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INTRODUCTION


DOUBLE DEAD – TANNER 50

This time it’s Soulless who believes Tanner is dead, after the devastating events that took place in Stark.

Tanner pursues Soulless while seeking revenge and to finally end the madman’s reign of terror.
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QUOTE


There are four kinds of homicide: felonious, excusable, justifiable, and praiseworthy.

Ambrose Bierce


If you have taken the ride from Book 1- Inevitable I, to where we are now—Book 50 – Double Dead, then this book is dedicated to you. And I thank you for giving me a reason to write, and to keep writing.
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I write for you.

—Remington Kane
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THE SHOE IS ON THE OTHER FOOT
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Tanner was inside Sara’s room at the hospital in Culver waiting for Sara to awaken. She’d been out cold since the explosion had occurred. If she didn’t wake soon, her medical condition could be downgraded to that of being in a coma.

There had been good news, as no swelling was detected concerning Sara’s brain, but she had taken a hard whack to the head when the explosion took place. There was bruising on her face from where Soulless had hit her. Tanner felt a spike of rage course through him whenever he thought about the man striking his wife. His own injuries were minor. His shoulders wore purple bruises from being bounced around inside the bathtub after the explosion, and there was a cut on his right leg.

They had only survived because he’d had the good sense to seek shelter inside the cast iron bathtub instead of attempting to flee the home. The side of the tub had taken the brunt of the initial blast. Then, after being blown over with them trapped beneath it, it withstood the weight of the debris that had fallen onto it. If not for that tub, Tanner and Sara would have perished from the blast wave or the resulting collapse of the house.

Two had perished amid the explosion. Leonardo Sula and his sister, Samira, had the misfortune to enter the house moments before Soulless’s bomb had detonated. While their deaths were tragic, they did offer Tanner an opportunity to deceive Soulless into believing he and Sara had died instead.

Tanner had spent months believing Soulless was dead. Now it was Soulless’s turn to believe the same about him. And by believing such, it would give Tanner the time he needed to catch up to the murderous bastard.

However, Tanner wasn’t going anywhere until Sara awakened. He had come so close to losing his wife. He needed to know she was going to be all right.
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Thomas Lawson called Tanner to check on Sara’s condition and to update him on the search for Soulless. Now that it was known that Soulless had been masquerading as one of his victims, Gavin Hutch, his new appearance was also known.

Soulless’s resemblance to Gavin Hutch had allowed him to pass himself off as the man for weeks. His failure to kill Tanner and Sara had left behind witnesses to the truth. Soulless was pretending to be Gavin Hutch. He had killed Crash Wyman, and had also taken Crash’s daughter, Caroline, with him when he fled the house. That last fact was causing Tanner concern; he feared that Caroline might have already been killed by Soulless.

Tanner had left Sara’s room to take the call from Lawson and had stepped into the stairwell. Lawson let Tanner know what they had uncovered about Soulless since the time of the explosion.

“I had the police in Corpus Christi search the area around that metal shop you mentioned. They discovered a recently disturbed patch of dirt near the railroad tracks there. Gavin Hutch’s body was unearthed. The corpse’s teeth were damaged. It was Hutch’s teeth Henry initially found at the scene, not Soulless’s.”

“I had figured that out myself earlier, but I only did so when it was too late.”

“The man may be insane, but he’s also very intelligent. By pretending to be Hutch, he was able to trick Caroline Lang into bringing him to Stark. He must have been delighted to realize she had delivered him to your doorstep as well.”

“Is there any word on where Soulless might be?”

“Not yet. We know he and Caroline Lang boarded a helicopter shortly after the explosion, but we’ve yet to determine where that helicopter went.”

“I don’t know why he took Caroline with him. He didn’t need a hostage and he probably wants her dead as much as he wanted Crash dead. He knows she was involved with the assassins website.”

“I’ve seen her photo; she’s an attractive woman. Could he have abducted her… to rape her?”

“I wouldn’t put that past him, but I don’t think that’s it. He must have another reason.”

“He also has the knowledge of your identity. If he let it be known that Tanner was living in Stark, Texas, as a rancher named Cody Parker, you might have to abandon your life there.”

“That can’t happen, Thomas. Soulless believes I’m dead. He needs to keep believing that until I catch up to him. If it becomes known that Soulless is pretending to be Gavin Hutch, Soulless may suspect I survived the explosion.”

“I understand, Tanner. But there’s no way to keep that information from the authorities. They need to know what Soulless looks like now. Since there are no known photos of his face, Gavin Hutch’s likeness is being used temporarily. We’ll still keep that information away from the general public and out of the news, but that will only last so long, given how extensive the search for Soulless is, and how often he’s been in the news lately.”

“I have an idea then, but I’ll need your help.”

“You have it. What’s your idea?”

Tanner told Lawson what he needed and was assured it would happen.

“That’s a good idea, and it should buy time once Soulless learns his deception has been uncovered.”

“Call me if you learn anything else, and Thomas, thank you for helping me.”

“I’ll do whatever I can, you know that. Give Sara my love when she awakens.”

“I will.”

The call ended, and Tanner returned to Sara’s room. Her doctor was there, and Tanner felt relief when the man greeted him with a smile.

“There’s great news, Mr. Parker. We’ve detected no swelling of Sara’s brain and no longer believe she’ll be entering a vegetative state. I would guess she’ll awaken on her own soon.”

Tanner released a long breath. “Thank you. That’s the best news you could have given me.”

A moan came from the bed, then Sara’s eyes fluttered. The doctor leaned over and spoke to her.

“Mrs. Parker. My name is Dr. Robinson. Open your eyes, Mrs. Parker.”

Sara did as asked, then squinted. When her eyes were open fully, they held a look of confusion.

“What happened? Oh, my head hurts.”

The doctor used a small flashlight to check on her eyes. Sara blinked rapidly at the light. After asking Sara if she hurt anywhere other than her head and getting a negative response, the doctor smiled.

“You were in an accident, Mrs. Parker, and you injured your head. But have no worry; I would say that you’ll make a full recovery.” The doctor straightened and looked at Tanner. “I’ll want her to stay here overnight, just as a precaution.”

Tanner nodded his agreement and took Sara’s hand.

“Your husband will explain what happened, Mrs. Parker, and we’ll get you something for the pain.”

The doctor left and Tanner leaned over the bed to kiss Sara. “Thank God you’re awake. For a while there, it looked like you might slip into a coma.”

“What happened, Cody?”

“We were caught in an explosion.”

Sara sat up by supporting herself on one elbow as her memory returned. “Soulless!”

“Yes. How much do you remember?”

Sara lifted a hand and touched him on the cheek. “I remember you refused to leave me, that you wouldn’t let me die. But how did we survive?”

Tanner explained and Sara checked him over with her eyes. “Were you hurt?”

“Both my shoulders are bruised, and there’s a small cut on my right leg. I also have a headache, but its minor. Also, my hearing took over an hour to return to normal.”

Sara’s face fell, as she remembered more. “Oh my God. Crash is dead. Soulless shot him.”

“Yeah, and he still has Caroline.”

“She’s alive?”

“As far as we know.”

“Poor Jarod. Cody, who’s looking after little Jarod?”

“Franny has him and the children at the house. I’ll give her a call and let her know you’re awake.”

“And tell her to bring them here; I want to see my babies. I thought I’d never see them again when that bomb began counting down.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Oh, and she lost Crash.”

“Yeah, Henry had to be the one to break that news to Franny. He’s at the house too.”

Tanner’s phone beeped, telling him he had a text. It was from Stark’s Chief of Police, Steve Mendez. He was letting Tanner know he was outside in the corridor and that he had news.

Tanner was telling Sara he was going to talk to Mendez when a nurse entered the room. The nurse’s eyes widened when she looked at Tanner’s unique gaze. He was used to such a reaction and sent her a smile. The nurse smiled back and moved toward the bed with pain medication for Sara.

Tanner told her he would be right back and went into the hallway to speak to Mendez.

Mendez greeted him with a grin. “Sara’s awake?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s the best damn news I’ve heard all day.”

“You said you had other news, yes?”

“Yeah, and it’s weird. The word around town is that “Gavin” and Caroline are headed off to Las Vegas to elope.”

“What?”

“That’s what I’ve been hearing. Betty down at the liquor store said Soulless was in there yesterday buying champagne and telling everyone that Caroline had agreed to marry him. Does that make any sense to you?”

Tanner thought it over and nodded. “He’s after Crash’s money. Crash was worth millions. Soulless must have learned that and come up with an insane scheme to get his hands on the money.”

“By marrying Caroline? Why the hell would she ever marry him?”

“She wouldn’t,” Tanner said, and released a relieved sigh while smiling. “This means she’s still alive. Soulless wouldn’t risk killing her until he knows she’s no longer needed. That buys her some time.”

“You mean, he’s going to marry her and then kill her off and play the grieving newlywed?”

“I think so. Crash must have left Caroline his money, her and her sister, Olivia.”

And with the mention of Olivia’s name, Tanner realized the young woman was at risk. He whipped out his phone and made a call. When the other party picked up, Tanner spoke in an urgent tone.

“I need you to do me a favor; you’ll be saving a life.”

“Just name it,” said the voice on the other end.

When Tanner ended the phone call, he sent a text to Lawson. Then, Mendez had a question. “Do you think Soulless will go after Olivia himself?”

“No. He’s taken to hiring others to do some of his dirty work lately. He probably farmed out her death too.”

“Shit, Cody. The scariest part of this insane plan is that it might have worked. We would have blamed Soulless for the explosion and thought he had tracked down Crash and Caroline. And if you and Sara hadn’t survived, we would have thought he’d killed you too. Then, when we learned that Caroline and “Gavin” had been away and headed to Las Vegas, I’d have thought how lucky they were to have survived.”

“Yeah, and that is what Soulless is hoping you’re thinking. And I’m betting he’ll make Caroline’s death look like an accident, but she’ll only die after he has someone kill Olivia.”

“Son of a bitch. I might have suspected that Gavin Hutch had killed his new bride, but I’m betting it would be hard to prove. Which means that Soulless, while pretending to be Hutch, would have eventually inherited Crash’s millions.”

“Maybe. But it’s a plan only an insane mind and an overinflated ego would have come up with.”

“I wonder where that bastard is now.”

“Wherever he is, Caroline is with him. Soulless could kill her at any moment if he discovers we know he’s not Gavin Hutch.”

“There’s another threat too, that reward on Soulless’s head. If someone tries to cash in on that, they could catch Caroline in the crossfire.”

Tanner pounded a fist against a wall. “I’ve got to find that bastard; find him and kill him. And this time he’ll stay dead.”


2

THE GREATEST ASSASSIN IN THE WORLD
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Soulless looked at the area where the helicopter pilot was setting down. They were in western Texas, in Martin County, on private property where the pilot would refuel the helicopter.

The land was in the middle of nowhere. Other than a small airplane hangar, a porta-toilet, and the tank that held the fuel, there was nothing else in sight.

The white tank could hold three thousand gallons and resembled the kind that were used to hold propane, only it had a nozzle attached, along with a small motor to pump the fuel. The door on the porta-toilet was sitting open and dirt had blown into it, while the tank and the building looked uncared for and filthy. Soulless wondered when was the last time anyone had been to the site.

The helicopter pilot turned and smiled at Soulless. “You two can stretch your legs while I fuel up.”

Caroline hadn’t heard him; she’d been lost in thought about her father. Soulless had murdered Crash before her eyes, after having earlier given the older man a beating. Along with the grief, Caroline was suffering from feelings of guilt.

It was she who had brought Soulless into their lives while trying to rescue Gavin Hutch. Had she not gone to Corpus Christi, Soulless would have had no way to locate them, and Crash would still be alive.

Soulless tugged on her arm. “We’re getting off while he fuels up.”

Caroline followed him off the helicopter. Soulless gripped his duffel bag in one hand but held out his other hand to help Caroline step down. She ignored him. The two of them walked away from the chopper, which was powering down.

“You’d better do as I say, Caroline. If not, your boy will suffer someday.”

“He’s already suffering. You’ve killed his grandfather and taken me away from him. Jarod isn’t as resilient as other children. He won’t understand what’s going on.”

“I think that little bastard understands more than you realize,” Soulless said.

The pilot stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly. That had been a signal. Three men stepped out of the hangar. Two of them held pistols while the third had a shotgun.

The pilot was still seated in the helicopter. He raised his voice in warning to Soulless.

“Don’t try anything, Mr. Smith. Or should I call you Soulless?”

“How did you figure out who I am?”

“It wasn’t that hard. When we flew away from Dallas, I heard about that mess you left behind on the highway. You killed a shitload of people to get one man.”

“I only cared about the one man; the others didn’t matter.”

“Their families might disagree. Anyhow, all I care about is getting the reward money that’s being offered for you.”

Soulless sheathed his knife as he looked around. “There’s no fuel here, is there?”

“This place has been abandoned for years; the tank is empty.”

“I paid you to take me to Las Vegas. You should have minded your own business and done your job.”

“You’re worth half a million each to me and my friends.”

“Dead men can’t spend money.”

The pilot laughed. “There’s four of us. Even if you got lucky and pulled that gun out, one of us would cut you down. Now, be smart, lose that knife on your belt, and take out your gun real slow like.”

Soulless looked at Caroline and saw relief shining in her moist eyes. “They won’t save you,” he told her. His right hand moved slowly, bypassed his holster, and removed a phone from his pocket.

The pilot grinned. “Who are you calling, the cops?”

“It’s not that kind of call,” Soulless said. He input numbers into the phone. Before he entered the last one, he slowly lowered himself to the ground, while grabbing Caroline by the back of the neck and forcing her to do the same.

The pilot scratched his head, as he and his friends gave Soulless puzzled looks.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Soulless entered the last number. “Goodbye, Mr. Pilot.”

There was an explosion inside the helicopter. Soulless had detonated a small amount of homemade plastic explosive. He had hidden it within the rear seat during the flight by using his knife to cut a slit in the side of the seat’s fabric covering. The phone had triggered the detonator. He’d never had any intention of leaving the pilot alive once they had reached the Las Vegas area. He was also aware that the pilot might attempt to cash in on the reward being offered for him.

The force of the blast threw the pilot’s seat forward and slammed his head into the windshield. One of the doors on the helicopter blew off and a fire had been ignited. The helicopter was burning. The pilot’s friends were gawking at the helicopter and had taken their eyes off Soulless. Inattention would prove to be the death of them. Soulless, who was about as quick as they came, had stood while unholstering his gun, and fired at them. One of his shots was a head wound. The other six caught the remaining two men in their torsos. The man holding the shotgun had foolishly had his finger on the weapon’s trigger. He wound up shooting the man on his left in the leg. It didn’t matter; the man was already dying.

Soulless reloaded and moved in to finish them off. The man with the head wound was already dead, the guy shot in the leg breathed his last as Soulless watched him, and the third man, the one who’d been holding the shotgun, was on his back and coughing up blood.

Soulless ended the man by shooting him in the head. When he turned, he saw Caroline making it back to her feet.

“Don’t you run off. If I have to chase you down, you won’t like what happens afterward.”

Caroline gestured at the helicopter. “How did you do that?”

“By being prepared for the man to betray me. No one can be trusted as long as there’s a price on my head. I’ll have to do something about that.”

“What’s that mean, do something?”

Soulless ignored her and walked toward the hangar. When he looked inside, he saw a vehicle. It was a black 1998 Buick Riviera. He had expected to see something, because the pilot’s three friends had to have arrived in the desolate area somehow. He opened the hangar doors wide before walking back over to the men.

He found keys for the vehicle in the pocket of the man who’d been shot in the leg. A deep moan of pain came from the helicopter; the pilot still lived. His collision with the windshield had broken his back and his right arm. He appeared unable to free himself from the burning craft.

“Help me!”

Soulless ignored him and called to Caroline. “Get over here. We’re leaving.”

Caroline made a helpless gesture at the pilot, having sympathy for his plight.

“The hell with him,” Soulless said. “Get over here and get in the vehicle.”

Caroline did as he said and cringed when the pilot began screaming. The flames inside the helicopter had found him.

“Couldn’t you at least put him out of his misery?”

Soulless offered her his knife. “You do it, and be quick about it. That helicopter might explode again from the gas tank.”

Caroline looked down at the knife and shook her head. “I don’t think I could do that.”

“Then he suffers.”

Soulless started the car and drove away. They were a mile down the road when the helicopter’s fuel tank exploded. Soulless brought the vehicle to a stop and used the navigation system on his phone to chart a course to Las Vegas. Caroline saw what he was doing.

“We’re really going to Las Vegas?”

“That’s right. Later today, you’ll be Mrs. Gavin Hutch.”

“I won’t marry you.”

“You’ll do whatever I say, or I’ll kill your son.”

“Why the hell would you want to marry me?”

Soulless looked her over. “I can think of many reasons.”

Caroline hugged herself and leaned away from him.

Soulless laughed. “I won’t rape you; I’ve other plans for you. As your husband, I’ll inherit your property when you die. That includes anything your father might have left you in his will.”

Caroline blinked. “This is all about money?”

“Be glad it is. If not for your father’s millions, I’d have killed you long before now.”

“You killed my father, you sick bastard.”

“And I’ll kill you when the time comes. But first, your sister needs to die.”

