gallons of fuel.

      Soulless had been on the hill overlooking the highway for only a minute and had already spotted two of the trucks as they moved along in the thickening traffic. They had a distinctive red and blue logo and the shiny tanker sections gleamed like glass in the morning sun. Five minutes after that, he’d seen nine trucks in total.

      He was in position to view the roadway for nearly a mile before it curved to the left. In the other direction, the road went right a short distance ahead. He would have less than a minute to act once the MRAP came into view, and during that time, he would need at least one of the fuel trucks to be in the area, although two would be better.

      His plan was to make the truck crash and to ignite the fuel, creating a massive amount of smoke, a choking cloud of it. The MRAP protected its occupants from projectiles and explosives, but they still needed to breathe. If he could trap the MRAP in a fog of noxious gasoline fumes and black toxic smoke, he could kill the target by suffocating him. There would also be the heat produced by the burning of thousands of gallons of fuel. That heat should be enough to kill on its own, and along with the heat would be the fire that produced it.

      He cursed after spotting a cluster of seven of the fuel trucks moving along together in the slow lane. In the three minutes that followed their passing, not one of the trucks appeared. According to the fuel company’s website, their depot was home to ninety-eight of the gleaming silver tanker trucks. That meant there should be many more of them that had yet to leave their base. Then again, not all of the trucks would be heading in the same direction, or would even get on the highway, so maybe cut that figure to less than half, and round it out to forty trucks. Soulless had already spotted sixteen of them, and some may have slipped by before he was in position.

      If the timing of the trucks didn’t work out, he could always use incendiary rounds to set off the gas tanks of cars. That option wasn’t likely to produce enough smoke or high heat to get the job done.

      Four more tanker trucks went by. Soulless cursed each of them. Another pair appeared, then following eight seconds behind them, there came a police car with its lights on but its siren mute. It was moving along the shoulder to avoid the slowing traffic. Then there was another cop car, followed by the hulking profile of the MRAP. Two black vehicles containing federal agents brought up the rear of the caravan.

      Soulless sighted in on the two tanker trucks. The first driver he targeted was singing along to the radio in his cab as his fingers tapped the steering wheel. Soulless placed a round into the forehead of the happy fellow that took the top of his skull off.

      There was no need to fire at the other tanker truck driver, with its driver dead, the first truck swerved into the second and sent it heading right, toward the other side of the hill where there was no guardrail. The hill itself was the guardrail. The lumbering truck made it partway up the hill, causing Soulless to wonder if he was going to need to move sideways to avoid it. But no, the steepness of the hill caused the vehicle to slow, and then it tipped over. It crashed onto the driver’s side, damaging the tank and sending fuel spilling onto the roadway.

      Meanwhile, the first truck had careened off the guardrail on the other side after smashing into two cars and causing the traffic to come to a halt, with the squeal of many brakes and the bleating of horns. The guardrail bent, but held, and the truck stayed upright. Because it was blocking two lanes, the traffic on the left side of the roadway had come to a standstill. Two of the four lanes remained open, but the drivers of the vehicles in them were rubbernecking the accident and moving at a slow pace. As for the shoulder, it was blocked by the tail end of the overturned tanker.

      The two police cars brought their vehicles to a halt as Soulless was switching magazines. It was time to use the incendiary rounds. One of the cops had spotted his movements up on the hill. The man leapt from his vehicle and pointed toward him while speaking to the cops in the other car.

      Soulless fired. He wasn’t aiming at the cops; he was aiming at the spilt fuel. The gas fumes ignited, and the cop did the same.

      His second round connected with the tanker truck that had the headless driver. Fuel poured from the hole created, but the truck failed to ignite. The next round did the trick, and the tank exploded. Soulless felt a tremendous wave of heat pass over him. It was strong enough to blow back his hood from his head.

      Black smoke billowed into the air as the fire spread. Soulless raised his head to get a look at the MRAP and grinned when he saw that there was another tanker truck two car lengths behind it in the slow lane. He targeted the tanker, missed his first shot, but made the second, creating another explosion and spilling more burning fuel onto the roadway. There was yet another tanker truck a quarter mile beyond the one he had just hit. Soulless sighted in on it. Judging by its markings, it belonged to a different company than the others. It would do all the same.

      He missed his first two shots, then lost his view of it because of the smoke. After loading a new magazine of incendiary rounds into his rifle, he fired blindly in the direction of the last tanker truck. The fourth round hit home, and another explosion occurred. Because of the truck’s position, the vehicles trapped between it and the burning trucks ahead had nowhere to go. Burning fuel ran along the highway beneath the trapped vehicles, setting them ablaze. Panicked drivers ran into each other’s cars, although they knew the way ahead was blocked. Others stepped from their vehicles, hoping to flee and avoid the smoke choking them. Most had their clothing catch fire. Soulless had created a slice of hell on the interstate, one in which the protected target inside the MRAP was trapped.

      Soulless didn’t stick around to judge the success of his actions. He couldn’t have done so if he’d desired it, for he was having trouble breathing like everyone else. However, everyone else was engulfed in a lake of fire. Either the smoke would get them, or they could take their chances with the flames.

      Soulless made it back down the hill, while remembering to affect the phony limp. He returned to the pickup truck and drove it forward. The truck made it up a section of the hill that was beyond the zone of death, crested the rise, and rolled down the other side.

      Soulless had to move along on the grass until there was a break in the guardrail, then he drove onto the highway. His rearview mirror showed him a scene consisting of black smoke and orange flames. Had he been closer, he would have heard the screams of the dying.