“What? Olivia?”

“I hired someone to make sure your sister has an unfortunate accident.”

Caroline went to speak but had trouble taking a breath. When she’d gathered herself together, she asked a question.

“Why are you going after my sister? She can’t hurt you.”

“You told me once that your father considered her to be his own daughter. If so, he would put her in his will. If she dies before you do, her assets will pass on to you… and later, I’ll get them. Given your father’s net worth, it was too much money to pass up.”

Caroline grabbed Soulless by the arm. “Let my sister live and I’ll do anything you want. I’ll even marry you. Just don’t hurt Olivia.”

“It’s too late. Her assassin is already in California. And you’ll do whatever I want anyway.”

Caroline released a sob.

Soulless laughed at her. “Do you still want to be my friend, Caroline?”

“Tanner will kill you.”

“Tanner is dead. He died trying to save his wife.”

“Then Henry will kill you.”

“Why would Henry want to kill Gavin Hutch? You forget, he still has no idea who I am.”

“But the bomb, the bodies…”

“Will be blamed on Soulless, not Gavin Hutch. Gavin Hutch never would have destroyed that house, not after spending so much time restoring it. And how would he know anything about making a bomb? Besides, when that bomb went off, you and Gavin Hutch were headed toward Las Vegas, and there will be proof of that. Henry will know nothing, and someday I’ll kill him too.”

“How can there be proof we were headed toward Las Vegas when the bomb went off?”

“There are people pretending to be us. They’ll be the ones getting married, and they’ll be in Las Vegas before we are. As a matter of fact, they might be there already.”

Caroline shook her head. “You’re insane.”

Soulless leaned toward her until he was right in her face.

“I am Soulless. The man who killed Tanner. And with him dead, I am the greatest assassin in the world.”

Soulless had the car moving again a moment later, as Caroline wiped away tears. The tears were for her father, and for Tanner, who she assumed was dead.


3

A MONSTER TO HUNT
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Zero and Zilch landed in Las Vegas while made up to pass as Gavin Hutch and Caroline.

Nada had flown ahead and met them inside the airport. When he asked them how their private flight went, Zilch released a sigh.

“My fiancé spent the flight ogling the female copilot.”

“Zero, you were supposed to stay in character.”

“Nada, you didn’t see the woman. There was no way I was passing up a chance at her, and I did get her phone number.”

“How is that going to work when you meet with her again and don’t look like you do now?” Zilch asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re wearing a ton of makeup and stipple latex, have on lifts, and your hair is dyed darker. You can’t go on a date like that. One kiss and the woman would know something wasn’t right.”

Zero waved that off. “I covered that. I told her about my good friend, my rich friend. That imaginary friend just happens to look just like the real me. Once we make a date to meet somewhere, I’ll show up as myself and make apologies for Gavin. She’ll forget all about Gavin after that.”

Zilch looked skyward. “I wish I could call off this wedding.”

“It’s not cancelled,” Nada said, “but it has been delayed, along with our client. I received an email telling me he’s going to get here later than he thought. He also made another request.”

“What request?” Zilch asked.

“He wants us to arrange for the honeymooners to have a little adventure.”

“Meaning?”

“I have to arrange a skydiving excursion.”

Zilch raised her eyebrows. “I hope he’s not expecting us to jump out of a plane.”

“No. We’ll only be booking the plane. Besides, you need a license to go skydiving.”

Zero laughed. “A license? To jump out of a freakin’ plane? Why the hell would anyone need a license?”

Nada scowled at him. “I have one. And there’s a lot more involved than just jumping out of a plane.”

“Yeah, I know. You have to strap on a parachute. Whoever is selling the licenses is just ripping off people. I know a con when I hear one.”

Nada’s face reddened. Zero sent Zilch a quick glance and saw that she was smiling. She knew when Zero was getting Nada worked up over something. Nada was normally calm, cool, and collected, but every now and then Zero would get under his skin, on purpose. It was fun to watch.

“It is not a rip-off or a con. Since the licensing procedures began, parachuting deaths have been on the decline.”

“Uh-huh, but wouldn’t that be because of the equipment getting better and safer?”

“The equipment has improved, yes, but licensing is still needed and valid.”

“How much do one of these rip-off licenses cost, a couple of hundred bucks?”

“No. It cost me several thousand to get my D-level license.”

“Thousands? Thousands of dollars?”

“Yes. The training is extensive.”

“Nada. You strap on a parachute and jump out of a plane. When you get close to the ground, you pull a cord, and the parachute opens up. Who needs training for that?”

Nada’s face was bright red, and his breathing had increased. “You’re an ignoramus.”

Zero reached over and pinched his cheek. “And you’re adorable when you get angry.”

Zilch laughed. Seeing her giggle, Nada calmed down.

“He got me again, didn’t he?”

Zilch nodded.

Nada sighed. “He’s the only one that can do that, and he’s been doing it since we were kids.”

Zero spread his arms wide. “This is Las Vegas. People come here to have fun.”

Nada checked his watch. “Grab your luggage and let’s get out of here. Since there’s been a delay, we have time to have a proper meal before you two check-in at the hotel.”

“Do I have enough time to hook-up with that hot copilot?”

“No.”

“Damn,” Zero said.
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Tanner was in the lobby of Culver Hospital and waiting for his children to arrive. Franny appeared with Henry’s grandmother, Laura, along with Lucas, Marian, and Jarod.

Marian ran to her father and Tanner picked her up. Her eyes were moist with threatened tears.

“Is Mommy going to be all right?”

“Yes, baby. Mommy hurt her head, but she’s fine now and you’re going upstairs to see her.”

Children weren’t normally allowed in patients’ rooms, but an exception had been made for Sara to have a short visit from her children. Jarod would be staying in the lobby with Laura while Franny took Lucas and Marian up to see their mother.

After setting his daughter down, Tanner reached over and took Franny’s hand. He could see that her eyes were red from crying.

“I’m sorry you lost Crash.”

Franny released his hand and hugged him while whispering in his ear so the children couldn’t hear.

“I saw photos of that house. We came close to losing you and Sara too. I don’t know how you survived being inside that.”

As they separated, Tanner held Franny’s gaze. He spoke in a soft voice so the children wouldn’t overhear him.

“Soulless will pay for what he did. It won’t bring Crash back, but he’ll still pay.”

Franny wiped at fresh tears. “Thank you.” She gathered the children up and was heading toward the elevators when Lucas looked back at his father.

“Aren’t you coming too, Dad?”

“No. I have something to do. Franny will take care of you, and Mommy will be home tomorrow.”

Lucas left Franny and walked over to his father. He made a gesture telling Tanner to lean over, so they could talk in private.

“Are you going after the man who hurt Mom?”

Lucas’ perceptiveness surprised Tanner, but then he remembered Sara telling him that Lucas held a dislike for “Gavin Hutch.” Lucas, a child, had sensed the evil in Soulless, while all the adults had been fooled.

“Yes. I’m going after that man. He’ll never hurt Mom again.”

Lucas leaned in closer. “Or anyone else.”

Those words had been uttered as a statement and not a question. It was not the first time Lucas had displayed understanding beyond his years. Tanner nodded in acknowledgement, straightened, then reached down and picked up his son.

“I could be gone for a few days. You be a good boy for Franny and help out, okay?”

“I will.”

Tanner kissed his son on the cheek and put him down. He stood watching his children until the doors of the elevator closed.

He paused to speak to Laura, who was seated on a bench with Jarod. Tanner looked at Jarod and wondered how much the boy understood about what was going on. It was a certainty he missed his mother. Fortunately, Jarod had spent enough time around Franny and Laura to be comfortable with them.

Laura stood and hugged him. “Henry told me what you and Sara went through, and poor Crash.”

“Yes. And Henry will be coming with me while I track down Soulless.”

“I’ll worry about him, although I know he can take care of himself nearly as well as you can. And he has you to thank for that.”

Laura asked Tanner to stay with Jarod while she went off to get a cup of tea from the hospital cafeteria, which was down a nearby corridor. He agreed and took a seat beside Jarod.

“Hey there, buddy. You’ll be staying at my house for a while, okay?”

Tanner hadn’t expected an answer. Jarod rarely spoke, nor did he now. He did reach out a small hand and gripped Tanner’s arm. When Tanner looked at him, he found Jarod staring into his eyes.

No words were spoken, but there was a silent communication in the boy’s gaze. He was asking Tanner to bring his mother home safely.

“I will, Jarod. I’ll find your mom and keep her safe.”

Jarod’s hand slipped away and his eyes left Tanner’s face.

Tanner sat stunned by the certainty that the boy had just communicated to him wordlessly. It hadn’t been telepathy, as he’d heard no voice in his head, rather, it was as if a …knowing had been implanted in him. Whatever had just occurred, it made him realize there was more to the boy than he’d previously supposed.

Laura returned with her tea and Tanner told them goodbye. He had a monster to hunt down and kill.


4

ATTENTION SHOPPERS
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Soulless and Caroline were in Roswell, New Mexico. Soulless had arranged for the rental of a private plane and pilot.

The alien theme was strong in the city and was based on the purported crash of a UFO that took place nearby over seventy-five years ago. Soulless didn’t give a damn about aliens. If they existed, he assumed they were no different from humans, except for their outward appearance. An intelligent being was an intelligent being, and as such, they cared solely about their own interest. If aliens were visiting earth, it was because they wanted something. Everybody wanted something.

Soulless currently wanted a way to hide his appearance and that of Caroline. He didn’t need to don an elaborate disguise, but he also didn’t want their new pilot to be able to identify them easily. They were supposed to be in Nevada, not New Mexico. He pulled into the parking lot of a self-proclaimed “Superstore” and saw Caroline look at him with surprise.

“We’re going shopping?”

“We need to disguise ourselves. We’ll get you a dark wig, I’ll wear a hat, and we’ll both put on sunglasses. I’ll also want food. Are you hungry?”

“No, I’m not hungry. I feel like throwing up every time I think of the horrors you’ve committed today.”

“I thought you were fascinated by assassins. Today you got to see one at work.”

“You’re not an assassin; you’re a butcher.”

Soulless grabbed her by the arm, making Caroline wince in pain.

“You’re going to behave while we’re in that store. Do as I say or suffer the consequences. Do you understand me?”

“I understand you.”

Soulless studied her a moment longer before letting go of her arm.

“Follow me, stay quiet, and we’ll be in and out of the store soon. We have to meet a plane in one hour.”

“To fly to Las Vegas?”

“That’s right.”

“Your plan won’t work, Soulless. You killed my father. If I die soon after marrying you, the police will find that suspicious. Can’t you see that?”

“You forget, I’m not Soulless. To the police, I’m Gavin Hutch. Gavin Hutch was on his way to Las Vegas when your father was killed, and he’ll be nowhere near California when your sister dies. I can’t help but be nearby when you die, but that will look like an accident.”

Caroline wiped away a tear. “Why does Olivia need to die?”

“I have to assume she inherited half of your father’s money; I can’t allow that to happen.”

“No. Think about it. The police will be less suspicious of you if she does inherit. You might only get half of Daddy’s money, but you’ll have a better chance of getting away with murder.”

Soulless smiled. “Nice try, but no, your sister will die, and she’ll die today, if she’s not already dead.”
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Olivia Wyman was still alive in California; however, the woman who’d been hired to kill her was at her side.

Her name was Simone. At least, that was the name she was currently using. She was twenty-six but still youthful enough to pass as a college student. Simone had become fast friends with Olivia after they had met inside a sporting goods store. Simone had been an assassin for four years. Her specialty was creating accidents. She had been hired to kill Olivia and had been wondering how to go about it when Olivia supplied her with an idea.

Olivia had an interest in a young man at her school named Kyle, as did every woman who saw the man. Kyle not only looked like a male model, but he was one, and did ads for fitness equipment and an athletic clothing line. He was also into rock climbing.

Simone had met Olivia as the younger woman was picking out climbing gear. Simone had done some rock climbing while a teen and knew the basics. She befriended Olivia and agreed to teach her how to climb. A fall from a high place would be a perfect way to stage an accidental death.

Olivia resembled her older sister, Caroline, and was a natural blonde with long, shapely legs. Simone was also beautiful, but she was petite, and had lustrous dark hair that she wore in a braid that hung down her back and reached her waist.

It had thrilled Olivia to make a new friend who could also help her learn to climb. When she was ready, she intended to “bump into” Kyle when he went climbing with his friends.

“You’ve got to show me a picture of this Kyle someday,” Simone told Olivia. They were in Olivia’s dorm room and gathering their gear together for their climb.

“I’ll show you now,” Olivia said. She fiddled with her phone for a moment and brought up a photo of Kyle. It was actually an advertisement Kyle had been in for a designer jeans label. In the ad, Kyle was shirtless and smiling at the camera.

“He’s a stud all right,” Simone said, although Kyle was too much of a pretty boy for her tastes.

“He’s gorgeous, and he recently broke up with his girlfriend; she was a model too.”

Simone smiled at Olivia. “Let’s get going. The sooner you learn how to climb, the sooner you can make your move on hunky Kyle.” And the sooner you’ll be dead, Simone thought, as she looked forward to receiving the other half of the payment she would collect for killing Olivia.
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In New Mexico, Caroline had managed to slip away from Soulless inside the department store.

She was desperate to get to a phone and warn her sister that she was in danger. Afterwards, she’d call the police and tell them where to find Soulless.

Soulless had taken her cell phone, but everyone else around her had one. She had just borrowed the phone of an elderly man when a screeching sound came over the intercom system. That sound was followed by the voice of Soulless.

“Meet me back at the car in thirty seconds or I start killing people.”

Another screech, and the intercom shut off.

People were looking up at the ceiling, where the speakers were, wondering what was going on. A woman nearby made a tsk sound and shook her head. She likely believed that the announcement had been made by a teenager fooling around. Caroline knew differently.

She could make the call to warn her sister, but it would cost an unknown number of people their lives. She still hesitated before handing the man back his phone, then she sprinted through the store, headed for the parking lot.
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Soulless was standing by the old Buick and waiting for her with his arms crossed over his chest.

Caroline ran up to him. “I’m here! Don’t hurt anyone, I’m here.”

“Did you make a call?”

“I didn’t have time.”

“You had time, but you care more about strangers than you do your own sister, or even yourself. I’ll never understand that.”

“They’re people, don’t you get that? They’re all people just like you, like my sister. I couldn’t just let you slaughter them.”

Soulless opened the trunk. “I can tie you up and gag you and stick you in this trunk, or you can come back inside the store with me and behave. And I warn you, I’ll start shooting the second I lose sight of you again. I’ll make sure to kill a child.”

Caroline made a face of disgust. She was tempted to tell him to stick her inside the trunk, as it would at least give her a few minutes away from him. Instead, she told Soulless what he wanted to hear.

“I won’t try to get away again.”

He slammed the trunk shut and walked toward the store. Caroline followed behind him as more tears moistened her eyes.


5

HATE OR PITY
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Tim Jackson called Tanner with news about the search for the hacker who had been helping Soulless. Tanner and Henry were about to board a private jet headed to Las Vegas. Tanner placed the call on speakerphone.

“You’ve found him, Tim?”

“Not exactly, but I know his name, and I don’t think he’s alive anymore. And he’s not the only one.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve been monitoring Leonardo Sula’s phone. He received an email this morning from a man named Scott Reed. Reed claimed to know where Soulless was and gave Leonardo and his sister, Samira, the address. Reed stated that Leonardo would only receive the email if he was dead and Soulless had killed him. Since the email went through, I think it’s safe to assume that Soulless killed his hacker. Reed must have scheduled that email to be sent while hoping that Leonardo would kill Soulless. Instead, Leonardo and Samira may be dead. The address they were sent to was in a town called Stark, in Texas. That house was destroyed in an explosion, and it’s being reported that three people died.”

Tanner and Henry shared a look, and Tanner shook his head. He trusted Tim enough to tell him he lived in Stark, but that conversation would take place under different circumstances, if it ever did.

“Is there any evidence Scott Reed is dead?”

“Yeah. His car was found at the bottom of a retention pond this morning. There was a body found inside the trunk, but it wasn’t Reed. It was the body of a young woman.”

“It sounds like Soulless killed Reed and then used his vehicle to reach Dallas to make the hit on that witness.”

“Do you think he might still be in the Dallas area, or in Stark?”

“No. A reliable source has told me that Soulless will be in Las Vegas. Henry and I are headed there now.”

“He’s responsible for the bomb that killed the Greeks, isn’t he?”

“He is. He’s also pretending to be Gavin Hutch. His new face bears a strong resemblance to the man.”

“What? Soulless is Gavin Hutch. So, we know what he looks like now?”

“Yeah, but that news won’t be released to the public right away, but law enforcement knows what Soulless looks like. I need you to do a search on Gavin Hutch and see if you find anything new.”

“I’ll do that, and I’ll let you know. Be careful, Tanner. You too, Henry.”

“We will, Tim,” Henry said, and the call ended.

Henry thumped a fist against his knee. “It’s just a matter of time before Soulless realizes the cops know what his new face looks like, and that he’s not Gavin Hutch. Once that happens, he won’t need Caroline anymore.”

“We’re going to have to hit the ground running when we reach Las Vegas or Caroline won’t stand a chance.”

“That’s if she’s still alive when we get there.”

“We’re not her only hope. The cops or the Feds might get Soulless before we do. There’s also a reward on his head. If it does become common knowledge of what he looks like now, he’ll be hunted down like a rabid dog.”

“And Caroline might be caught in the middle.”

The pilot told them they had received clearance to takeoff. Tanner thought they couldn’t reach Las Vegas quickly enough. He had a promise to keep to Jarod, and he would hate to see anything happen to Caroline.
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Eight hundred miles away, Caroline was thinking of Tanner, and was mourning his death. She and Soulless were in the Buick and waiting for their flight to be ready. Caroline wore a dark wig and would put on sunglasses when it was time to board the jet. They could lose the disguises once they were in Las Vegas.

Soulless had tuned the radio to an all-news station. A report had come on stating that three were found dead after a house exploded in the town of Stark, Texas.

One of those bodies had been Caroline’s father. She assumed the other two were those of Sara, and Tanner.

Soulless was all smiles after hearing Tanner’s death confirmed by an official news source, or so he believed.

“Tanner is dead, and I killed him. Now, everyone will know I am better than him. I wish your website was still active so you could tell those fools who followed you the truth.”

Caroline said nothing in response. Her misery was written all over her face. It made Soulless laugh.

“You thought Tanner was invincible, and that there was no one better. Tell me something, was he one of your partners in the website?”

“No. Tanner had nothing to do with it. He wasn’t happy about the site either. I wished Daddy and I had listened to him and ended the website sooner… then Daddy would still be alive.”

“Your father would still be alive if he hadn’t decided he had the right to rank assassins or banned them from those rankings. Ranking me behind Tanner was bad enough, but by banning me from the site, he insulted me. I am not a butcher; I’m an assassin, and I will kill my targets as I see fit. If anyone else starts a similar website, they’ll think twice before they ban someone, or insult them.”

Caroline turned her head and stared at Soulless. “What made you like this? Were you abused as a child? Does insanity run in your family?”

“No one abused me, and my family was normal. I was never normal and always exceptional. I first killed when I was eleven.”

“Eleven? That young? Who did you kill?”

“There was a boy named Ivan who liked to bully me. Ivan was thirteen and bigger than me. I set fire to his house one night and killed him and his family. With Ivan dead, the bullying stopped. I knew then that I was good at killing.”

“Someone must have noticed there was something off with you. Did your parents ever try to get help for you?”

“I didn’t need help. I was a good student who kept to himself and didn’t cause problems.”

“This was in Russia? You’re Russian, yes?”

“I was born there, and I’ll be going back soon. Something… something tells me I should.”

“Do you still have family there?”

Soulless shrugged. “Some of them must still be alive. I had two brothers and a sister.”

“What about your parents?”

“I don’t know or care. I left home without telling anyone and never looked back.”

“You had no friends?”

“I had one friend, Yuri. Yuri was an ex-KGB agent. He taught me many things while I was still a boy.”

Caroline could only imagine what sort of things an ex-KGB agent could teach a child like Soulless.

“Yuri had a younger lover. Her name is Anastasia. I’ll go see her when I return to Russia.”

“You’re going to kill her?”

“No. I need to make things right with her.”

“Make things right?”

“I abandoned her after Yuri died. I think she thought I would always be there. Anastasia ran a gang that had been started by her late husband. I did most of the killing for them. I knew I could make more money on my own, so I left when Yuri died.”

“How old were you then?”

“Nineteen. Anastasia was about ten years older than me, and Yuri had been about sixty.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“Why not? You’ll never live long enough to tell anybody else and I enjoy reminiscing.” Soulless looked at her. “Dying changed me, Caroline. If I’d been the man I was before drowning, I would have killed you, your father, and Henry on the day I met you. Instead, I was patient.”

“Did you really die?”

“I did. It was very peaceful. Without a body, I had no needs, no fears, no… nothing. I just was. I’ll never fear dying again.”

Their jet was ready a short time later. They donned their dark sunglasses and stepped aboard. The pilot told them they would be landing in Las Vegas in about two hours. Before the jet lifted off, Soulless sent off a text to Alibi INC., letting them know they could go ahead with the marriage and to ask if they had made arrangements for skydiving. He already had a set of phony skydiving licenses under the names of Gavin Hutch and Caroline Lang. They likely wouldn’t be needed anyway, since he planned to kill the pilot who took them up.

Soulless was a skydiver, and he planned to use a parachute. Unfortunately for Caroline, she wouldn’t be floating gently through the air when her time came to return to earth. She would die screaming as the plane she was in rushed toward the ground with a dead pilot at the controls.

Caroline was seated across from him on the plane. They were the only passengers.

“What are you smiling about?”

“I was just thinking about our honeymoon.”

“I’ll sleep with you. I’ll do anything. Just please, call off the hit on my sister.”

“No. And you had your chance to be nice to me when you thought I was Gavin Hutch. But it wouldn’t matter who I was, because I wasn’t Tanner, and you loved Tanner.”

“I was infatuated with him. I admit that. But nothing ever happened, and I never threw myself at him or even hinted about my feelings for him.”

“Because he loved his wife?”

“Yes.”

Soulless grinned. “He loved her to death—literally. The fool could have saved himself, instead he died trying to save her.”

“You don’t understand why a man would do that, do you?”

“No.”

“I hate you, I truly do, but maybe I should pity you instead.”

Soulless leaned forward. “Maybe you should shut the hell up.”

Caroline went silent and looked out the window. After closing her eyes, she said a prayer that her sister somehow stayed safe.


6

WHAT GOES UP…
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Olivia was having a good time and was unaware her companion was planning to kill her.

Simone had chosen a cliff to climb that was off the beaten path because, “That way we won’t be bothered,” as she told Olivia. The truth was that she didn’t want any witnesses to see what she had planned.

Olivia was nervous until Simone demonstrated how the climbing gear worked. After implanting a bolted anchor into the base of the cliff to show Olivia how it was done, Simone pointed up along the face of the cliff.

“You can see that someone else has been here before us. They’ve already inserted anchors all the way up to the top.”

Simone began her climb and soon hung from her harness while twenty feet off the ground.

“See? It’s safe. The bolt holding me could easily hold more than our combined weight. As long as you do everything like I show you how to do it, you’ll be fine.”

When Simone made it back to the ground, Olivia smiled at her.

“Okay. I’m ready to try.”

“Good, and we’ll be going all the way to the top.”

Olivia gazed up at the top of the cliff, which was about eighty feet high.

“That would be a long way to fall.”

“It won’t happen, and wait until you feel what a rush it is to reach the top. By the time we’re done today, Kyle will think you’ve been climbing for months.”

“As long as I don’t look like a fool in front of him.”

Simone held out a harness for Olivia to put on. “Are you ready?”

“I’m ready.”

“Good,” Simone said. The sooner she got Olivia up high on the side of the cliff, the sooner the girl would die.
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In Las Vegas, an FBI agent named George Newton was looking at photos of Gavin Hutch and Caroline Lang. He’d been told that Soulless resembled the photo of Hutch and that he would be traveling in the company of Caroline. Newton wanted to capture Soulless more than he wanted anything else, but not because it was his job, or it would make the world a safer place. No, George Newton wanted to claim the two-million-dollar reward being offered.

As an FBI agent, he couldn’t claim it himself, but if he were to spot Soulless first, he could alert his cousin, a drug dealer named Carver, to grab up Soulless. Despite their divergent career paths, Newton and Carver were close and had grown up together. They would split the reward down the middle, after expenses. Most of those expenses would be bonus payments made to Carver’s crew of three men, who helped him transport drugs. Soulless was dangerous, but Newton was certain Carver and his men would be able to take the assassin down.

The alert for Soulless stated that he might be headed for a wedding chapel of all places. Luckily, Newton had been assigned to check out several of them. There were more than fifty wedding chapels along the Las Vegas Strip, and they all did a good business. After his disastrous marriage to a showgirl when he was twenty-two, Newton had sworn off marriage. He had not sworn off showgirls and was currently seeing one who was half his age named Heather. He wanted to keep seeing her. Having a chunk of reward money on hand to lavish expensive gifts on Heather would make her stick around longer.

Newton left an Elvis-themed wedding chapel and was headed toward another one when he saw a couple leaving a third chapel on the other side of the Strip. The man looked like the photo he had of Gavin Hutch and the blonde woman with him matched Caroline’s photo. It appeared they had just gotten married.
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Zero was still grinning after having kissed Zilch at the conclusion of their wedding ceremony. He had thought she might try to get away with only giving him a quick peck on the lips, but no, she had kissed him deeply, and for several seconds. He was teasing her about it as they left the chapel.

“You liked that kiss.”

“I was only playing the part of the happy bride.”

“The happy bride’s hand wandered below my waist there for a moment.”

“It did not. That was my bouquet touching you. I have no interest in what’s below your waist.”

“If that’s true, we’re going to have one dull honeymoon.”

“We won’t be having a honeymoon. We were paid to fake a wedding and now we’re done.”

Zero took Zilch by the hand and pulled her closer. “We could keep pretending.”

Zilch moved her head back as he leaned in for a kiss.

“I only pretend when I’m getting paid to do so. If I ever want to bed you, I’ll let you know.”

Zero released a sigh. “Fair enough. And by the way, you should know that I do want you.”

Zilch laughed. “You want every woman with a pulse.”

“I wasn’t talking about sex,” Zero said, and Zilch smiled at him.

Nada had gone off to retrieve the rental car. He pulled up and Zero and Zilch climbed in. It was time for them to make their appearance at the hotel where they had arranged to have the honeymoon suite.

As they drove off, Newton followed in his unmarked car, while making a call to his cousin.
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…MUST COME DOWN
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While in flight, Tanner received a text from Rhona. The car Soulless had been using when he was in Corpus Christi had been found, along with a laptop. That laptop revealed Soulless’s tie to the hacker, the late Scott Reed, and gave up another secret, a link to Alibi INC.

Tanner texted back.

What is Alibi INC.?




It’s a group that will impersonate their clients, so the clients can be somewhere else.




Soulless must be using them to make it appear that he and Caroline were already headed toward Las Vegas when Crash was killed, and the bomb went off in Stark.




If that’s true, FBI agents should be picking them up soon. They have the wedding chapels covered, along with a honeymoon suite in a hotel.




Tanner checked the time on his phone.

Henry and I are still ten minutes away from landing. Keep us informed.




I will, and there will be a car ready for you when you land… along with equipment.




The equipment Rhona mentioned was guns and ammo, along with other items. They would also have a plane at their disposal if needed. Both Tanner and Henry were pilots. Tanner thanked Rhona and let Henry know what was happening.

“And what about Olivia? Do we know if she’s safe yet?”

“Not yet, but it’s being handled.”

“Are you sure he can handle it? He wasn’t trained like we were.”

Tanner smiled. “He wasn’t trained, but he’ll keep her safe.”

The “He” they were discussing was Tanner’s brother, Caleb Knox, otherwise known as Stark.
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Fearing that Olivia might be the target of a killer, Tanner had phoned Caleb in California and asked for his help. Caleb’s farm was a forty-minute drive away from the college Olivia attended. With assistance from Rhona, Caleb had been tracking Olivia’s movements by her cell phone. He had caught up to her as she and Simone were climbing up the side of the cliff but remained hidden. From all appearances, Olivia was fine and enjoying a fun time with a friend. If there was anyone stalking her, Caleb hadn’t spotted them.
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Simone reached the top of the cliff first and took out her phone to send off a text to the client, letting him know Olivia was dead. She wasn’t, not yet, but she would be in a minute, and Simone was eager to get the remainder of her fee.

With the text sent, she laid on her stomach. Olivia had been doing well during the climb, but she lagged behind and was still ten feet from the top. Simone was going to make sure she would never make it to the top. She removed a knife from a waist pack and began cutting the rope supporting Olivia’s weight.

Olivia’s eyes went wide with fear and disbelief. “Simone! What are you doing?”

“Sorry, honey, but someone wants you dead and I’m being paid to make it happen. If it helps any, the fall should kill you right away.”

A voice from behind Simone said, “Let’s find out,” and she felt herself being lifted off the ground as someone pulled on her long braid. It caused her to gasp then yelp from the pain of having her hair pulled.

Simone turned to see a man in his thirties. He was handsome, dressed in a three-piece suit, and wore a fedora. Simone had held onto the knife. She extended her arm to stab the man, but he had already raised a foot to kick at her and the knife missed him. The foot struck her in the stomach and sent her over the side. She fell screaming past Olivia, miraculously managed to grab onto a rope while halfway down, jerked to a stop, lost her grip, and hit the ground on her back, sending a plume of dirt into the air.
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Caleb lowered himself to the edge of the cliff and reached a hand down toward Olivia.

“Keep climbing and give me your hand. But go slowly, your friend managed to cut partway through the rope.”

Olivia didn’t respond. She was staring down at Simone. Simone was bleeding, had a broken back, but was still alive. By grabbing on to one of the ropes, she had slowed her descent slightly.

Caleb called to Olivia again. “Hey, honey, look at me. You remember me, right? We met in Stark.”

Olivia pulled her gaze from Simone and stared up at Caleb. And yes, she remembered meeting him.

“You’re Cody Parker’s brother.”

“That’s right. I’m Caleb. Let’s get you up here and off this cliff.”

Olivia had been stunned by the events of the last minute and had forgotten where she was.

“Oh my God! She cut the rope.”

“You’re all right. Just climb slowly and grab my hand when you get close enough.”

Olivia resumed climbing. Caleb saw several strands of the rope separate and knew it was coming apart, the remaining strands weren’t strong enough to support Olivia’s weight. Simone’s jerking on the line had weakened the rope further. Caleb leaned over a little more, with his right arm extended.

“Take my hand, Olivia.”

Olivia tried, but she was still short of reaching him. She resumed her climbing and the rope continued to fray as several more strands broke. Olivia moved again, and the rope frayed faster.

Caleb shouted to her. “Take my hand!”

Olivia’s fingers found his hand at the same instant the rope broke and slid free of the carabiner it had been fed through. Caleb grunted as he supported her full weight with one arm. Worse yet, her weight was causing him to slip forward.

Olivia screamed, dug her left hand into a crevice, and used her legs to move her body upward. That allowed Caleb to reach down with his other hand and grab her wrist. He released a grunt as he gave a great tug and pulled the top half of Olivia’s body onto the edge of the cliff. He then rolled over onto his back while still holding onto her and her legs slid up and over the cliff’s edge, to be on solid ground.

Olivia laid sideways atop Caleb and stared down at him with wonder in her eyes.

“I almost died.”

Caleb grinned. “Almost doesn’t count.”

“You saved my life.”

They made it to their feet and looked over the edge. Simone gazed up at them while making pitiful sounds that revealed the agony she was feeling.

“She said that someone paid her to kill me. Who the hell would want me dead?”

“A madman named Soulless.”

“What? Soulless? That whack job assassin?”

“I’ll tell you more in a minute. First, I’m going to let everyone know you’re all right.”
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Tanner’s jet had landed in Las Vegas. He and Henry were getting in the car that had been arranged for them when he received Caleb’s text.

Olivia is safe. The hitter is not. She’s a young woman who pretended to be Olivia’s friend.




I need another favor. Bring Olivia to Las Vegas. Caroline is here.




You got her away from Soulless?




Not yet, but I will.




Damn right you will. See you in Vegas, Cody.




Afterward, Caleb sent a text off to Rhona, giving her his location and telling her that Simone was injured and needed serious medical aid. Rhona responded immediately.

I’ll send out a team.




Tell them to take their time.




With his messages sent, Caleb smiled at Olivia, who was still shaken by her close call with death.

“Hey, I’m going to take you to see your sister, okay?”

“In Stark?”

“No, Caroline is in Las Vegas.”

“Las Vegas? What the hell is going on, Caleb?”

“I’ll tell you on the walk to my truck,” Caleb said. But he wouldn’t tell her all of it. He would leave it to Caroline to inform Olivia about the death of their father. He hoped Caroline would be able to do so, as she was still at risk of being killed by Soulless.
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FADE TO NOTHINGNESS
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Caroline and Soulless had landed in Las Vegas less than an hour before Tanner and Henry. With their doppelgängers tying the knot and checking into the honeymoon suite, Soulless rented a vehicle and drove north to the town of Jean, Nevada. Caroline looked puzzled when he made a turn into the entrance of an airfield.

“Why are we at another airport?”

“We’re going skydiving.”

“Skydiving?” Caroline said, then understood. Soulless was planning to use skydiving as a means to kill her. She shook her head. “I won’t go. I won’t.”

“You will, because you love your son. Refuse to do this, and he dies. This is the last time I will warn you. Accept your fate, Caroline, and it will all be over soon.”

They reached the area where the skydiving tours departed via a shuttle service. They weren’t using those. Soulless had arranged, through Nada, to book a flight with a smalltime outfit. It was new to the business and consisted of one pilot, an instructor, and one plane. The hacker, Reed, should have taken care of it days earlier. Soulless supposed that Reed had assumed there was no need, as he had planned to kill Soulless. Those plans had not worked out for Reed.

Because they had arrived in Las Vegas late, they were told by a maintenance worker that the pilot had taken off with a customer and was in the air.