      He took the first exit and drove back toward the rendezvous point where the helicopter pilot would pick him up. He would be a few minutes early.
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        * * *

      

      There was a steady stream of vehicles leaving the parking lot belonging to the apartment complex. If any of them were using Interstate 635, their morning commute would be delayed. Soulless left the truck along the side of the road with the rifle still in it. His fingerprints wouldn’t be found on it or the truck, because he’d been wearing gloves.

      Once again, he’d heard the helicopter before he spotted it. He left the truck and walked toward the lake. As he was buckling his seatbelt, the pilot was pointing left, where a column of black smoke was visible.

      “They must have had a hell of a wreck on the highway. I bet somebody died over there.”

      “Yeah,” Soulless said, unconcerned by how many he had killed, and hoping that the target had perished. The helicopter lifted off and carried him south.

      The story was at the top of the news for the rest of the day. Dozens had perished from smoke inhalation. The target, four cops, and five Feds died as well. They had tried to use the MRAP’s bulk to smash through the cars blocking them in to reach safety, only to be stopped when they came upon the burning wrecks of the fuel tanker trucks. Desperate to escape the smoke, they left their vehicles and suffered serious burns. Only one cop and one Fed survived. They were in the burn unit and would be scarred for life.

      Soulless was back, and as recklessly lethal as ever.
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      Tanner watched the news and viewed the video taken by the security cameras and wasn’t fooled by Soulless’s limp. He knew from the video he’d recovered at Dana Leonard’s apartment that Soulless no longer had a limp. The hotel employee Fred Hooper had also told him that Soulless walked normally.

      The government’s witness had suffered burns over ninety percent of his body. He wouldn’t be testifying anywhere, not on this side of the grave.

      Sara had watched the video with Tanner in their living room at the ranch house, and also watched several videos taken during the attack by people in their cars on the other side of the highway. There was speculation that the FBI would move Soulless to the top of their Most Wanted List.

      Sara shook her head in disgust. “He really is insane, isn’t he? Who else but a madman would cause such mayhem to kill one man?”

      “He needs to be stopped, or else something like this will happen again. Insane or not, he gets results, and the people willing to hire him have no more regard for human life than he does.”

      “How are you going to find him?”

      “I don’t know. What’s worse, is that I feel like I should know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve had this nagging feeling for days that I’m missing something that could lead me to Soulless. An itch that I can’t seem to scratch. I’ve gone over everything we know about him at least four times and nothing leaps out at me. But I can’t shake the feeling that the answer to finding him lies in my subconscious.”

      “If that’s true, you need to relax and stop trying to force it to the surface. It will rise up and pop into your mind when you least expect it.”

      “I’ve been trying to do that, and while that was going on, Soulless was in Dallas causing havoc.”

      Sara took his hand. “It’s not your fault he’s still alive.”

      Tanner nodded. “Yeah, it was a freak thing that he recovered from drowning. I know that. I still failed to kill him when I had the chance.”

      Sara stood and pulled him along with her. “The kids will be waking up from their naps soon. Let’s saddle the horses and go for a ride with them. It will take your mind off Soulless.”

      “All right,” Tanner said. But as they walked up the stairs, he was thinking of Soulless again.
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        * * *

      

      At that very moment, Soulless was thinking of Tanner as he made his way back to Stark. He’d had the pilot drop him off in San Antonio because he didn’t want the man to know his true destination. Although, he did plan to use the pilot’s services again the next day. His time playing Gavin Hutch was coming to an end. He would kill his enemies, use Caroline to make millions, then leave the country. For whatever reason, he was feeling the pull to return to Russia, although he’d fought the impulse for months, ever since he “died.” With Tanner dead, and his other enemies eliminated, he would head home and face his past. And Tanner would be dead, Soulless would see to that.

      He’d spent days trying to come up with a plan that would result in Tanner’s death, along with the deaths of Crash and Henry, while making the cause of their demise seem like an accident.

      He’d begun planning for such an accident when he still believed Caroline might be a replacement for Gwen. If that had happened, he couldn’t have been seen as being responsible for her father’s death, or she would have hated him. Since then, he’d come to realize that Caroline would never make a fit companion. So why go to all the trouble of rigging up an accident? It would be so much simpler to kill them all outright.

      Crash would be the easiest. The old man would never see it coming. As for Tanner, some finesse would be needed. That could be accomplished by using the man’s wife as bait.

      He would love to kill Henry at the same time, but if they all died at once, it might appear suspicious. Henry would die later, Once Soulless’s plans for Caroline had been realized. And with Crash dead, she would be a rich woman. The same would be true for her younger sister, were she still to be alive. However, poor Olivia would be killed in an accident. Soulless had paid good money to see that it would happen, and the accident was to take place sometime in the next day in California. With Crash dead, and Olivia killed tragically, Caroline would inherit her father’s money alone. But no, not alone, because Caroline was getting married, the groom would be a man named Gavin Hutch.

      More tragedy would occur when the newlyweds went skydiving, and the lovely bride would die in a freak accident.

      That would leave Gavin Hutch as the sole heir of Crash’s multi-million-dollar estate. With such a string of circumstances, the law would investigate. They would find that Gavin Hutch had no criminal record, history of violence, or addictions.

      The deaths of Tanner, Sara, and Crash would be placed on Soulless. As for Olivia, her death would be ruled an accident. The assassin Soulless hired was a specialist in arranging such things. Despite the many deaths and occurrences that brought about the circumstances, in time, Soulless, as Gavin Hutch, would inherit Crash’s millions.

      Once he transferred the money, Gavin Hutch would cease to exist, and then it would be Henry’s turn to die. Soulless had plans for Henry. The boy had caused him a monstrous degree of pain and aggravation by wounding him in the leg. Soulless wasn’t going to grant Henry an easy death. He would take him somewhere and torture him for days.

      Of course, for any of this to happen, he needed the help of Alibi INC.
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        * * *

      

      Zero was eyeing Zilch with a suspicious expression. “You and I have to get married?”

      She laughed at the look on his face. “It’s not my idea. It’s what the client wants. Why would I want to marry you? You’re too immature to make a good husband.”

      They were in their office, or what they called their office. It was a fifth-wheel style RV that had three bedrooms and two baths. It was currently in Texas, near the town of Stark, but they were to depart for Las Vegas by plane the following day.

      Nada would be taking an earlier flight and get them rooms and a rental car.

      Zero looked over at Nada who, as usual, was on the computer. “Will the marriage be binding?”

      “Of course not, you’ll be committing fraud by pretending to be someone else. Then again, if we never get caught, the marriage will be binding for the two people you’ll be pretending to be, Gavin Hutch and Caroline Lang, whoever they are.”

      “I hope we charged enough for this.”

      “The client paid double our usual fee, Zero, because we’re impersonating two people. They also paid for the bridal suite.”

      Zero smiled as he eyed Zilch. “A honeymoon. I hadn’t thought of that. I hope you wear something red and see-through.”

      “In your dreams. We won’t be using the suite other than to check in while using their names. The client will be in the suite at night.”

      “Damn. I thought you were finally loosening up.”

      “You’re loose enough for the both of us… sleeping with your own niece.”

      “Yolanda wasn’t really my niece.”

      “She didn’t know that.”

      “Then call her loose. I was just having a good time.”

      Nada held up a hand. “We need to go over the schedule for this operation. Now pay attention, Zero.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I’ll leave early tomorrow morning on a commercial flight and fly to Las Vegas, where I’ll meet the two of you later on at the airport, after you arrive on a private jet. Before leaving, I’ll apply your makeup. If anyone asks the pilot or copilot about this Gavin Hutch or Caroline Lang, they’ll vouch for them having been on the jet. After the client calls and gives us the okay, you two will head to the nearest chapel and get married.”

      “I wonder what kind of scam the client is pulling,” Zilch said.

      Nada shook his head. “That’s not our concern. We do the job and move on.”

      What Nada didn’t understand was that he was dealing with Soulless. Once they had played their part in his plans, they would become a liability and need to be eliminated. Soulless often rewarded success with death, as he had with the plastic surgeon, Dr. Snellenberger, and the Greek document forger, Kasiani.

      Zero, Zilch, and Nada were on a path to a true state of nothingness, oblivion due to violent death.
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        * * *

      

      Instead of taking a cab directly to Caroline’s house from the train station in Culver, Soulless made a stop in town to visit the liquor store owned by Betty, a woman Caroline had labeled as Stark’s town gossip. He was pleased to find Betty working the counter and glad she remembered him.

      “Hello Gavin, what’s new?”

      Soulless beamed at her. “Caroline has agreed to marry me.”

      Betty appeared surprised by the news, as was one of the store’s patrons. She was another older woman and a friend of Betty’s named Thelma. Betty was the town’s biggest gossip, but Thelma was the runner-up. The two women congratulated Soulless and asked him when the wedding was.

      “I’m marrying that woman as soon as possible. We’ll be heading to Las Vegas.”

      Betty was a gossip; she was also a good saleswoman. “You should celebrate. What sort of wine do you like? I have a wonderful bottle of Opus One here that’s only five hundred dollars.”

      “What’s your best bottle of champagne?” Soulless asked, and he could see the glint of avarice ignite in Betty’s eyes.

      “Oh, that would be a vintage bottle of Dom Pérignon we have on hand… but it’s nearly three thousand dollars.” Betty said those last words in a softer voice, certain that Soulless would tell her it was too expensive. Instead, he said he would take it.

      “Nothing is too good for my Caroline, and I have the best reason in the world to splurge.”

      “Absolutely,” Betty agreed. She retrieved the bottle and had to dust it off, the vintage was 1973.

      Soulless paid with a smile, while using a credit card taken off the body of Scott Reed. As he was walking out of the shop, another patron entered. Instead of being greeted with hello, Betty began telling the man about Caroline’s impending nuptials.

      “Who’s Caroline?” the man asked. His ignorance didn’t matter. It was only important that Betty spread the news of “Gavin” and Caroline’s imminent marriage.

      Soulless was setting a stage. When the play ended, Caroline, her father, and her sister would all be dead, along with Tanner.
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      Scott Reed had set up an email to be sent to Leonardo’s phone in the event of his death. That email reached Leonardo the following morning at six a.m., although Leonardo hadn’t read it right away because his phone had been shut off. When he did read it, he saw a heading for the message that caught his attention immediately.

      The location of Soulless.

      The message went on to state that Soulless was living in the town of Stark, Texas, and that he was either living with or often visiting the home of a woman named Caroline Lang. Included was Caroline’s address. It further explained that if Leonardo was receiving the message, it meant that the sender, a man named Scott Reed, was dead, had failed to kill Soulless, and had become another victim of Soulless.

      Leonardo showed the message to his sister after visiting her motel room. Samira read it and cocked her head.