Soulless waited for his return as Caroline wept beside him. She had lost all hope she might be rescued and feared that her sister was dead.

“Stop crying. I’m sick of seeing you cry.”

Caroline cried all the harder, certain her life was soon to end.
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An FBI agent named Proctor was part of a team of three agents watching the hotel where Soulless had booked the honeymoon suite. The other two agents were up in the suite. Proctor thought it was all a waste of time. There were dozens of agents checking out the wedding chapels; they would surely spot Soulless before he ever made it to the hotel. Proctor would have been right, except that one of his fellow agents, George Newton, was more interested in cashing in on Soulless than he was in arresting him.
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Newton’s cousin, Carver, was outside the hotel and keeping watch for Soulless. He’d been sent the same photos of Gavin Hutch and Caroline that the FBI were using.

Newton wasn’t serious about being an FBI agent, but Carver was serious about his illegal endeavors. He made over a million dollars a year transporting drugs, but he could always use more money. When his cousin called and told him about Soulless and the reward being offered, he said he’d be willing to help. The truth was, he hadn’t thought there was much of a chance that Newton would ever lay eyes on Soulless. Las Vegas was busy, crowded, and other Feds were after Soulless. That was why he decided to stay near the hotel. But George had done it, he had spotted Soulless, and better than that, being an FBI agent, George knew his fellow agents were all inside the building.

“He’s booked the honeymoon suite at the Skyler Hotel. There will be agents inside waiting to grab him. You’ll need to take him on the street.”

“We’ll be ready,” Carver said, and he was. They had a van parked nearby and one of his men was prepared to run interference if necessary. They wouldn’t shoot a cop or a Fed and risk killing them, but a punch to the face would knock someone off their feet and buy time.

Carver and his crew would grab up Soulless and be off the Las Vegas Strip before anyone knew what had happened. Like his cousin, Carver couldn’t cash in on the reward. But the brother of one of his men would do it, after they killed Soulless. The brother had a clean record and came cheap. He was willing to collect the reward and only take twenty-five thousand to do it.

A car drove past Carver and was slowing to turn into the entrance for the hotel’s underground garage. Carver was about to dismiss it after spotting three people inside, but then he got a good look at the man seated in the passenger seat.

Soulless. It was Soulless wearing the new face he had, the one that looked like a guy named Hutch.

Carver ran over to the van and jumped in. His sudden appearance startled his man, and the guy spilled coffee on himself.

“Head into the parking garage. Soulless is inside that blue car that just went in there.”

“And the woman too?”

“Yeah, she was in the back seat and some other guy is driving.” Carver took out his phone and called his other men. “Head down to the parking garage. Our package has arrived.”
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Zero stretched as he got out of the car and shook his feet. The lifts in his shoes were making his ankles hurt. He wasn’t a short man, but it seemed like the last few people he pretended to be were all taller than he was. Fortunately, once they checked in to the hotel as the happy couple, he and Zilch could leave and get out of their disguises.

He was about to ask Zilch if she would like to go gambling with him when he was distracted by a man walking toward them with purposeful strides. The guy had a serious look about him, his blond hair was streaked with gray, and he was reaching into a gym bag for something.

The man stopped walking as a van came flying up on them. He then ducked behind a brick column as two men leapt out of the van. They were holding guns.

The man from the passenger seat was short but looked tough. Despite the threat facing him, Zero found himself thinking about how he would go about pretending to be the guy if he had to. He had pretended to be shorter men before and had handled it by staying seated. If he were too physically dissimilar to someone, there were other con men he could call on to lend a hand.

Those thoughts passed through his mind in under a second, then he was forced to concentrate on the guns again. The short man was pointing his weapon right at his face.

“Get in the van or I’ll kill you right here. You too, sweet stuff.”

A third man appeared from nowhere and shoved a gun against Nada’s back.

“What about this guy, the driver?”

Carver nodded. “We’ll take him too.”

“What is this, a robbery?” Nada asked.

The man behind him answered by slamming his weapon against the side of Nada’s head. Nada stumbled but didn’t go down, then was taken by the arm and guided into the van.

A fourth man appeared. He said, “This bitch is hot,” as he ran the back of his hand across Zilch’s cheek. Zero forgot all about the guns and shoved the man away from her.

“Don’t touch her!”

The next thing he knew, he was falling, and the back of his head hurt. As he blinked, trying to refocus his eyes, he saw the older blond man again. He was peeking out from behind the brick column with a confused expression. Then, Zero’s vision shrank down to a dot and faded to nothingness.
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SORRY
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Rhona had new information on Alibi INC. The phone they had used to contact Soulless was registering as being in Las Vegas. Rhona had an address for Tanner that was on the Strip, but said the phone was on the move.

“What’s the address? Henry and I are leaving the airport now.”

“It’s at the Skyler Hotel, which is odd.”

“Why is that odd? I thought Soulless booked a suite there.”

“It’s odd that the agents on the scene haven’t reported seeing Soulless there, or rather, someone from Alibi INC. who was paid to look like Soulless.”

“Keep giving us updates on that phone’s location. It’s possible someone from Alibi INC. might be able to lead us straight to Soulless.”

“I’ll text you regular updates.”

“Thanks, and Rhona.”

“Yes?”

“Leave the Feds out of this. Henry and I will handle it. Caroline doesn’t have time for the bureaucracy and by the book behavior the Feds and cops would bring. I need to catch up with Soulless before he kills Caroline.”

“Understood.”
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Zero had lost consciousness but regained his senses a few minutes later to find his head resting on Zilch’s lap. Her eyes were filled with concern for him.

“Are you all right?”

“My head hurts. What happened?”

Zilch raised a finger and pointed to their right. Zero lifted his head and saw an unhappy Nada seated on the floor of the van between two men. The men had guns and one of them was the short man. He smiled at Zero.

“Hello, Soulless.”

“Soulless? You mean that crazy hit man that uses a nuke to swat a fly? You think I’m him.”

“I know you’re him, and the cops know it too. If you had stepped into the hotel lobby, the Feds would have been all over you. That would have been a shame and a waste of the reward that’s being offered for you.”

Zilch shook her head. “He’s not Soulless, or Gavin Hutch. We were hired to impersonate Hutch, and Caroline Lang.”

The short man was Carver. He was amused by their attempt to fool him.

“Okay, I’ll play along. Who’s this guy next to me supposed to be?”

“We call him Nada. He’s our partner.” Zilch reached up and freed the blonde wig from her head. “See. I’m wearing a wig, and we’ve both have stipple latex applied to change the shape of our faces.” Zilch tugged at her chin and pulled a piece of it off.

Carver’s smile disappeared, and he cursed. Then he called to the man driving the van. “Johnny!”

“Yeah?”

“Are we near the warehouse?”

“We’re almost there.”

“Good. I think we’ve got a problem.”
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The warehouse was a mile from Las Vegas Boulevard and was a small brick building. Carver and his crew often used it to store drugs. They drove the van inside and lowered the door, then Zero, Zilch, and Nada were marched over to stand before a wall.

The side of Nada’s head was bleeding from a laceration, but he had recovered from the dazed state he’d been in. He held up his hands and spoke calmly.

“My colleague told you the truth. We were hired to impersonate two people and make it look like they were getting married. Are you saying that Soulless is our employer?”

“The Feds know what Soulless looks like now,” Carver said, “and he’s a twin of your friend here.”

Zero, Zilch, and Nada shared looks of surprise before Nada spoke to Carver again. “We didn’t know he was the client. If I’d known that, I never would have taken the job.”

Carver was pacing back and forth, while cursing under his breath.

“You bastards wasted our time by playing dress-up. Soulless was either never here or the Feds have grabbed him by now.”

Zero shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Sorry? Did you just say you were sorry? You cost me two million dollars, asshole.” Carver looked at his men. “Let’s show them how sorry they can be.”

As Carver’s gun left his holster. Zero reached over and took Zilch’s hand, then closed his eyes.
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Tanner and Henry had followed Rhona’s directions to the warehouse and made a quick circuit of the area before parking. They were just getting out of their vehicle when they heard the gunshots.
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THE KILLER WHO SAVED ME
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“That sounds like a shotgun,” Henry told Tanner, and saw his mentor nod in agreement.

They moved toward the rear of the warehouse. On the way there, they saw a window on the side of the building sitting open. Tanner climbed through first and stepped into a bathroom. It was large and had a line of urinals against one wall. Henry followed him inside. As they moved out of the bathroom and into the warehouse, they heard voices.
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The shotgun blasts Tanner and Henry heard had not come from Carver and his men but had been directed toward them. The four men were lying on the warehouse floor, either dead or dying. Carver was definitely dead, as he’d taken a blast to the side of his head.

Their assailant was the blond man Zero had seen in the hotel’s garage.

Zero, Zilch, and Nada had not been harmed. While still holding Zilch’s hand, Zero raised his other arm and pointed at the blond man, who was reloading his shotgun.

“You were inside the hotel’s parking garage. Who are you?”

“I was paid to kill you. When these men abducted you, I followed them.”

Zero released Zilch’s hand to step in front of her, to shield her from harm. “You don’t have to kill us. Let’s talk about this.”

“Let’s all talk about it,” Tanner said. He had spoken while being hidden around the corner of a wall with Henry.

The blond man spun around with the shotgun ready to fire. His eyes darted left to right. “Who’s there?”

“It’s Tanner, Starkey. You remember me, yeah?”

“Tanner, Tanner?”

Tanner stepped out from behind the wall enough so Starkey could get a look at him. He kept his knees bent in case he would need to spring back behind the wall. If Starkey intended to shoot him, he would need to adjust his aim. He had met the hit man named Starkey back in the days when he lived in Las Vegas. They hadn’t seen each other in over twelve years.

“It’s me, Starkey, and I have a friend with me. Lower the shotgun so we can talk.”

Starkey smiled. “I’ll be damned. What are you doing back in Vegas?”

“Soulless is here. I’m going to track the bastard down and kill him.”

The smile left Starkey’s face as the shotgun was lowered. He used his chin to gesture toward the pile of bodies on the floor. The soft moaning that had been coming from the pile had ceased, indicating the last man may have passed out or died from his wounds.

“I heard one of those guys mention Soulless. I think it was Soulless who hired me to kill those three over there and get rid of their bodies. I don’t work for scum like Soulless. If he wants these three dead, that means they should probably keep breathing.”

Tanner and Henry walked over. Starkey offered his hand, and Tanner shook it.

“How have you been, Starkey?”

“I’m hanging in there. But you, you’ve become a damn legend. I feel like I should kiss your ring or something.”

“You’ve done enough keeping these three alive. I think they might know where I can find Soulless.”

Zero walked over while shaking his head. “We don’t know anything about Soulless. Some guy named Gavin Hutch paid us to impersonate him and a woman named Caroline.”

“Soulless was pretending to be Gavin Hutch, and he’s taken the real Caroline somewhere. Tell me everything you know, or I’ll fulfill the contract Starkey took a pass on.”

Nada walked over with Zilch following. “You don’t have to threaten us. We’ll help you if we can. Soulless is a monster.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“He might be at the honeymoon suite,” Zero said.

Nada snapped his fingers. “Skydiving. He’s off skydiving. Hutch, I mean Soulless, had me make last-minute plans for a skydiving trip.”

“Nearby?” Tanner asked.

“Um, yeah. The big outfits are booked solid for weeks, but I found a business online that is just starting out. The owner said he was available. The town where the airfield is located was called Jean.”

“I know it,” Tanner said, and asked Nada about the details of the trip. He feared for Caroline’s safety when he heard that the skydiving was booked for an earlier time. Nada’s next words gave him hope.

“He might still be there. He texted me and said he was running late.”

Tanner headed for the door, knowing there was no time to waste.

Starkey called to him. “Kill that bastard Soulless, Tanner. The man gives our kind a bad rep.”

Henry asked a question as they returned to their ride. “How far away is this town with the airfield?”

“It’s about a half hour drive north, but we’re not driving. We’ll head back to the airport and take the plane Lawson arranged for us. That should get us there quicker, and we may have to track him down in the air.”

“Let’s hope that Soulless is still running late.”
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Soulless’s new ability to be patient was being tested. The pilot of the skydiving plane had yet to return to the airfield and there was about an hour of daylight left. Soulless was eager to get in the air and cause the “accident” that would rid him of Caroline and begin the process of his inheriting millions. He’d received a short video from Nada that had been taken at the wedding chapel. If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought it showed him marrying Caroline.

Instead of a wedding dress, the real Caroline had donned the parachute Soulless had given her to wear, one of the ones Soulless had brought along inside his duffel bag. There were also goggles, helmets, and altimeters. He was smiling when he explained to her that her parachute was defective.

“People will weep thinking of how tragic you were, dying on your wedding day. They’ll only have sympathy for me, the poor groom.”

Caroline gave him a look of disgust. “You are such a sick bastard.”

“And I’ll be a very rich bastard once I inherit your father’s millions. Twenty-eight million dollars. That was your father’s net worth. Did you know that?”

“I knew Daddy was wealthy; I never knew how much money he had. I didn’t care how much he had; I loved him for who he was, a man a hundred times better than you’ll ever be.”

Soulless sneered at her.

Minutes later, he noticed a plane growing closer. When it was near enough to make out clearly, he saw it was a Cessna, and that it had a small jump platform attached to it.

“Our ride is finally here.”

“You’re going to kill the pilot too, aren’t you?”

“I am. And you’ll say nothing, or your son dies.”

The pilot was a man in his forties with a graying beard. After landing, he taxied up outside the small hangar where Soulless and Caroline were standing. Soulless waved at the man and saw him frown. He made his own frown when the guy cut off the plane’s engine. The pilot left the plane and approached them.

“Are you Hutch?”

“That’s right. And my new bride and I are eager to get in the air.”

“You’re late, and it’s getting late. Come back tomorrow morning around nine.”

“That’s no good. We want to jump together on our wedding day.”

The pilot waved that off. “You should have gotten here on time. My instructor has already finished for the day, and right now, all I want to do is go home and watch a ballgame.”

Caroline smiled at the man. “We understand. We’ll come back tomorrow.”

Soulless gave her a look that sent a chill down her spine. “Let me handle this, Caroline. You have enough on your mind, like the health of your child.”

Caroline took his meaning and remained silent.

Soulless pulled out a wad of cash and began peeling off hundred-dollar bills, which he held out for the pilot to take.

“This is yours if you get us up for a jump today. We don’t need an instructor; we have both jumped hundreds of times.”

The pilot stared at the money, then checked the sky. “All right, we’ll go. But we’d better be quick about it. I want to be on the ground before the sun sets.”

Soulless grinned. “You’ll be back on the ground by then. I guarantee it.”
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THE GRIM REAPER
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Henry was flying the plane. It was another Cessna, a model 172. While he flew, Tanner had alerted Rhona about Soulless’s skydiving plans and confirmed that he was at the airport in Jean. Or rather, he had been. According to a worker at the airfield Rhona had spoken to, the pilot Soulless had hired had taken off moments earlier. Tanner assumed Soulless was planning to be the only one walking away from that flight.

He was using binoculars to search the surrounding sky when he saw a plane off in the distance bank right. He could see that it was turning and heading back in their direction. It was flying low.
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Soulless had forced the pilot at gunpoint to take the plane lower, then had him turn it around. After the man engaged the autopilot, he looked up at Soulless.

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing, buddy, but—” The pilot stopped talking and gagged when Soulless smashed a gloved fist into his throat. The second blow landed on the side of the guy’s head and made his skull bounce off the window. The beating continued, with Caroline screaming at Soulless to stop. He stopped, but by then, the pilot was dead.

Soulless opened the jump door and the sound of the engine increased as wind whipped about the cockpit. He grabbed Caroline to toss her out of the plane. She’d been expecting it and jammed a knee against his crotch. Soulless released her as he groaned, and a sick expression came over him. After the queasiness brought on by Caroline’s assault on his testicles subsided, he pointed out the cockpit window.

“This plane will run into the mountains that are about fifteen miles from here. You can experience that or take your chances with the parachute I gave you. Who knows, maybe you’ll get lucky.” After stepping out onto the small platform, he turned and smiled at Caroline. “After I’ve inherited the money and no longer need to pretend to be Gavin Hutch… I’m going to kill that weird little bastard of yours. Goodbye, Caroline.”
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“Someone just jumped out of that plane, probably Soulless,” Tanner told Henry. Henry had lowered their altitude to match that of the jump plane.

It took a few minutes to grow closer to the plane. During that time the parachutist had deployed their chute and were drifting toward the ground.

They were passing the plane seconds later. The door was still sitting open, granting a good view of Caroline as they whizzed past her. They had visual contact for little more than a second. It was enough time to see that the pilot was bloody and slumped in his seat.

[image: ]



Caroline had been numb with fear as the plane sped past her. Fear morphed into wonder, for she had seen Tanner clearly.

He’s alive! Alive!

Tanner was alive, but she was moments from death. The mountains ahead were growing more distinct.
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Henry had turned the plane around and was in pursuit, although he was lost as to what they could do to help Caroline.

“Catch up to that plane, match its speed, and then take a position above it.”

“Okay, but then what?”

“I’m going to jump onto the plane and climb inside.”

“Shit.”