      “It could be a trap, so someone can try to kill us.”

      “Does it feel like that to you? It doesn’t to me. I think this man Reed set up this message as a way to pay Soulless back. If it is true, we’ll never have a better opportunity to kill the bastard. We might even claim the reward that’s being offered for him.”

      Samira looked thoughtful for a moment, then she grabbed her phone.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I want to see how far away we are from Stark.”

      Leonardo smiled. “Then we’re going?”

      “Yes. And when we find Soulless, he’ll wish he’d never been born.”
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        * * *

      

      Soulless woke up feeling grand. Today was the day he was going to take vengeance on his enemies. It was also the last day he had to play the part of the weak and feckless Gavin Hutch.

      He’d slept late, having consumed most of the champagne the night before as a celebration of the success of his latest assassination. By the time he rose, Caroline had already driven off to take Jarod to his school.

      She had left him a note saying to help himself to coffee and that there were fresh bagels available. He had thought he was alone in the house until Crash entered the kitchen and said good morning, as Soulless was pouring coffee into a mug.

      “It is a good morning, and it’s going to be a great day. Why aren’t you playing with your drones, old man?”

      Crash gave him an odd look; as Gavin’s rudeness bewildered him.

      “I figured I’d take a day off from work and spend time at home.”

      “That’s good. It saves me the trouble of having to make up a lie to get you to come back here.”

      Crash squinted at him. “Are you feeling all right, Gavin?”

      “I’m fine, you old bastard; you’re the one who’s fucked.” Soulless tossed the mug of hot coffee into Crash’s face, scalding him with the liquid, then he began beating him.

      Raymond “Crash” Wyman had been fascinated by assassins for decades and had felt himself qualified to rank them. He’d also felt it was his right to ban Soulless from those rankings and to label the man as a monster. Today, he would experience the results of those decisions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Caroline returned home nineteen minutes later to find Soulless sitting in the kitchen. She greeted him with a smile and asked where her father was.

      “He’s around. Take a seat, Caroline. I have something to tell you.”

      “All right, and I’ll have a cup of coffee while we talk.”

      Soulless smiled. “Your father had one too.”

      After Caroline was settled across from him, Soulless got right to the point.

      “I know you and your father were the ones running the assassins website.”

      Caroline sighed. “How did you find out?”

      “You told me.”

      “I did?”

      “When you called me on the day that you drove to Corpus Christi. You called me and admitted that you were Gavin Hutch’s contact, you and your father.”

      Caroline had been bringing her cup to her mouth to take a sip. She paused and lowered the cup.

      “Why are you speaking of yourself in the third person?”

      “I’m not Gavin Hutch; I’ve only been pretending to be Hutch. The man was already dead by the time you called his phone, but I was there to answer it.”

      Soulless waited for it, saw Caroline realize the implications behind his words, and watched with delight as her hands began to shake. She swallowed once, twice, then asked her question.

      “Are you… Soulless?”

      Soulless brought up the gun he’d been concealing beneath the table. “Yes I’m Soulless, the man you and your father called a butcher and a monster. And you, you stupid bitch, you brought me right into your home and revealed to me the identity of Tanner. I should thank you for that, Caroline. I’m not sure I ever would have found the man on my own. It will make it so much easier to kill him.”

      Caroline rose from her seat as tears welled up.

      “Sit down! I’m not through talking to you.”

      The tears came, and Caroline wiped at them. “Why this charade for weeks? You could have killed me and my father the first night you were here? Oh God, Daddy. Where’s my father?”

      “He’s still alive. He’s at the old house. We’ll be joining him after we’ve had a nice talk. You asked me why I pretended to be Gavin Hutch for so long. I did so because of you. I never would have thought a woman would have been behind the assassins website, and such a damn fine-looking woman. With your interest in assassins, I thought you might make a good companion for me, the way Gwen had been.”

      “Gwen was a madwoman who made bombs for you; bombs that killed the innocent, children. You could probably search forever and not find someone as sick as her.”

      Soulless smiled. “I thought you’d be scared to death and begging for your life, and instead you insult Gwen to my face. You do have a certain fire in you.”

      “Tanner will kill you. You understand that, don’t you? It doesn’t matter what you do, when the end of your life comes, it will be Tanner that puts you down.”

      “You mean Cody Parker, the man you love?”

      Caroline looked away as her face blushed. “Cody is happily married. There’s nothing going on between us.”

      “But you would do anything to change that, wouldn’t you? I’m going to help you with that.”

      Caroline met his eyes again. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m going to kill Parker’s wife, which will make it easier for you and him to get together, only… I’m also going to kill Parker.”

      Caroline straightened her back and stared Soulless in the eye. “Do you know how many people have tried to kill him? Not one has come close, not even Maurice Scallato or Alonso Alvarado. Someone like you has no chance.”

      “He’ll die, and he’ll do it while trying to save his wife. You once told me that the man loved Sara very much. I think you’re right. I’m going to use that weakness against him. Tanner dies today. Get on your feet. We’re heading to the old house.”

      “Is my father really still alive?”

      “Come with me to the house and you’ll see for yourself,” Soulless said, and as he spoke, he grabbed Caroline’s phone, which she had set on the table.

      Caroline stared at the gun pointed at her and stood. “Tanner will kill you.”

      Soulless shoved her. “Get moving. I have a flight to catch soon.” He looked at the time on Caroline’s phone. He was to meet the pilot in less than an hour. When that happened, Tanner would already be dead.
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      One of the heifers had given birth, and it turned out to be an ordeal for the creature as its calf was larger than normal.

      Graham “Doc” Richard’s daughter, Dr. Beth Alexander, helped to deliver the calf, whose entrance into the world took the better part of eight hours. Cody, along with his ranch foreman, Rick Winhoffer, had stayed with Beth until the calf finally left the birthing canal at two a.m.

      Having gotten so little sleep the night before, Cody had stayed in bed later than usual. He awoke, took a shower, dressed, and went downstairs to find Sara gone along with Lucas, and Marian. Franny had taken the kids to the library to see a puppet show, one they had been looking forward to for days. As for Sara, she had left a note for Cody telling him she was running over to Caroline’s house and would be back before lunch.

      Cody scribbled a message below her note telling her that he was going for a run. He moved out onto the rear porch and began stretching. There were toys out there that Lucas and Marian had been playing with. It was a spy kit. The kit came with a set of night vision goggles, which were just colorful plastic goggles with flashlights attached, a pair of walkie-talkies, and a device that would sound an alarm if anyone passed by it. The kids had great fun playing with the toys. Seeing the childish spy kit brought to mind a story contained in the Book of Tanner, one involving Tanner Four. Tanner recalled the tale as he left the porch and began his run.
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        * * *

      

      The cold war had come to North Dakota in the 1960s and Minot Air Force Base was the target of a Russian spy. Tanner Four had learned of a plot to steal military secrets involving designs detailing the prototype of a new targeting system.

      The contract he was working was on a mobster. He had fulfilled it, but while doing so, he learned that a rival mob was in league with the Soviets and had been hired to help their spy infiltrate the base and steal the designs. They had no idea who the spy was; they had only been paid to make certain that a guard on the gate would cooperate and let the spy onto the base when the time was right. To make that possible, they had kidnapped the wife and young daughter of the gate guard. If he didn’t cooperate, his family would die.

      Tanner Four decided to stop them and had tracked down the Russian spy. The man had been masquerading as a farm equipment salesman named Harper.

      Tanner Four had wounded Harper in the left shoulder, but luck had aided the spy and he was able to slip away. Before Tanner Four could catch up to him again, the spy had made a call from a phone booth telling the leader of the mob where he was hiding out and told them about Tanner.

      Tanner Four cornered Harper inside an old barn, and the spy smiled as he heard the rumble of automobiles coming along the nearby dirt road.

      “Do you hear that? Those men are my allies. They will kill you. Hand me your weapon and I’ll tell them to let you live.”

      “I thought spies were supposed to work undercover, not have partners.”

      Harper laughed. “They are not partners, they are pawns, men willing to betray their own country for money. Thanks to your interference, I’m forced to reveal myself to them.”

      “So, you’ve never met them?”

      “They only know me by the code name I was given.”

      Outside the barn, several vehicles came skidding to a stop. Tanner Four had gone to the front of the barn and peeked out through a crack in one of the structure’s wooden walls. A quick count revealed that there were at least fourteen men.

      Harper, the spy, held out his hand. “Give me your gun; it is the only way you will live through this.”

      Tanner Four smirked at the man. “For a spy, you’re not much of a liar.”

      A booming voice called from outside. “Are you in there, Raven? How bad is your shoulder wound?”

      Harper was opening his mouth to reply, but Tanner Four beat him to it as he called back, “It’s not too bad, and I have the man who tried to kill me.”

      Harper shook his head. “You won’t fool them that easily.”

      Tanner Four raised his gun, said, “I’ll take my chances,” and shot Harper in the face. His second shot was aimed at himself, as he cocked his arm back and sent a round into the outer edge of his left shoulder.

      The pain was brutal and the wound bloody, although the injury was far from serious. Tanner hoped it would be convincing.

      The voice from outside spoke again. “What’s going on in there?”

      “I killed the bastard who wounded me. I’m coming out now.”

      The men from the mob lowered their weapons when they saw that the spy code named “Raven” had his gun tucked into his waistband. While talking to their leader on the phone, the spy had claimed he’d been wounded in the shoulder, and the man in front of them had such a wound. Meanwhile, a look at the dead man revealed that he’d been shot twice, and they had heard two shots.

      It never occurred to them that Tanner wasn’t the spy he claimed to be.

      Later on, Tanner Four killed them all and freed the gate guard’s family.
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        * * *

      

      More than sixty years later, the current Tanner, Tanner Seven, came to a sudden stop as a sickening realization struck him. While the stories varied in their details, Gavin Hutch’s tale of his escape from Soulless held echoes of Tanner Four’s clever ruse to fool the mobsters by assuming an identity. And fool them he had. They had brought him back to their headquarters, attended to his wound, fed him, and revealed where the guard’s wife and daughter were being held.

      “No,” Tanner said to himself. “Henry checked his ID; the man is Gavin Hutch.”

      And yet, the sensation that had been dogging him for days was gone, as if that particular itch had been scratched, and the mystery of Soulless’s location was solved. Soulless, a man with a new face, a face that could be a match for the face of Gavin Hutch.

      Tanner recalled Sara’s note, the one telling him she was going over to Caroline’s house. All doubt left his mind to be replaced by a rare sensation of fear.