“I know, but it’s her only chance.”
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Caroline felt a surge of hope when she realized the plane she’d seen had turned and was coming up beside her. That hope faded as she looked out at the plane’s wings. Even if the other plane came as close as possible, there was no way she could make it across the gap that would be between them.

A sense of calmness came over her when she remembered something her father always said. She’d been hearing it from him long before she had ever come to know Cody Parker.

“A Tanner is a man trained to be the absolute best, and to do the impossible.”

Tanner had done the impossible on more than one occasion. He had defeated the Conglomerate, destroyed Alonso Alvarado, and obliterated Ordnance Inc. She didn’t know how he would do it but was certain Tanner would save her life.

The plane came up beside hers and she was able to get a good look at Tanner and realized that Henry was the pilot. She took off her parachute, held it up, and shook her head, telling them that the chute was no good.

Tanner nodded his understanding and turned his head to say something to Henry. That was when the pilot’s body shifted position, hit the controls, and disengaged the plane’s autopilot. Caroline’s plane was losing altitude fast.
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“The autopilot’s off. Stay with her, Henry.”

“I will, but Tanner, be damn careful. Even if you make the jump you’ll have the wind to deal with… and the plane’s propeller.”

“I’ll make it. Follow us afterwards and I’ll land somewhere.”

“Do it soon. We’re getting closer to those mountains ahead.”
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Caroline’s despair returned as the plane continued to lose altitude and she had lost sight of Tanner’s plane. When the engine seemed to get louder, she wondered why, then saw that Henry was flying his plane above hers. She went closer to the open door and peeked out. What she saw sent a chill through her. Tanner was crouched in the other plane’s doorway and preparing to jump.
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Tanner made the leap, landed in a crouch on the jump platform, and had the wind knock him off. He was tumbling toward the ground below when he reached out a hand and gripped the wing strut. The wind was too great and he lost his grip to plummet toward the ground thousands of feet below.

Caroline released a scream, fearing the worst, but then she saw that Tanner had wrapped an arm around one of the struts connected to the landing gear. With effort, he managed to grab onto the strut with his other hand, brought a leg up, climbed onto the jump platform, and moved toward the open doorway. It took a great effort, as he was fighting the wind and the forces generated by the plane’s steep descent.

When he was close enough, Caroline grabbed his hand and pulled him inside. Tanner rushed past her, freed the pilot from his harness, and took the seat. They were less than a thousand feet above the desert floor and approaching stall speed. Tanner increased the speed, leveled out the plane, and looked for a place to land.

Caroline knelt beside the seat and laid her head on his shoulder. “Thank you for saving me. I thought I was dead for sure.”

“If the wind had hit me any harder, we’d both be dead.”

“You risked your life to save me.”

“I had a promise to keep to your son.”

Caroline looked startled. “Jarod spoke to you, asked you to save me?”

“He did, but not with words.”

She smiled. “I know what you mean. He’s special that way.”

Henry brought his plane up alongside of theirs and sent Tanner a thumbs up gesture.

Caroline gripped Tanner’s arm. “Oh my God. Cody, Olivia’s in danger, and could already be dead. Soulless hired someone to kill her.”

“She’s fine. After figuring out what he planned to do to you, I realized he would want Olivia dead as well. My brother, Caleb, he saved Olivia from a female assassin. They’re on their way here to meet up with us.”

Caroline released a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. I was so scared for her.”

“I’m sorry about Crash, Caroline.”

“Thank you. But Sara, what about Sara? Is she…?”

“She’s alive. She suffered a concussion, but she’ll be home tomorrow. Jarod is staying at the ranch with Franny.”

“How did you two survive that bomb?”

“With more luck than I care to rely on.”

“But on the radio, they said there were three dead. Soulless heard that and assumed you and Sara had died, and so did I.”

“The other two bodies belonged to a brother and sister from Greece. Soulless killed their mother. They traveled here to avenge their mother’s death and wound up being two more of Soulless’s victims.”

Tanner landed the plane as Henry touched down behind him on an old mining road in the desert. Tanner left the seat after powering off the plane and stood. Caroline placed her arms around him and kissed him deeply on the lips.

“I owe you my life, Cody.”

“That was some thank you.”

Caroline blushed. “I didn’t mean to… I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Tanner said and moved past her to jump out and onto the ground. After helping Caroline get down, he moved beneath the plane while taking out his knife.

Caroline was puzzled when she saw him slicing away at something. “What are you doing?”

“Soulless thinks I’m dead. he should believe you’re dead too. I need to start a fire, so he’ll believe you crashed and burned.”

Tanner caused fuel to leak from the plane. Afterward, Henry helped him remove the pilot’s body from the aircraft. They relocated to a safe distance after starting the fire, which was sending a stream of black smoke into the air.

Tanner told Henry to fly again. “We’re going to look for Soulless.”

“Won’t he be gone from the area by the time we reach it?” Caroline asked.

“He has no need to flee. He’ll be busy pretending to mourn your loss. As far as he knows, his identity as Gavin Hutch is intact.”
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Miles away, Soulless was watching the smoke rise. He was now the grieving widower and on his way to gaining a fortune.

A pickup truck left the nearby road and drove over to him. The man at the wheel was about fifty, wore a plaid shirt, and was chewing tobacco. The woman seated beside him was holding a computer tablet and watching something on it. Her perfume was overpowering. Soulless had smelled it on the wind before they reached him.

He paced around in a circle, trying to appear agitated. He knew he should be crying, seeing as how he was pretending to be a man whose new bride had perished tragically, but he wasn’t that good an actor.

The pickup truck pulled up beside him as Soulless fell to his knees and hung his head. When the driver opened his door, he spoke with a Texas twang. He was a short man. Although Soulless was down on his knees, the top of his head was equal to the height of the man’s shoulders.

“Hey mister, was you in that plane? It dipped below those hills and now it looks like she might have crashed.”

“My wife and I were skydiving. She’s-she’s dead… my lovely Caroline.”

Soulless looked up and saw an expression of sympathy on the man’s face. The guy’s wife wore a different expression.

“Holy crap, Curtis! That’s him. That guy that blows shit up.”

“What are you talking about, Roberta?”

Roberta reached into the glove compartment and took out a gun. It was an old .38 revolver. With her other hand, she shoved her computer tablet at her husband.

“Look! It just came on the news. They know what he looks like now. That’s him.”

Curtis took the tablet from his wife. There was a photo of Soulless on the screen. The photo had been taken by Caroline’s doorbell camera. In the background was the blue SUV Soulless had been driving while staying in Stark.

Soulless grabbed the tablet from Curtis’s hand and pushed a button on the side that raised the volume.

“…has been pretending to be a man named Gavin Hutch. It’s suspected that Soulless is in the Las Vegas area. If you see him, do not attempt to apprehend him. He is extremely dangerous and will be armed.”

Soulless wasn’t armed. He had tossed away his gun and knife while he was still in the air and floating toward the ground with the parachute on. He had expected to be questioned by the police about the “Tragic” death of his wife and the pilot.

His gut twisted as his anger rose. How the hell did the authorities figure out I was pretending to be Hutch?

And the money. He’d done everything needed to claim Crash’s money someday, only to have it all go to hell.

Roberta was cackling. “Two million dollars. He’s worth two million dollars. Move out of the way, Curtis, so I can aim the gun at his face. We’re cashing him in.”

Soulless stood in a rush and grabbed Curtis beneath the arms as he did so, using the older man like a shield. Curtis was small of stature, but thick around the waist. Soulless released a grunt as he lifted Curtis off his feet and shoved him into the car. The back of Curtis’s head struck Roberta’s nose. She made a squawking sound but held on to the gun.

Soulless buried a knee in Curtis’s gut as he climbed over him to get to Roberta.
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Henry spotted the parachute from the air, but there was no sign of Soulless. The terrain below was rocky, so they’d been forced to land over a mile away.

Caroline, who jogged regularly, insisted on coming along, but she had trouble keeping up with Tanner and Henry as they ran. When they were on the other side of a small hill from where they had seen the discarded parachute, Tanner told Caroline to wait for them and handed her the weapon he kept in his ankle holster.

“I know you can shoot. If you see Soulless, empty that gun into him.”

She nodded. “I can do that. He murdered my father and threatened to kill my son.”

Tanner crested the hill on the left as Henry came up on the right side. Their guns were out and ready to use, but there was no sign of Soulless. They walked closer to the parachute. It was flapping in the strong breeze; Tanner wondered why it wasn’t blowing across the rocky soil. When the wind changed direction, a section of the parachute shifted and revealed the bodies of Curtis and Roberta. Tanner understood what was holding the parachute in place.

“Two more victims,” Henry said with a note of disgust, as Tanner’s phone vibrated. Rhona was calling.

“I’ve bad news, Tanner. The media is aware that Soulless was pretending to be Gavin Hutch. The story is everywhere.”

“Were you and Lawson able to do that favor for me?”

“Yes, and that story will be released as well.”

“Soulless has to keep believing I’m dead, right up until the time I catch up to him.”

“Is Mrs. Lang safe?”

“She is.”

“There’s one good thing about Soulless’s face being everywhere. With that reward hanging over his head, he’ll have people other than you and the police hunting him down; he won’t be able to breathe.”

Tanner reached down and picked up a wallet. It belonged to Curtis. Soulless had taken the cash that had been in it.

“He’s killed again. A man and a woman. The man was named Curtis Dillon. They’re both wearing wedding rings, so the woman could have been his wife; there’s no ID on her.”

“I’ll put out an alert for whatever they were driving.”

“Maybe the cops will get lucky, but I doubt it. Soulless is smart enough to dump their vehicle and get another as soon as possible. He also killed a pilot. I’ll give you that location.”

“It’s like the Grim Reaper is on the loose,” Rhona said.

“He is, and his name is Soulless.”
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AGAIN
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Curtis Dillion’s pickup truck was found abandoned across the state border in a small town in California. Inside it were the cell phone and wallet that once belonged to Gavin Hutch. It was suspected that Soulless had stolen another vehicle. Given that it was Soulless, authorities were expecting to find the owner of that vehicle dead.
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Soulless had been willing to kill to acquire another car, but he hadn’t needed to go that far. He had passed a house while still driving Curtis Dillion’s truck and saw a car in a driveway with its door sitting open. As he slowed to get a better look at the car, he saw a man step out of it and stumble to his knees. The man was literally falling down drunk.

Soulless stopped the truck and watched him. The man made it to his feet while laughing, then weaved his way over to the home’s front door. Instead of fumbling for keys to unlock the door, the drunk jabbed at a keypad, as the door had an electronic lock.

Two boys on bikes rode by. One of them pointed at the drunk and his friend laughed. Whoever the drunk was, he was the joke of the neighborhood.

If the tanked up loser knew the correct combination, he was too inebriated to input the right numbers. After seven attempts, he got lucky and finally gained entry, stepped inside the house, and fell to the floor. Soulless could hear his snoring from across the street. The windows on the pickup truck were down in an attempt to air it out. Roberta’s perfume lingered; the odor was cloying.

Soulless left the truck and entered the house. After shutting the door behind him, Soulless called out.

“Is anybody here?”

No one answered, and the drunk continued his loud snoring. Soulless walked through the house with Roberta Dillion’s .38 in his hand.

The house was a mess. There were empty beer cans and whiskey bottles in nearly every room, and the lone bathroom looked as if it hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. Soulless found a handwritten note lying on the kitchen table. The handwriting was feminine; her words had been succinct and gotten right to the point.

I’ve had enough, Ray. Don’t call, and don’t try to find me.

It wasn’t signed. But why would it need to be? The drunk, Ray, would have no doubt who had left him.

A small desk in the corner of the living room had a stack of overdue notices concerning everything from the mortgage to the car. Ray had not only lost his woman, but he was also soon to lose his home, his vehicle, and the power would be cut off.

Soulless returned to the kitchen and found nothing worth eating in the refrigerator. He would take the chance of stopping at a drive-thru restaurant and hope that whoever was at the window didn’t recognize him.

He had been wondering how the authorities had figured out he was pretending to be Gavin Hutch.

Was it possible Tanner survived? If the man had abandoned his wife to die, then he could have alerted the authorities about his deception.

There was a compact TV tucked in a corner of the kitchen counter, beneath a cabinet. Soulless turned it on and tuned to a news channel. His face, his new face, was staring back at him. The reporter speaking was talking about a video, one that had led authorities to figure out what was really going on.

Before showing the clip, the damn station went to a four-minute commercial break. Soulless waited for the break to end, while learning how to get his teeth their whitest and being told he could cure his irritable bowels. When a commercial came on with a doe-eyed simpleton recommending he switch auto insurers, Soulless was ready to shoot the TV. Finally, the news resumed, and the video previously mentioned was shown.

It had been taken from a drone and displayed a helicopter hovering over a field. There was so much glare that it was difficult to tell what color the helicopter was. The drone’s camera was redirected toward a couple moving toward the chopper. The woman was blonde and had her wrists bound behind her. In the background was a demolished house behind a thicket of trees.

Soulless understood that he was looking at himself from earlier in the day, when he’d been leading Caroline away from the old house, after having killed Tanner, Sara, and Crash. The video ended after the drone zoomed in to get a better look at the demolished house, which had collapsed in on itself. The final few seconds showed the drone returning to its owner, who was a teen boy wearing shorts and a red T-shirt.

Soulless pounded a fist on the counter and cursed in Russian. If not for the drone footage, his plan would still be intact, and he’d be on track to inherit Crash’s millions.

The video was fake and had been created by people working for Thomas Lawson. It had fulfilled its purpose by giving Soulless a reason to still believe Tanner had perished in the explosion. It was Tanner who was able to describe what Soulless and Caroline had been wearing, and by making it appear they had been filmed from overhead, the actors in the short film hadn’t needed to resemble them in more than general terms.

Soulless wound up taking the drunk’s vehicle. When hard-luck Ray woke up and found it missing, he might conclude it had been repossessed rather than stolen.

As he was leaving the house, Soulless considered killing Ray. He decided against it, because it would have been a mercy to release him from his miserable life.

Before taking the car, which was a red Kia Soul, Soulless drove the pickup truck a few blocks away and jogged back to get the Kia. Had he left the truck too close to Ray’s house, the police might have gone knocking on doors to find out if anyone saw anything. If they spoke to Ray, he would mention his missing vehicle and the cops would have issued an alert for it.

Soulless didn’t need the car for long. In five, or maybe six hours, he could be at the coast. Once there, he would find a suitable boat and leave the country, to head to Mexico. With his plans for Caroline derailed and a manhunt on for him, Soulless decided it would be a good time to return to Russia. Soulless drove off beneath a sky growing dark with thoughts of home circling about in his mind.

He had killed every enemy but one, Henry. But Henry would come after him to avenge Tanner’s death. When that happened, Soulless never doubted he would come out on top. He was Soulless, the man who had killed Tanner, and the greatest assassin of all time.

The truth of that statement made him grin every time he considered it.

However, that assumed truth was false. Tanner was alive. And being alive, he would follow Soulless to the ends of the earth if that’s what it took, and he would someday see him dead—again.
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IN THE WIND
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FBI Agent George Newton had learned about his cousin’s death and immediately tossed away the burner phone he’d been using to communicate with Carver. Any calls Carver made on his phone would be traced as his murder was investigated.

Newton would miss his cousin. Not only had they gotten along well, but they had made each other a lot of money over the years by working both sides of the law.

Newton thought nothing of it when he was called into the office of his supervising agent, named Bill Carlson. His boss was a small but muscular man who had once boxed professionally as a featherweight. Newton spoke to Carlson often and assumed he and other agents were going to be updated on the progress being made to hunt down Soulless.

However, after entering Carlson’s office and seeing his boss’s angry expression, Newton knew something was wrong. He tried to appear unconcerned and smiled.

“What’s up, Bill?”

“Allegations have been made against you, George. They’re serious allegations. Someone is alleging that you were involved in a scheme to cash in on that reward being offered for Soulless.”

“That’s crazy! Besides, I’m an FBI agent. I wouldn’t be allowed to collect that money even if I captured him myself.”

“The man making the allegations is named Timothy Rourke. He worked for your cousin, Richard Carver. Rourke has told us about the deal you and Carver had in place, along with other deals.”

Newton knew who Rourke was. He’d been Carver’s right-hand man.

“Rourke is dead. He was killed in that warehouse with the others.”

“He was revived at the scene by a paramedic and is expected to live. He gave you up as part of an agreement to do less time for an abduction he was involved with.”

“And you believe him over me?”

Carlson gave Newton a look of disgust. “Your cousin had been taping your conversations for years. The audio files were on a laptop found at his apartment.”

Newton swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat and silently cursed his duplicitous cousin.

“I want a lawyer.”

“Yeah,” Carlson said. “I knew you’d say that.”
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The abduction, which Agent Carlson had mentioned, involved Zero, Zilch, and Nada. It was their first abduction of the day. The second one occurred as they had been leaving their hotel to have dinner together at a casino.

Two large men with guns and badges insisted they get inside a black SUV and accompany them to an unknown location. The men sat up front, with Zero, Zilch, and Nada occupying the rear seats.

Zilch sat between Zero, and Nada, who was on her left. She asked Nada a question.

“Do you think we’re under arrest?”

“I don’t know what this is. We aren’t handcuffed and no one has stated any charges against us. Maybe we’re going to be questioned about Soulless.”