      If Hutch was Soulless, Sara could be at his mercy. Tanner sprinted toward Caroline’s house, with dread as his companion.
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      Etched in Caroline’s features was misery, along with the sense of guilt she felt as she watched Soulless chain Sara to one of the steam radiators inside the living room at the old house. He was using the chains and padlocks that had been left behind by Scott Reed, during his ill-fated attempt to kill Soulless.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless had sent Sara a text from Caroline’s phone asking her to come by and to bring the kids. He’d been disappointed the children were off on a trip to the library, but pleased that Sara appeared at the house so quickly.

      It would have been better to place Tanner’s entire family in jeopardy, particularly given his history, but his wife would do. He would die trying to save her life and allow Soulless the time he needed to get away. As he’d told Caroline, he had a flight to catch.

      Sara hadn’t known anything was wrong until she’d felt Soulless jam a gun against her back. When he told her who he really was, the woman surprised him by smiling.

      “My husband is going to kill you.”

      Soulless smiled back at her. “He already did that; now it’s my turn.”

      Soulless had ordered her to walk out the back door of Caroline’s home and into the old house behind it. Sara had been glad to see that there was no sign of a disturbance or of blood. She had feared that Crash and Caroline were already dead.

      She saw blood when she entered the old house. Crash was lying on the floor at the far end of the living room. He was unconscious. Soulless had beaten the man about the head with his weapon and bound his wrists behind his back. Caroline appeared to be unharmed, but she had been secured to a radiator that was positioned near the hallway. One of her wrists was bound to it by plastic ties.

      “What the hell are you planning?” Sara asked.

      Soulless struck her, the blow hitting her in the face and causing her nose to bleed. It had also staggered her, but she didn’t go down, so Soulless hit her again, with a shot to the left eye. Sara went down and Soulless began placing chains around her. When he was done, she was shackled to the radiator with chains that had been secured with five heavy padlocks. The locks were the type that opened with the correct combination instead of a key. There were four rows of numbers on the bottom of each lock that could be turned to select the right four-digit combination. Soulless had given each lock a different set of numbers.
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        * * *

      

      “Please stop,” Caroline begged as Soulless stood after chaining Sara.

      He grinned at her. “I’m just getting started.” He removed a device from a pocket and showed it to Sara. “This is a countdown clock. It is a twin to one that’s connected to an explosive I’ve mixed up myself. He tossed it onto Sara’s lap. When I start the timer on the bomb I have hidden in the house, that countdown clock will also start, and you’ll have thirty seconds to live. Tanner can attempt to save you, or he can abandon you. Given what he went through as a boy, losing his family as he did, I’m betting the fool will risk his life and die with you.” Soulless shrugged. “I win either way.”

      Sara kicked at him but missed, and Soulless laughed. He was so close to getting the revenge he’d dreamt about for months.
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        * * *

      

      Henry was leaving his house to attend a class. He spotted Tanner running hard off in the distance as he stepped out on his porch to head to his car.

      Man, he’s really moving.

      Running at a high rate of speed was not unusual for Tanner, and he had trained Henry to run the same way. So, seeing his mentor sprinting along didn’t concern him.

      Henry started his car and drove down his long driveway to where it met up with the road. A car was coming from the other direction. Henry’s mouth parted in shock when he saw Leonardo behind the wheel, with Samira beside him. Neither of them spotted him. Samira had been talking to her brother and pointing forward.

      Henry took out his phone and called Tanner. To his surprise, the phone was busy.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless had used Sara’s phone to call Tanner.

      Tanner had slowed his pace to answer it, hoping to hear Sara’s voice. Despite the hollow feeling it had created in his stomach, he was not surprised when a male voice spoke.

      “This is Soulless, Tanner. I have your wife.”

      Tanner was walking up Caroline’s driveway and searching for movement in her windows. He was still breathing hard from his run. He did his best to hide his deep inhalations.

      “I want to… speak to my wife.”

      “We’re waiting for you at the old house at the rear of Caroline’s property. Caroline and Crash are along for the fun.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      “I know you will, Cody Parker. Get here in five minutes or I’ll shoot your wife in the head.”

      The call ended. Tanner removed the small gun he carried in an ankle holster and moved toward the old house. He had the advantage of being closer than Soulless believed. He would have to use it to surprise the bastard. Tanner hoped it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless cut Caroline free only to bind her wrists behind her back with another zip tie. From his left came a weak voice.

      “Leave my daughter alone.”

      Crash had regained consciousness. Soulless sneered at him.

      “This is all your fault, old man. You and your obsession with assassins. Who the hell do you think you are to give a ranking to men like me? You, a man who plays with toy aircraft all day.”

      “Let Lannie go. Kill me, but let Lannie go.”

      “You once called me a monster. You’re going to learn what a monster I am when I—” Soulless stopped talking as he heard a vehicle coming up the driveway, he turned his attention from Crash and looked toward the front of the house. As he did so, he saw Tanner bringing a gun up to fire at him.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner had slipped inside the house through the unlocked front door. Crash had distracted Soulless, who had his head turned left. Soulless was over thirty feet away, across the large living room, with Caroline standing beside him. Tanner’s small pistol was less accurate than the weapon he regularly used, but it would get the job done. He was bringing the weapon up to take aim when he heard a car come barreling into Caroline’s driveway. Soulless heard it as well, had spotted him, and jerked Caroline in front of him to use as a shield as he took out his gun. Tanner held off on taking a shot, as his one advantage, surprise, had disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      “Look at your wife, Tanner!”

      Tanner glanced around the room without letting his eyes leave Soulless for a second and saw Sara seated on the floor by a radiator. She’d been chained, and she was bleeding. It took all of Tanner’s restraint not to begin firing at Soulless. If he hadn’t feared killing Caroline, he would have emptied his weapon into the man.

      “How badly are you hurt, Sara?”

      “It’s not bad… but there’s a hidden bomb. Soulless says it has a thirty-second fuse.”

      Tanner looked over at his wife, his wife who was chained up and secured with padlocks. Thirty seconds was not enough time to free her and make it out of the house. He had no idea who had driven up the driveway, but he prayed it was someone who would be helpful, someone like Henry.
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        * * *

      

      Henry was at the house, but he had parked out on the street so Leonardo and Samira wouldn’t know he was there. He couldn’t imagine what they were doing at Caroline’s house. He crept along the driveway while bent over to avoid being spotted. Leonardo and Samira had their weapons out and were heading toward Caroline’s front door.
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        * * *

      

      Soulless was using Caroline as a shield as he backed away toward the hall leading to the kitchen and the rear of the house. Instead of pointing his gun at Tanner, he had it aimed at Sara.

      “Your wife is going to die, Tanner, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

      The gun left Sara and was jammed against Caroline’s head, then Soulless’s other hand appeared. It was holding a TV remote. The device had been adapted to send a countdown signal to the bomb.

      “Caroline and I will be leaving. Try to follow and your wife will die for sure. You’ve cheated death more than I have, Tanner. Let’s see if you can do it one more time.” Soulless pressed a button on the remote. The red numbers on the countdown clock on Sara’s lap changed from 30 to 29.

      “One more thing,” Soulless said, and the gun left Caroline’s head to be aimed at Crash. He fired two shots. They struck Crash in the chest. The older man convulsed violently, then went limp as his heart stopped. Caroline’s wail of grief was nearly as loud as the shots had been.
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        * * *

      

      Out front, Leonardo and Samira heard the shots and Caroline’s howl of despair. They left the porch and ran toward the old house in the back. Henry followed them with a gun in one hand and a phone in the other, as he called Tanner.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner rushed to his wife’s side and examined the locks securing the chains around Sara. The counter on her lap had the number 24 on it.

      A rare feeling of panic threatened to seize him but was shoved down by years of experience and an iron will. He needed a tool, a lockpick, or something similar.

      “Leave me!” Sara said. “If you stay here, we’ll both die, and the children will be alone.”

      Tanner barely heard her. He left her side and rushed over to Crash’s body. When he returned, he was ripping open the leather case containing the screwdriver set Crash often used.

      Tanner had been picking locks since he was younger than Henry. He was skilled at it, but time was so damn short.

      Sara spoke again as he removed the first lock and tossed it aside. “Baby, there’s not enough time… you have to leave me. Please, for our children.”

      “Stand up, Sara. You need to be ready to move.”

      Sara did as he said, although the chains binding her allowed her to rise no higher than to her knees. When she looked down, she saw that he had picked the second lock. She also saw that there were only eleven seconds left on the timer.

      His phone rang as Henry called him. It never registered. Tanner’s entire focus was on picking the next lock. He wasn’t even bothering to look at the timer.

      “Baby, listen to me, you need to—”

      “No!” Tanner said, and with such force and finality that Sara knew he would not leave her. Tanner tossed aside the third lock as the clock read eight seconds.

      Seven seconds.

      Six seconds.

      Five seconds

      The fourth lock fell away and Sara could stand, moreover, she was able to step free of the chains, although a sharp burr on one link drew blood from her ankle as she freed it.

      There were two seconds left and the nearest exit couldn’t be reached in double that time.

      Tanner embraced Sara, lifting her off her feet, took two steps, and fell backwards into the cast iron bathtub.

      The blast came from beneath the floorboards where Sara had been seated. Soulless had used enough homemade plastic explosive to kill fifty women. It was also enough to destroy the old house. The force of the blast sent the bathtub flipping over. It slid across the wooden floor and wedged itself into the opposite wall. It was then buried by the second level of the house as the ceiling collapsed. The old house groaned as one side of it swayed before falling over. Its century old roof broke in half despite the thickness of the planks that formed it.

      Crash had company in death. Two souls joined him as Soulless’s latest victims.
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            “I HATE YOU!”
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      Caroline was weaving like a drunk from the emotional turmoil she’d been forced to endure. Not only had she seen her father shot to death in front of her, but she was certain Tanner was dead as well. She knew Cody Parker, and Cody Parker would not have left Sara’s side.

      Given the cacophonous sound that the explosion and the destruction of her house made, she had no hope that Tanner was alive.

      Soulless pulled her along as she sobbed, and her chest heaved in an effort to take a breath. They had left her property, traveled through the trees, and were at a field that bordered the rear of it. Along the way, Soulless had grabbed a duffel bag he had hidden behind a tree. It contained items he would need later on.

      The field they stood on was part of a farm, but it was fallow this season while its sister fields did the work of bringing forth a harvest. It made for a good spot to land a helicopter, as one was doing.

      Caroline looked at it and saw it hovering above them in preparation to touch down. She marveled she hadn’t registered its approach, but then, her mind had been occupied by an anguish unlike any she’d ever known. She shook free of Soulless and shouted into his face.

      “I hate you! God, how I hate you.”

      Soulless laughed at her. The joy radiating from him only made Caroline loathe him more.

      “Your precious Tanner is dead. If you don’t want to join him. You’ll do exactly what I say.”

      “Fuck you, Soulless!”

      Soulless leaned in. “You do as I say, or I promise you, I will find that little retard of yours and torture him to death. I swear it.”