“I can’t believe we were working for Soulless,” Zero said. “And there I was walking around Las Vegas wearing his new face. The man has a two-million-dollar reward hanging over his head. I’m lucky no one shot me.”

“We were all lucky,” Zilch said. “When those men pointed their guns at us earlier, I… I thought we were dead. And all that blood after that other man shot them. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

The vehicle slowed and entered the grounds of the federal building on Las Vegas Boulevard.

Their two escorts refused to answer any of their questions and guided them to a small conference room. There was a large monitor on one wall. One of the agents activated it and left the room.

Before leaving, he gave them instructions. “Stay here. You’ll be told when to leave.”

Zero, Zilch, and Nada found themselves staring at a blank screen. After a moment of static, the face of a man appeared. It was a good face, and the man radiated integrity and competence. His graying hair made him look older than he was and had been brought on by a trauma he had endured years earlier, when he himself had been abducted.

When the man spoke to them, he addressed Zero, Zilch, and Nada by their real names.

Zilch’s name was Veronica Wilkins, and both Zero and Nada were aware of that. Until now, she’d had no idea what Zero or Nada’s real names were. Since the mystery man on the monitor had gotten her name correct, she figured the same was true of her companions.

Zilch looked at Zero, then at Nada. “Which one of you is named Cletus Doyle?”

Zero sighed. “I was named after my grandfather, Cletus.”

Zilch smiled at his discomfort, then looked over at Nada. “So that makes you Mason Riley?”

Nada smiled at her. “Correct.”

The man on the monitor continued. “You three have been engaged in illegal activities and have facilitated others in misleading the legal system. Several of your clients have committed murders while you provided them with alibis.”

Zero was shaking his head. “No, no. We had nothing to do with that. Yes, we were paid to impersonate people, but we don’t know about any murders or other crimes. And we sure as hell weren’t aware that we were working for Soulless.”

“Nevertheless, if prosecuted and found guilty, the three of you wouldn’t be released from prison for many years. That would be a shame, given your talents.”

Nada said, “Ah,” and looked at his companions. “Someone wants us to work for them.”

“That would be one option, under certain conditions,” said the man on the screen.

“How much does it pay?” Zero asked.

“Your continued freedom would be your payment, Mr. Doyle.”

“Hey, buddy, who are you?”

The man on the monitor smiled. “My name is Thomas Lawson.”
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Caleb and Olivia arrived in Las Vegas and joined Tanner, Henry, and Caroline inside a suite. Olivia had tried calling her father on the trip to Nevada. When she kept trying, Caleb had pulled off the road and broken the tragic news to her about her father’s death.

Olivia had sobbed over the passing of her father and ached to see her big sister. When she finally saw Caroline, the two came together in an intense hug that was inspired by relief, love, and mourning.

After leaving Caroline’s arms, Olivia fell into Henry’s embrace. She and Henry had dated before she’d gone off to school and remained friends. Then it was Tanner’s turn to receive a hug, along with Olivia’s gratitude for sending his brother to help her.

Tanner had arranged for Caroline and Olivia to have their own suite across the hallway. The women went there to talk and had much to discuss. Olivia had been unaware that her father and sister ran a website dedicated to tracking the activities and rankings of assassins. Caroline would have to reveal that fact to her sister. She’d also have to explain that it was what ultimately led to their father’s death at the hands of Soulless.

Tanner asked Henry about Olivia after the women had departed. “How do you think she’ll take the news?”

Henry grimaced. “She’ll be upset. She told me once that she knew Crash loved her as his own even though she wasn’t biologically his, but she always envied the special closeness Caroline shared with Crash. Sharing the secret of the assassins website and their interest in assassins was one of the things that had bonded Caroline and Crash. Olivia was left out of that.”

“She was still a child when Crash adopted her, while Caroline was in high school. They probably thought it made sense to hide their interest from her, given how unusual it is.”

Henry sighed. “I’m going to miss Crash. He was cool for an old guy.”

The suite had two bedrooms and a living area with a sofa. Caleb had declined Tanner’s offer to get him a room and said he would just sleep on the sofa for a few hours before making an early morning drive back to his farm. He had gone down to one of the casino shops to buy a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, so he could change out of his suit, after getting a shower.

He left the bathroom wearing the new clothes and was drying his hair with a towel.

Tanner pointed at the suit, which was draped over the back of a chair, with the fedora resting on top of it.

“Since you were wearing that suit, I guess you were out acting as Stark?”

“Yeah. I was tracking down a group of art thieves. I’ll catch up to them, eventually.”

As Stark, Caleb was a thief who stole from other thieves, to give them a taste of their own medicine. He also ran a farm and a charity that mentored teen boys, to help them stay out of trouble. The money he made as Stark funded the charity.

Tanner had ordered room service before Caleb took his shower. The food arrived and the three men sat around the coffee table eating.

Caleb asked a question before popping a cheese fry in his mouth. “What’s your next move, Cody?”

“Soulless is in the wind again, but he can’t stay hidden this time, not now that everyone knows his face.”

“Do you want me to stay close and help out?”

“Thanks, Caleb. But you should go home to your farm. I know you have a lot of responsibilities there.”

“I’m never too busy to help if you need it. That was close today. That girl Simone nearly killed Olivia. One moment they were two college kids having fun and the next thing I knew she was using a knife to saw through Olivia’s rope.”

“She’s still alive, but has a broken back and a cracked skull,” Henry said. “Rhona called and said that Simone’s real name is Carla Martinez and that she’s twenty-six.”

After eating, Tanner moved into his bedroom to make a call back home to Sara. He had called Franny earlier and spoken to his children. Sara was doing better and expected to be released in the morning. She was happy to hear that Caroline was safe.
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In the suite’s living room, Caleb smiled at Henry. “I hear you damn near killed Soulless once.”

“I hit him in the leg with a rushed shot fired with a sniper rifle. I wished I had killed him. That man causes grief wherever he goes.”

“Do you think he’ll pop up soon?”

“There’s one thing you can be sure of with Soulless.”

“What’s that?”

“You’ll never know what he’s going to do next.”
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BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU ASK FOR
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Soulless was in San Diego, in the Gaslamp Quarter. He had planned to find a spot to lie low overnight while also avoiding staying in a motel or hotel. As he had done in Dallas days earlier, he visited a bar, hoping to leave with a woman who would take him home.

He was aware of the risk that he’d be spotted and recognized. To prevent that, he had kept a pair of eyeglasses he’d found in Curtis Dillion’s truck and put them on. They changed his appearance slightly while making everything seen through their lenses seem extra big. When his head began to hurt from wearing them, Soulless had decided to take the glasses off.

His new face was hardly unique, and there had to be many other men who looked like him, although not to the extent Gavin Hutch had.

Thinking of Hutch caused him to recall his recently failed plan to acquire Crash’s millions. With Caroline’s death, he’d been so close to making that a reality until that drone footage came to light.

The irony that a drone had been his downfall wasn’t lost on him. The old man, Crash, would probably have found that funny, if he weren’t dead.

Soulless was striking out on picking up a woman and closing time was approaching. The problem was that he had trouble making himself fit in and pretend to be just another happy bar hopper.

He was pissed that his plans had fallen apart, angry that his new face was now known everywhere, and furious that young Jarod would benefit from all his hard work.

Being Caroline’s only heir, the boy would inherit his grandfather’s money, not that he would even be aware of it. By killing Crash and Caroline and having Olivia murdered, Jarod would end up rich. Then again, as a juvenile, he would need a guardian. Whoever that was would be granted control of the funds.

Soulless thought of Caroline’s estranged mother. She might have been disconnected from the family, but it was a safe bet the woman would resurface after she was contacted. And she would be as one of Jarod’s only blood relatives. Caroline had also mentioned an older brother-in-law. If Soulless remembered correctly, he was living and working in Japan. But as a woman and a blood relation, Caroline’s mother would likely gain custody of Jarod.

Caroline had once described her mother as a gold digger and an opportunist. Well, Soulless had made it possible for her to have the opportunity of a lifetime while getting her hands on the rest of her ex-husband’s money. The thought made his blood boil.
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Last call arrived and Soulless’s luck had changed. He left the bar with a woman named Trudy. Trudy was at least forty and had been inside a club where the average age of those around her was fifteen years younger. Still, she wasn’t bad-looking for her age.

Soulless only cared about the apartment she had, which Trudy said was a ten-minute walk away and was over a bakery.

Trudy liked to talk and Soulless let her as they made their way down a quiet street. He had drunk more than he had planned to and was tired. He’d had a long day and only wanted to sleep. Trudy had other plans for him, he was certain, but once they were alone and he killed her, those plans wouldn’t matter.

He blamed what happened next on the whiskey. If he had consumed less of it he would have been more aware of his surroundings, and he would have spotted the men stalking him.

A man stepped out of a darkened doorway ahead as someone behind him called his name.

“Hey, Soulless.”

The fatigue left him upon hearing his name and he turned to see who had spoken it. He recognized the man from the bar. He and his friend had been sending drinks to women and getting no response. It was no wonder they had struck out. Both men were unattractive. The one who’d stepped out of the doorway had a gut, although he appeared to be no more than twenty-five. Tubby had left the doorway and was walking toward them; there was a gun in his right hand that Soulless thought might be a Glock. The other man, the one who had called his name, was unarmed. He spoke again.

“You’re him. Yeah you are, and you’re worth two million dollars.” The guy laughed. “Hot damn, Travis. We’ve captured Soulless.”

“What’s going on?” Trudy asked.

“These men have mistaken me for someone else. I think they’re drunk.”

Trudy moved closer to him. “That one has a gun; I’m scared.”

Soulless opened his arms, as if he meant to comfort her, and Trudy leaned into him. “It will be okay. They’ll realize their mistake and move on.”

“Nice try, asshat, but you can’t fool us. You’re him. You’re Soulless.”

Tubby, who the other man had called Travis, spoke up. He had a high voice for a man.

“I bet he has a gun. Get his gun, Johnny.”

Soulless, while still holding Trudy in front of him, advanced toward Travis. Travis raised the gun and told him to stop moving. He hesitated to fire the weapon because Trudy was in the way. Soulless had been counting on that. He shoved Trudy at Travis with as much force as he could. Trudy slammed into the man and they both went down.

Johnny said, “Hey! Hey! Hey!” and moved closer to Soulless, as Soulless ran to Travis to take the gun out of his hand. He kicked Travis in the face, then wrenched the weapon free.

By then, Johnny had closed the gap between them and had wrapped an arm around Soulless’s neck. Instead of using the gun, Soulless reached down and freed a knife from his boot. It was a blade he had taken from hard-luck Ray’s kitchen. It was a sharp knife and would kill quieter than the gun. It did just that.

Soulless’s left hand moved like a piston as he stabbed Johnny repeatedly in the side and stomach. The man backed off and Soulless used the knife on Travis next. Travis was still on the ground with Trudy lying on him. Soulless moved behind him, grabbed a fistful of hair to lift his head, and cut open his throat. Blood gushed out and covered Trudy. Soulless kicked her on the side of the head as she opened her mouth to scream, then kept kicking until he was sure she was either dead or out cold.

Johnny had moved away while that was happening. He hadn’t gone far, not with a dozen stab wounds in his intestines. Soulless closed in on him and grabbed him by the neck.

“Give me your wallet.”

“I need a doctor.”

The wallet was in his back pocket. Soulless used the knife to cut open the front pocket of Johnny’s jeans and a set of keys fell out along with some loose change. The key fob identified the car as being a Honda. Soulless hit a button on it and a vehicle at the curb up the street winked its lights and beeped. It was parked near the doorway Travis had stepped out of.

“Let’s go,” Soulless said. He guided Johnny to the car while walking past Travis and Trudy. When Johnny saw his friend lying in a puddle of blood, a sob escaped him. He was walking bent over and had his hands crossed over his stomach, as if to protect it. It was too late for that.

Soulless hit the button on the key fob that opened the trunk, guided Johnny around to it, then shoved him inside. Johnny screamed from the pain that brought him. He screamed again when Soulless stabbed him in the side several more times. The way he was bleeding, he’d be dead soon.

Soulless smiled down at him. “You wanted me, you got me.”

He slammed the trunk, looked around, and saw a man standing behind a second-story window talking excitedly into a cell phone. It was a safe bet he had called 9-1-1.

Soulless took Travis’s gun from his waistband and sent three rounds at the man. The window glass shattered as the man fell backwards into the apartment.

Seconds later, Soulless was driving away in the Honda and headed for Johnny’s apartment. He now had a place to spend the night.
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FIVE MILLION
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Tanner had risen early, along with Caleb, to tell his brother goodbye and to thank him again. They made plans to get together soon at Caleb’s farm. After returning to his suite with a cup of coffee, Tanner sat in the living room and watched the news.

A report came on stating that Soulless may have been tied to a double homicide in San Diego. Travis was one victim, the other was the man who had been in the window, the one Soulless had fired upon. By the time Henry rose at seven a.m., the death count had risen to three as Johnny’s body had been found, and the police were certain Soulless was involved. A manhunt was underway.

Video from inside the bar proved that Soulless was in San Diego. The police discovered that fact after looking for the man who had killed Travis and assaulted Trudy. Trudy had survived her beating. When Trudy’s description of the man matched Soulless, the hunt was on in San Diego, but by then, Soulless had moved on from Johnny’s apartment, and Johnny was found dead in the trunk of his car.
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Henry had come into the living room and saw the news. He pointed at the TV.

“I guess we’re headed to San Diego, hmm?”

Tanner shook his head. “We could go there, but we’d be wasting our time. There’s an army of cops and Feds hunting Soulless, and another large group is after him looking to cash in on the reward being offered. The odds of us ever catching sight of him are close to zero.”

“You think he’s done for, don’t you, that someone will either kill or capture him?”

“It’s possible, even likely. As someone who once had a similar price on his head, I can tell you that there will be dozens of people eager to get that reward. And when I had a price on my head, it wasn’t being broadcast on the news. Soulless may have hundreds of people searching for him, not counting law enforcement.”

“Speaking of that reward, there’s the guy who’s offering it, Big Hal Knutson.”

The scene on the TV revealed a studio where an interview was about to take place. The man being interviewed was a familiar face to many. Big Hal Knutson was the owner of the Big Hal Auto Service Centers, which had over six thousand locations across America, Mexico, and Canada. Big Hal’s daughter had been slain by Soulless, and her death attributed to him as the serial killer, Pyro.

Big Hal wanted Soulless as much as anyone. Now that he had a face to go with the name, Big Hal was paying for ads across all visual media that carried Soulless’s image beneath a bold red banner stating that a reward was being offered. Big Hal had an announcement to make and was doing so on the top-rated morning show.

The male interviewer wore an appropriate expression of sympathy as Big Hal held up a photo of his late daughter, Meredith. Soulless had picked up Meredith in a hotel bar three years earlier and had killed her before setting the hotel room on fire. Meredith had been twenty-six and recently divorced. She’d left behind a one-year-old daughter. Big Hal was around sixty, had graying hair, and stood an impressive six-foot-ten. His booming voice carried his Oklahoma accent, which had a decidedly southern flavor about it.

“The piece of garbage calling himself Soulless murdered my Meredith and left my grandbaby, Allison, motherless. I will not rest until he has either been captured or killed. To aid in that outcome, I’m raising the reward for Soulless to five million dollars.”

“Whoa!” Henry said. “That will have even more people hunting Soulless.”

Big Hal continued, as he leaned toward the camera. “Soulless, if you’re watching this, I want you to hear me and hear me good. When you’re either dying in the street somewhere or caged like an animal behind bars for the rest of your life, know that I’m the man who made it possible, you miserable son of a—” Big Hal’s last word was beeped out by the station’s censors, who were determined to keep the morning show family friendly. The interview ended and Tanner cut off the television.

“We’re going home. San Diego would be a waste of time.”

“Do you think Soulless will be caught or killed?”

“I think people will try to do both, and most of them will die. Soulless is smart enough to know he has to leave the country. Since we know he has some skill as a seaman, he’ll likely steal a boat. The authorities know that and will be watching the marinas.”

“He could try hunkering down somewhere. If he sat still long enough, the hunt for him would have to be called off.”

“That’s another reason I’m not heading to San Diego. If Soulless is caught or winds up dead, so much the better. If not, I’ll travel to wherever he is when he resurfaces.”

Henry made a face of disgust and pounded the side of his fist against the top of the coffee table.

“Weeks. The bastard spent weeks living in Stark, and we had no idea he was so close. Why the hell did he pretend to be Gavin Hutch for so long?”

“Caroline told me that Soulless was hoping she’d be another Gwen for him, then later on, he came up with his plan to marry her and inherit Crash’s money.”

“He really is insane if he thought that would have worked. Someone who knew the real Gavin Hutch would have outed him as a phony.”

“I’m glad he came up with that plan. If he hadn’t, he would have tried to kill me that much sooner. And as Gavin Hutch, he would have had plenty of opportunities to surprise me. The man was in my house, Henry. He was within feet of my son and nearly killed Sara. It sickens me to know how close I came to losing them.”

“He still thinks you’re dead. If you ever get a chance at him again, he won’t see you coming.”

“I want that chance. As much as I want him dead, even more so, I want to be the one who kills him. I failed the last time. If given another chance, I will make that man suffer.”
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In San Diego, three men armed with AR-15s were attempting to deprive Tanner of the chance to kill Soulless, as they hunted Soulless inside a five-story office building near the docks. Soulless had entered the building through an unlocked rear door that had been wedged open to allow supplies to be ferried inside.

The conference room on the ground floor was being renovated and a truck driver was making a delivery of construction material. After opening the door for the man, the building’s lone guard had returned to his desk in the lobby. Given the early hour, most of the office workers had yet to arrive. Soulless had planned to spend time in an empty office to use it as a base from which he could view the nearby marina. Before he attempted to steal a boat, he wanted to make certain no cops were lying in wait. He hadn’t realized he had been spotted until he saw three men pull up in a van and head toward the building carrying rifles. The bearded men wore camouflage jackets, marking them as mercenaries out to gain the reward on him. Had they been cops, Soulless’s chances of leaving the building a free man would have been low. Cops wouldn’t have rushed into the building brandishing guns, they would have set up a perimeter and called in a SWAT team.

Soulless went looking for the bearded men. The sooner he killed them, the better his odds were that he could continue to avoid the law.
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The bearded men were three brothers with the surname of Slattery. They lived in Mexico and ran a thriving pot business near Tijuana. They were originally from Georgia, had done time for nearly beating a man to death, and had settled in Mexico after being released from prison. As a lark, they had decided to travel to San Diego and try their luck hunting down Soulless. To their surprise, they spotted Soulless within an hour of arriving.

Afterward, they debated amongst themselves if they had the right man. When they saw Soulless slip inside the office building in a furtive manner, they became convinced he was their target and that he was looking for a place to hide out.

The Slattery brothers were named Billy, Bob, and Brett. At thirty-six, Billy was the oldest and Brett was the youngest at twenty-nine. They had come to San Diego to claim a two-million-dollar reward, then learned on the radio that the reward had ballooned up to five million. They were pumped to kill Soulless and claim that fortune.

The security guard had been looking down at something on his desk when Billy and Brett entered the building through the front door. Bob had run around to the rear of the building to guard that exit. By the time the security guard looked up, Brett was aiming an AR-15 at him.

“Chill, dude. We’re not here to hurt you. Soulless is in the building and we’re hunting him down.”

“Soulless is here?” the guard asked.

Billy walked around the desk. He removed the guard’s gun from his holster, then took away his cell phone. “He’s here, and he’s ours. What we want you to do is lock those front doors so he can’t get out.”

The guard was an older man who had been in combat. The brothers’ weapons didn’t frighten him as much as the crazed look in their eyes. He held up his hands and tried to talk sense into them.

“Listen, if Soulless is in the building, the wisest thing to do is to call the cops. They’ll handle him, and you two will still be credited with the reward for capturing him.”

“Nope!” Billy said. “We’re not risking it. Call the cops if you want, but by the time they get here we’ll have Soulless bagged. I’m not taking a chance of being cheated out of the reward money.”

A young woman entered the building to head up to her office and get an early start at her work. When she saw the rifles, she froze and spoke to the guard.

“What’s going on here, Al?”

Billy gave the guard a shove. “Take her with you and lock the door on your way out. How many other people are in the building?”

The guard thought for a second. “Um, four, and there was a guy making a delivery at the rear.”

“We got a man back there watching that exit. Soulless won’t get away from us.”

“You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t kill you,” the guard said, as he stepped outside with the woman. Before leaving, he used a key to lock the doors from the outside. Then he asked the woman if he could borrow her phone to call the cops. She was handing him her phone when the shooting began.
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WHERE THERE’S A WILL, THERE’S A RELATIVE
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Both Caroline and Olivia’s eyes were still reddened from crying when they knocked on the door of Tanner’s suite. Like Caleb, they had bought new clothing inside the hotel’s shops, having arrived with only the clothes they’d been traveling in. Appropriately, both women were wearing black to signify their state of mourning.

Tanner let them inside and asked if they had eaten. When they said no, he suggested they all get a meal together before going to the airport.

Caroline looked flustered. “With everything that’s happened, I never thought to make arrangements to fly home.”

“It’s fine,” Tanner said. “We’ll be leaving on a private jet. I want to get home as soon as possible to see how Sara is doing.”

“Caroline told me about the old house blowing up,” Olivia said. “And I saw that drone footage of the wreckage on the news. I can’t believe you survived that, Mr. Parker.”

“Sara and I were lucky. And call me Cody, Olivia.”

“All right, Cody, and thank you for saving my sister too. Caroline didn’t go into details, but she did say that you risked your life to save hers.”

“You’re welcome. I only wish I could have saved Crash. I didn’t know him for very long, but I’ll miss him.”

They checked out of the hotel early, then had breakfast in the coffee shop. Caroline offered to pay then remembered she had no way to do so. Her purse was back at her home in Stark and Soulless had taken her phone. Olivia had been the one who’d bought their new clothes.

Tanner told Caroline not to worry, and that he was paying for everything. Caroline thanked him but insisted he let her pay for half the cost of the jet. That prompted Olivia to ask a question.

“Did Daddy leave us his money?”

“I would guess so, but we never discussed it. I do know he made out a new will recently after making some changes inside his company.”

“Do you think he left Mom money?”

“Our mother? Why would he leave her anything? That woman has been milking him dry ever since their divorce. One good thing to come out of this is that her payments will stop.”

Olivia said something in a soft voice, and Caroline asked her to repeat it.

“I said Mom is nice. You should get to know her.”

Caroline lowered her coffee cup and stared at her sister. “You’ve been in contact with her?”

Olivia nodded. “Yes. She lives in a condo near my college. I ran into her a few months ago and knew who she was immediately, although I hadn’t seen her in years. She looks just like you, Caroline, only older.”

“Did she recognize you?”

“Not right away, but she remembered me.”

Caroline made a sound of disgust. “That was decent of her. The woman gave you away when you were a child, Olivia. Why would you want anything to do with her?”

Olivia shrugged with one shoulder. “She’s my mom; she’s our mom. And I… called her last night and told her about Daddy dying.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did. She said she’ll come to Texas for the funeral.”

“Of course she will. She’s hoping to get her hands on more of Daddy’s money.”

“Please be nice to her when she shows up. I’d really like you two to make peace. And she’s a lot of fun to be around.”

“Olivia, I don’t even know the woman. She raised you for a short time, but I don’t remember her. She abandoned me and Daddy when I was still a baby.”

“That was a long time ago; she’s changed.”

Caroline looked across the booth at Tanner and Henry. “I apologize for subjecting you to our family drama.”

Tanner nodded in understanding and remembered something Crash had once told him about his ex-wife.

“I was in love, Cody, but that woman married me for one reason, so she could later divorce me and get an alimony check every month. It’s worth every penny to keep her away from my girls. Not every predator is violent. Some can harm you in other ways.”
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After eating, they left the hotel and climbed into a limousine that was provided by the company Tanner was renting the jet from. They would be back in Texas by early afternoon.

Tanner felt odd about breaking off the chase for Soulless but knew it would be futile to pursue the man without knowing for certain where he was, and with the chaos the reward money would spawn.

A leading member of law enforcement was on the news stating that it was his belief Soulless would be captured within three days.

Tanner didn’t know if he agreed with that assessment. He had underestimated Soulless’s ability to survive on more than one occasion. He wouldn’t repeat that mistake.

He also believed he and Soulless would meet again. When that day came, Tanner would finally kill the man, and as he had told Henry, he would make the bastard suffer.
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A CALL FOR HELP
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Soulless came across the delivery driver in a corridor and slammed his gun against the side of the man’s head. It was the Glock he had taken away from the chubby Travis the night before. The driver grabbed his head and fell to his knees. He would not be a problem.

Bob Slattery was nearby and had heard the grunt of pain the driver had made. When he walked around a corner to see what had happened, Soulless fired at him and missed.

Bob fired back without taking aim and stitched a line of three shots across the wall behind the spot where Soulless had been standing. Soulless had dived to the floor. His next shot struck Bob Slattery in the chest, just below his throat. Bob gagged and fell back against a wall. Soulless’s final shot buried itself in the man’s forehead.

A voice cried out, “Bobby!” and Soulless heard the sound of feet rushing along a carpeted hallway. He grabbed Bob’s AR-15 from his dead hands and took aim at the spot where one hallway connected to the other. Seconds later, Billy and Brett came barreling into view with their own AR-15s held at waist level. Soulless began firing the instant he saw them and wounded both men in the torso.

“I’m hit!” Brett cried out, as he and Billy moved back behind the wall. Soulless let loose shots he knew would eat through the two layers of wallboard between them and find the brothers. He didn’t stop firing until every round was spent and the magazine was empty. When he peeked around the corner, he saw that Billy and Brett were on the floor. Brett appeared to be dead, but Billy was sitting up against the wall and taking shallow breaths.

“You found me. There’s your reward,” Soulless told him. After grabbing an ammo belt Brett had been wearing that had several spare magazines attached, Soulless reloaded Bob’s weapon and marched out the rear door. The delivery driver had left the keys in the old truck. Soulless started it and was headed away from the building. He didn’t make it a full block before he saw the first police car.

There was a cap lying on the dashboard that had the name of the delivery company on it. Soulless put it on along with the eyeglasses he had taken from Curtis’s pickup truck in Nevada. As the police car sped by, the cop at the wheel glanced up at him, then kept going toward the building. A symphony of sirens could be heard as six more police cars rushed toward the scene of his latest murders.

Soulless pulled the delivery truck into the parking lot of a car wash and parked it around the back. The car wash had yet to open for the day and no one was around.

The 24-hour drugstore down the street was open. Soulless went inside the store and bought hair dye, first aid supplies, two large bags of potato chips, a 2-liter bottle of soda, and a cheap hammer.

After leaving the store, he stood outside it and forced himself to be patient. He was rewarded when a car pulled into the lot and parked near a row of hedges. The driver was a retired man who had come to the pharmacy to pick up a prescription and buy lottery tickets. He should have stayed home, as he had lousy luck.

Soulless attacked him as he was about to step out of the car by banging him on the side of the head with the hammer. The old guy’s eyes rolled back, and he fell over. Soulless shoved him until he hit the passenger seat and tumbled onto the floor in a heap.

He drove his new ride back to the car wash and claimed the rifle he’d left behind, then dumped the old man on the ground beside the truck. When the old man made a grunt, it surprised Soulless to learn he was still breathing.

He then recalled that he himself had taken a whack to the side of the head from a much heavier hammer and had survived it. Maybe the old guy was tougher than he looked. That was remedied easily enough by three more whacks to the head. The old man stopped breathing and Soulless took his wallet and phone, to make it difficult for the police to identify him.

Soulless passed two more police cars and an ambulance as he drove away in the old man’s vehicle. While motoring along, he opened the glove box and found the registration for the car, which included the address where it was kept.

He knew he couldn’t stay at the old man’s place for long, as his body would be identified eventually, but it would be enough time to find real food and maybe some money. He opened his victim’s wallet and cursed. There was only a lone twenty-dollar bill inside.

After fiddling with the car’s navigation system to get directions to his victim’s house, Soulless turned on the radio for news. He discovered the reward being offered for him had been raised to five million dollars. They also played the interview Big Hal Knutson had given, along with the boast Big Hal had made.

“Soulless, if you’re watching this, I want you to hear me and hear me good. When you’re either dying in the street somewhere or caged like an animal behind bars for the rest of your life, know that I’m the man who made it possible, you miserable son of a bitch.”

After hearing that, Soulless’s grip tightened on the steering wheel, and his face flushed red with anger. Who the hell did Big Hal Knutson think he was?

Soulless decided then that he would answer Big Hal’s boast and threats and make the man sorry he had ever placed a price on his head.
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The house was on a quiet block of older homes and had an attached garage. Soulless used the remote clipped to the car’s sun visor to raise and lower the garage door.

The door inside the garage opened onto a kitchen. He had no idea if the old guy lived alone, or if he would encounter someone, like the man’s wife. There could also be a dog, so Soulless had his gun ready to be used.

No dog greeted him, but it appeared obvious that a woman lived in the home. The kitchen windows had delicate lace curtains, there were pots and pans hanging from hooks, and a flowery apron was draped over the back of a chair.

Soulless went looking for the woman and found her in the living room. She was dead and had been dead for months. The urn containing her ashes was on the mantel above the fireplace, with her framed photo set beside it. The old man had been a widower. The absence of any other photos on the mantel led Soulless to believe the couple had been childless.

The rest of the home revealed the feminine touches the old woman had left behind. It seemed the old man had made no changes to the place since his wife died. Her clothes still hung in the bedroom closet and her lotions and potions were still on a shelf inside the bathroom.

Soulless found ten hundred-dollar bills in a desk drawer. They had been tucked away in an envelope marked EMERGENCY. He certainly had an emergency, thanks to his new face being known and the five-million-dollar reward hanging over his head.

There was half a roast chicken in the refrigerator, along with a pan of plain white rice and some sort of noodle dish. Soulless ignored the rice and ate the chicken along with the noodles. There was also beer in cans, which he drank while eating. After the meal, he sat quietly and considered his situation.

He was screwed. That was the situation. If he hoped to remain alive and free he would need help. A great sigh escaped him when he realized there was only one person who might help him. He had been hoping to see her after his return to Russia with Crash’s fortune in his possession. Now, he would need to ask her for her help, like a beggar.

There was an old desktop computer in the house. Soulless turned it on and saw that it required a password to use it. He looked through the desk again hoping to find something written down, then glanced over at the photo on the mantel.

Maybe he used his wife’s name as a password, Soulless thought.

The woman had been named Jennifer. He’d seen personal paperwork belonging to her that was kept inside a fireproof box in the bedroom closet. Soulless went upstairs to get the box and brought it back to the desk.

Jennifer Clayton Malone had died at the age of seventy-nine and had been born on December 10th. Soulless typed in Jennifer and was refused entry into the computer. On his second try, he typed her name and added her birthdate. He was refused again and tried entering her name differently.

Jenny1210 was the right password and Soulless had access to the computer. After bringing up a search engine, he typed in the name of a bar that was located in Volgograd, Russia. It surprised him that the bar had its own website. When he clicked on the photos, he saw that much had changed since he had last been in the bar. It had been renovated and was now considered to be a nightclub.

He wondered if the place had new ownership. If so, he would have no way to contact the person he was looking for. After taking out his burner phone, he dialed the number of the nightclub.

Someone answered on the eighth ring, while speaking Russian, and Soulless asked to speak with Anastasia.

He smiled when the man on the other end told him that Anastasia wasn’t at the club. He wouldn’t be able to talk to her, but at least he knew she still owned the place.

“She doesn’t usually get in until eight o’clock,” said the man, and Soulless was reminded of the time difference. It was early evening in Volgograd.

“I want to leave a message for her; it’s important she get it.”

There was a pause before the man asked. “Is this about club business?”

“No. It concerns her other business. Write down what I tell you.”

The man took a moment to find a pen, then he told Soulless to give him his message.

“Tell her that Yuri’s friend, Mikhail, called, and that he needs to hear back from her as soon as possible.”

Soulless gave the man the number of the cell phone he was using and told him he was in America, but that Anastasia could phone him anytime. The man assured him he would deliver the message and the call ended.

He went upstairs into the main bathroom with the items he had bought at the drugstore. After reading the directions on the package, he went about dyeing his hair blond. The result was startling, although his dark eyebrows revealed his hair’s true color. The eyebrows could be hidden behind a large pair of sunglasses. It wasn’t a fantastic disguise, but it was better than nothing.

Soulless returned to the TV and watched the news while drinking beer. He grew angrier every time he saw the clip of Big Hal’s interview. By noon, he was making plans to teach Big Hal a lesson, one that would be delivered in blood.
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RAMPAGE
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Tanner returned home to the ranch and found Steve Mendez there. Mendez was on the porch waiting to greet them. Jarod was with him. Mendez had brought Sara home from the hospital earlier, then stayed when Sara told him that Tanner was on his way back to the ranch.

Jarod ran to his mother and embraced her. Caroline released a moan of joy at having her son in her arms. More than once in the last twenty-four hours, she thought she would never see him again.

After releasing his mother, Jarod stared at Tanner and smiled, thanking him for bringing her home safely.

After offering his condolences about Crash, Mendez had news for Caroline.

“Your house is a mess. The Feds tore it apart while looking for anything that might lead them to Soulless. You’ll also have to be interviewed today and tell them everything you know about the man.”

“Interviewed where?” Caroline asked.

“They’re waiting for you at your house. Expect that interview to take some time and to be exhaustive.”

Caroline sighed. “I just want to get everything over with and return to normal… almost normal, now that Daddy’s gone.”

Mendez loaded Caroline, Olivia, and Jarod into his vehicle to give them a ride home. Tanner entered his house alone, as Henry had already been dropped off at his home.

Sara greeted him with a hug and a kiss. Tanner was glad to see she was okay, although there was still heavy bruising around her left eye, where Soulless had punched her. Once again, Tanner vowed to himself that if given the chance, he would make that bastard suffer.

The children were with Sara and ran over to greet their father. After he picked her up, little Marian gave Tanner a kiss on the lips and hugged him about the neck.