      Caroline’s face bloomed a bright red, but she stayed silent. Soulless cut the restraints at her wrists and gave her instructions.

      “You will not say a word to our pilot. You will do everything I tell you to do, and you will continue to do so until we reach our destination.”

      Caroline rubbed her wrists, then used her sleeve to wipe her face free of tears. “Where are you taking me?”

      “We’re headed to Las Vegas.”

      “Las Vegas? Why?”

      “Because you and I are going to be married. Won’t that be nice?”

      Caroline gazed at Soulless as if he were mad, then remembered that he was.

      The pilot landed, gave Caroline a scrutinizing appraisal, but kept his questions unspoken.

      As the helicopter rose, Caroline looked out and down upon the wreckage that had been the old house. She cried silent tears for her father, and for the loss of the man she loved.

      The pilot spoke loudly to be heard over the sound of the rotors. “Chaos seems to follow you around, Mr. Smith.”

      “Is that a question?” Soulless asked.

      “No sir. I only get paid to fly.”

      “Then fly.” Soulless said, and the metal bird headed west.
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      The blast had knocked Henry off his feet, as he had been headed toward the house when the explosion occurred. He fared far better than Leonardo and Samira. They had entered the house seconds before the explosion. Their bodies were recovered first.

      Steve Mendez appeared at the house with the fire department and found Henry tossing aside debris to search for survivors. Henry didn’t know what had gone on, but he feared Tanner was involved, having last seen his friend run toward Caroline’s house.

      It was Mendez who made Henry realize he needed to step back and wait until they were able to get the proper equipment on the scene. His words carried more weight after Henry narrowly avoided getting hit by a tumbling section of one of the old home’s chimneys.

      Mendez’s phone rang. It was Franny. She had heard about the explosion as she was leaving the library and had been unable to contact Crash or Caroline. Her worry only increased when she returned home to the ranch and found Sara’s note saying she would be at Caroline’s house. If not for the children in her care, she would have been at Henry’s side, waiting for word of survivors.

      Stark didn’t have the needed equipment, but Culver did, and the rescuers were at the scene less than an hour after the explosion occurred.
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        * * *

      

      Henry made a call to Rhona O’Donnell while the rescue work was underway. Rhona connected him to Lawson and Henry explained the situation.

      “I don’t know how, but this was Soulless’s doing. Can you help us, Lawson?”

      “Of course, Henry. Have Tanner call me when he can.”

      “He’s alive. He has to be.”

      “I know he is, because I know who and what he is.”

      “Yes,” Henry had said, and Tanner and Sara were found alive soon after.
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        * * *

      

      Leonardo and Samira’s bodies were removed, then they found Tanner and Sara. They were both alive, but Sara was unconscious and had a lump on the back of her head. Tanner had suffered minor scrapes and a cut on the side of his right leg. As it flipped over, the edge of the bathtub had crushed Tanner’s phone, and a sliver of the shattered device had been driven into his leg.

      Their survival was due to the cast iron bathtub, which they had been found beneath. The thing was dented, had a crack in one side, but it had withstood the weight of the debris that had fallen onto it.

      Crash was found last, his body barely recognizable as human, as his corpse had been crushed.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner explained the situation to Mendez inside a treatment room at the hospital in Culver, while doctors examined Sara.

      “Soulless needs to believe that Sara and I are dead.”

      “He didn’t know that those Greeks were there, did he?”

      “No, and neither did I. I don’t know how they knew to find him at Caroline’s house.”

      “It’s already been reported that three were found dead at the scene. If no further details are released, Soulless will assume that two of those bodies are you and Sara.”

      Tanner had leaned closer to hear Mendez. His hearing was still suffering from being exposed to the tremendous noise caused by the explosion.

      Caroline’s current house was being used as a base of operations by the rescue crew. Franny was watching over the children at home, including Jarod. Tanner knew she must be mourning Crash, whom she’d been dating.

      A white-haired doctor named Robinson moved aside the green privacy curtain. He wore a grim expression.

      “How’s my wife doing?”

      “We suspect there could be pressure building on her brain, Mr. Parker. If true, that would account for why she hasn’t woken up yet… there’s a chance she could slip into a vegetative state, a coma.”

      “How soon will she come out of it?”

      “That’s difficult to say. I will say that I don’t expect her to get worse, and we’ll do what we can to reduce any pressure. At this point, it’s a waiting game. I wish I could give you better news.”

      Tanner nodded. “I understand. When can I see her?”

      “We’re moving her into a room now; you’ll be escorted there after you’ve had your own examination.”

      The doctor left, and Tanner settled into a chair. Mendez looked at him. Tanner seemed calm, but Mendez had known Cody Parker longer than anyone. He could only imagine the rage building beneath the cool surface of the man seated before him.

      “You’re not only going to kill that bastard Soulless this time, you’re going to make him suffer the fires of hell, aren’t you?”

      Tanner looked up; his intense eyes were filled with a savagery they’d never held before. Cool anger gave way to white hot fury. Tanner leapt up while releasing a cry of rage and kicked over a table. There had been a metal tray on the table’s surface that held instruments; the tray and the instruments clattered to the floor. Still needing to vent, Tanner punched a hole in the wall nearest to him.

      A security guard heard the clamor and moved aside the curtain to see what was going on. He was waved off by Mendez, who showed him his badge.

      Tanner was breathing hard as he looked at his friend. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch, Steve. And this time, not even God will be able to bring him back to life.”

      Mendez nodded. He knew the truth when he heard it.
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