It struck Tanner then that he had forgotten to buy gifts, as was his habit whenever he was away from home overnight. When he mentioned it, Lucas smiled up at him.

“You’re the gift, Dad. We missed you.”

Tanner tousled his son’s hair and pulled him closer. “It’s good to be home.”
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Franny had made muffins again. Tanner had a corn muffin along with a bowl of chicken noodle soup while he told Sara what had happened in Las Vegas. When he reached the part of the story where he had leapt onto a plane to save Caroline, Sara leaned back with her mouth open.

“My God, you could have died doing that.”

“It was risky, but I couldn’t do nothing and stand by and watch her die. I made a promise to Jarod that I would keep her safe.”

“He spoke to you?”

“In a way. There’s more going on with that boy than there appears to be.”

“I know what you mean, having been around him often when he’s playing with Lucas. Jarod once handed me a tissue a moment before I sneezed, and every once in a while, he’ll look at me and I just know he’s thanking me for having him over here to play with Lucas. I don’t know how I know that’s what he’s thinking, but I do.”

Tanner reached across the table and touched Sara’s bruised face tenderly. “How are you doing?”

“My head still hurts a little where the lump is, but I’m good.”

“Has there been any news on Soulless?”

“The last I heard, he had killed two men and wounded another inside an office building in San Diego, and he was suspected of killing an old man found nearby. Lawson called to ask me how I was doing and said there was a massive manhunt on for Soulless.”

“That’s why I came home. There was no point in searching for him during that chaos.”

“The reward for him is up to five million now.”

“I know. And I wonder if that reward might do more harm than good.”

“How so?”

“Soulless came after Crash and killed him because the man insulted him on a website. Imagine how badly he must want to kill Hal Knutson for offering that reward on him.”

“Lawson said the FBI is following Knutson around, in case Soulless goes after him. It seems unlikely to me, since Knutson lives in Oklahoma, although he was in California this morning for that interview.”

“Soulless won’t forget or forgive what Knutson’s done. I hope Knutson doesn’t live to regret it.”
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After having watched Big Hal Knutson’s interview for the ninth time, Soulless went online looking for information. Once he had it, he left the house with the AR-15 and a ski mask he’d found in a closet.

Soulless backed out of the driveway after removing the vehicle’s license plates and inputting information into the car’s navigation system. He was going to make Big Hal Knutson sorry he placed a price on his head.

He was at his chosen location twelve minutes later. After tugging on the ski mask to hide his blond hair, Soulless left the car still running and marched toward the entrance of the building he was parked in front of, the one that had Big Hal’s smiling face on the sign outside.

He was at one of six Big Hal Knutson’s auto care centers that were located in the San Diego area. There were seventeen people inside, including five employees. One of the customers was a twelve-year-old girl who was with her father.

Soulless began shooting the instant he passed through the door. His rounds struck several men who were checking out their purchases at the counter and the women working the cash registers. He sent more rounds toward the other shoppers and wounded three while killing one. The man he killed was the twelve-year-old’s father, who had shoved his daughter to the floor and covered her with his body to protect her. He had saved her, but it had cost him his life.

Soulless was back in the car and driving away after having reloaded. He left the ski mask on. His next stop was only a six-minute drive away. He was headed to another of Big Hal’s locations.

The next store was housed in a smaller building. It was one of the earliest locations, and it was crowded. Soulless emptied an entire magazine of rounds into the two men behind the sales counter and the five men who’d been standing in front of it to pay. He reloaded and sent rounds at the patrons and employees running toward the rear of the store. His death toll at this location would reach eleven.

He was back in the car again with the ski mask off. His next stop required a twenty-minute drive. He was stopped at a traffic light across from the store when he saw two police cars round a corner with their lights on and sirens silent. They pulled into Big Hal’s lot and emerged from their patrol cars brandishing their own rifles.

When the light changed, Soulless drove on. He pulled over a few blocks later and called the number he had written down. It connected him to the tip line the police had established to report anyone having information about Soulless. He had a tip of his own to give them.

“This is Soulless. The deaths at the two Big Hal locations were a warning. Big Hal removes the price on my head, or I’ll keep killing his customers.”

The story about the shootings was on the news by the time Soulless returned to the old man’s house.

Minutes later, there was an announcement stating that Big Hal Knutson had withdrawn his offer of a reward for Soulless. It was also announced that all Big Hal locations would be closed until further notice.
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ON THE RUN AGAIN
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Anastasia sent a text to Soulless’s burner phone, which he received while showering in the old man’s bathtub. He stepped out of the tub naked and checked the message.

You are a popular man these days, Mikhail. Quite an accomplishment, considering I believed you were dead.




I need help, Anastasia. Will you help me get to Russia?




Five years. If I help you, you work for me for five years.




Soulless sighed, feeling as if he were going backwards. He had been Anastasia’s assassin before going out on his own. It was thanks to him she had grown her influence in Russia’s underworld. He had wiped out her enemies for her and made it easy for the woman to acquire new territory. That had been as a favor to his mentor, Yuri, who had been Anastasia’s lover. When Yuri died, Soulless had abandoned her and left Russia.

A smile crept onto his face as he typed back his answer. It didn’t matter what he told her. He could always renege on the deal later.

I agree to five years. How soon can you help me leave America?




Tonight, but you will have to make it to Los Angeles. I have no contacts in San Diego.




Where should I go?




Anastasia gave him the name of a restaurant and instructed him to go around to the rear and knock.

Oleg will be there. Do you remember him?




Little Oleg, your nephew?




He is no longer little and looks after my American interests. He will see that you leave the country.




Soulless hesitated before typing his next words.

Thank you, Anastasia.




I’m doing this partly for Yuri. The man liked you for some reason; he always said you would have risen high within the old KGB.




Soulless set his phone on the edge of the sink. He was about to step back inside the shower when he heard the sound of breaking glass. It was a faint noise, but distinctive. He hustled into his clothes while still wet and hurried downstairs with the rifle in his hand.

A walk through the house revealed no broken windows, then he heard someone whispering beyond the door that led into the garage. Someone had broken in that way. He rushed into the living room to peek around a corner of a curtain. There was a red pickup truck out front blocking the driveway. A man with a long beard was standing by it, holding a shotgun. The men must have missed the announcement about the reward being withdrawn.

But how many men? Soulless wondered. An instant later, someone kicked in the door in the kitchen that led to the garage. Three men appeared, one was black, and the others were white. They had rifles raised and were swiveling their heads around. They were also bunched together like fools.

Soulless fired into the mass of them as a bullet nicked the triceps muscles of his left arm. He heard a male scream fill the air as he hissed against the pain of his own wound. The black man fell to the floor and the other two backed up into the garage while cursing. The man out by the truck heard their cries of distress and pain and came running toward the front door. Soulless fired through the door and sent three rounds into his gut.

The man was on his knees and falling sideways when Soulless opened the door. The other two men ran from the side door of the garage, saw their wounded friend, fired wild shots that missed by four feet, then sprinted away.

Soulless was about to check the gut shot man for the truck keys when he realized it had been left running. He got in the truck, backed it up over the curb and onto a neighbor’s lawn, then made a turn to chase after the two runners.

By the look of it, his wound was minor, but the pain emanating from it wasn’t minor. The damn thing hurt like hell. One of the men looked over his shoulder, saw the truck, and stopped running. Soulless assumed he believed it was his bearded friend behind the wheel.

The man realized his error a second before Soulless plowed into him with the truck. The force of the impact smashed the man against the street, then he was dragged until his broken body came free of the undercarriage.

Soulless had to sideswipe a car and drive on the sidewalk to get the last man. The guy had taken a set of keys from his pocket and was headed for the front door of a house. He and the other men were neighbors of the old man and had spotted Soulless coming and going from the house. Believing they could still cash in the reward; they had teamed up to capture or kill Soulless.

Instead of running over the last man with the truck, the impact with the truck’s grill sent the guy flying. He no longer needed the keys to enter his house; he had crashed through a bay window headfirst.

Soulless kept driving, expecting to see a police car at any moment. He saw the lights of one off in the distance minutes later, but by then, he was making the turn to enter the interstate and head north to Los Angeles.

His arm was bleeding well, and he had left his first aid supplies back at the old man’s house. He checked the truck’s glove compartment and did find a small first aid kit that was wrapped in plastic and had come with the truck when it had been new.

He used his knife and opened it with one hand while driving, then used the small roll of sterilized gauze he found to wrap his arm, after having squeezed a generous portion of antibacterial cream onto the wound. There were packs of a generic painkiller included in the kit. Soulless swallowed four of the tablets.

Los Angeles was over a hundred miles away. The smart thing would be to ditch the truck somewhere and grab another vehicle.

Soulless kept driving. If he were stopped by the police or attacked again, he would fight back, but all he wanted to do was make it to the restaurant in Los Angeles and be able to stop running. He’d been on the go constantly since leaving Stark, had barely slept, was tired, his arm was causing him agony, and he was still irritated his plans concerning Caroline had evaporated.

Soulless balanced his rifle across his lap and kept driving. If a cop so much as looked his way, he would empty a magazine into him.
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COMING HOME
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The restaurant in Los Angeles served Italian food but was owned by Russians.

Soulless saw that the place was busy as he drove past it and went around the block. He didn’t think Anastasia would set a trap for him, but it was always a good idea to be cautious. He approached the rear of the restaurant by walking down an alley and listened from the other side of a wooden fence. He heard nothing for the first minute and assumed the area outside the restaurant’s back door was empty.

Empty was good. It meant there was no one there waiting for him.

He climbed the fence. It took more effort than it should have because of his wounded arm. The bloody arm was concealed beneath a black rain slicker that had been inside the pickup truck.

Soulless knocked on the rear door and waited with his hand on the butt of his gun. His dyed blond hair was uncombed, still a little damp from his shower, and he was wearing sunglasses, despite it being dark out. The man who opened the door was black and wearing a stained white apron.

“I know you’re not making a delivery; it’s too late for that.”

“I’m here to see Oleg.”

“Oh, yeah. Oleg said someone might ask for him. Come on in and I’ll take you to the office.”

Soulless nodded and entered. He wasn’t feeling good. It had only been two hours since he’d been wounded, but he thought he was feeling feverish, and God, but the arm was aching.

The black man led him halfway through the kitchen and into a small office that had an entrance between two stoves. There was a man inside, seated behind a desk. He wore a suit, had a mustache, and was tall. When Soulless drew closer to him, he realized he recognized him, although the man looked much different from the way he had the last time he’d seen him.

He waited to speak until after the black man had left and closed the door behind him. He spoke in Russian.

“Oleg. You’re a man now.”

“It’s been a lot of years, Mikhail. I was thirteen the last time you saw me. And you, you’ve become famous, or maybe the right word is infamous.”

Soulless removed his jacket to reveal his bloody arm. “I was wounded. Do you have a doctor?”

“We’ll get you one where we’re going. And maybe dye your hair back to its natural color. You do not make a good blond, but I do like the new face. The police like it too. You’re all over the news.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’m taking you to a ship that’s bound for Canada. It’s a cargo ship. Sometime over the next two days, you’ll leave the ship and be on a flight for home.”

Soulless said, “Home,” and realized how much he was looking forward to returning to Russia.

“We won’t be leaving until a van gets here to pick us up.”

“You’re coming with me?”

“That’s what my aunt wants. She said I’m to personally escort you to her house in Krasnodar Krai. Wait until you see it, Mikhail. Anastasia has built herself a palace.”

“She’s done well?”

“Well? She owns southern Russia and makes more in a day than some people make in a lifetime.”

“And what about enemies? If she wants me to come work for her, she must have some.”

“The government is her biggest enemy. There are some who won’t be bribed, and they keep making trouble for her. I would guess she wants you to take care of them.”

“Political assassinations?”

“Politicians either do as we say, or they’ll die. Once you teach them that lesson, there will be no limits to the power my aunt will have. It’s one reason I’m in America. I’m making friends with politicians, so we can expand here.”

“The street gangs run California. Anastasia would be better off making friends with them.”

“She will, at first, then later on, we’ll take over.”

“Yuri always said she was smart.”

“The van won’t be here for a while; would you like a drink?”

“Bring me a bottle of whiskey and a glass; if I drink enough, the pain in my arm might go numb.”

Oleg smiled at Soulless.

“Why are you grinning?”

“You’re a madman, do you know that? Who else but a madman would set off a bomb at a wedding to kill one man?”

“The man died, and the contract was fulfilled. That’s all that mattered.”

“You’re just what we need, Mikhail, because nothing intimidates you. Relax and I’ll bring back that bottle for you.”

Oleg was nearly out the door when he remembered something, fiddled with his phone, then handed it to Soulless.

“Anastasia wants to speak to you. Press the call button and you’ll reach her.”

Oleg left Soulless alone in the office. Soulless pressed the button and a female voice answered after six rings.

“Is that you, Mikhail?”

“Hello, Anastasia.”

“I wasn’t sure you would make it to Los Angeles. There’s a report on the news that you were wounded during a gun battle.”

“It is a slight wound. The men who attacked me are dead.”

“I would expect nothing less from you. I’ve also learned something interesting since our last conversation.”

“What?”

“You’ve made an enemy of the assassin named Tanner. From what I’ve heard about him, he is not a man I’d want involved in my business.”

“I did make an enemy of him; I’ve also made a corpse out of him.”

“Tanner is dead?”

“He is, and by my hand.”

“You are definitely the man I need. Come home, Mikhail, and we will put the past behind us. Together, we’ll own all of Russia someday.”

“I thought you might be holding a grudge.”

“I was furious when you left after Yuri died, but then I realized what you’d done on your way out.”

“You mean Dimitri Belsky?”

Anastasia laughed. “Ah, I knew that was your work and not an accident or terrorists. You killed him, didn’t you?”

“He tried to bribe me to betray you, instead, I derailed the train he was on. I didn’t want to work for you anymore, Anastasia, that didn’t mean I wanted you dead.”

“That train derailment killed Belsky, along with forty-six others. A terrorist group took credit, but I knew it was you, Mikhail. That’s why I don’t hold a grudge against you. With Belsky dead, I was able to double my profits and expand my organization in less than a year, and I’ve only grown since then.”

“How many people work for you now?”

“Around eighty.”

“That’s it?”

“It is all I need. My business isn’t much different than other more legitimate enterprises. Automation and computers have eliminated my need to have hundreds of workers. And when I need more, I simply pay some of the lesser gangs to do what I want. They’re not even allowed to exist unless they pay me tribute. It’s how the most successful gangs operate, such as the world’s governments, with their tribute called taxation.”

“I miss Yuri. Do you?”

“Every day, Mikhail, every day.”

“We’ll talk again when I get to Russia.”

“Yes, and we’ll make plans for the future.”

The van arrived an hour later. Soulless and Oleg boarded a cargo ship around midnight and began a journey to Vancouver. The medic on the ship dug bullet fragments out of Soulless’s arm and stitched the wound.

The next day, with his hair dyed dark again, Soulless boarded a private jet and was on his way back to Russia. He still believed Tanner was dead. He would learn the hard way that he had underestimated the man.
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LUCK AND FORTUNE
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Mendez called Tanner to let him know that Caroline’s interview had turned into an interrogation, one laced with accusations that Caroline and her father had been deliberately aiding Soulless.

Given Crash’s fascination and fondness toward assassins, those allegations might carry weight if charges were brought against Caroline.

Soulless had killed or maimed several FBI agents during his assassination of the government witness in Dallas. Losing the witness was also a black eye on the Bureau. They were looking for someone to blame, and Caroline was the perfect target.

Tanner made a call to Lawson and asked if there was anything he could do to help, while assuring Lawson that neither Caroline nor Crash had been knowingly involved in Soulless’s deception or actions while he was in Stark. To his surprise, Lawson traveled to Stark to handle things personally.

He came to the ranch first to visit and see how Sara was doing. He had been there a few times, and the children remembered him. After climbing up onto his lap, Marian asked Lawson if he was her uncle.

Lawson grinned at the little girl. “I would like it very much if you called me Uncle Thomas.”

Marian gave him a smooch on the lips and then slid to the floor and went running off with Lucky, the family’s dog.

Lucas approached Lawson and held out his hand. “I’ll call you uncle too, okay?”

Lawson shook his hand. “It’s a deal.”

After Lucas left the room to catch up to Marian and Lucky, Lawson shook his head and spoke to Tanner.

“That boy looks more like you every time I see him.”

“It’s not just his looks,” Sara said. “He and Cody are two of a kind.”

Tanner went with Lawson over to Caroline’s house while riding in the limousine. He was dressed in jeans, had on a blue, long-sleeved shirt, and carried a tan cowboy hat, as the day was sunny.

As they entered the driveway, they found Mendez arguing with a woman wearing a business suit that had a skirt. The woman was holding Caroline by her left arm, and Caroline’s wrists were handcuffed behind her back. The woman was one of three FBI agents on the scene. Her name was Special Agent Lisa Blaine.

Blaine was in her thirties and a star within the Bureau. As a rookie agent, Blaine and her older partner had been involved in a shoot-out with three bank robbers. Blaine’s partner had been killed, while Blaine, wounded in the side, went on to kill all three robbers. She had been leading the search for Soulless in Texas.

Blaine was an excellent agent and also a political animal who aspired to become the director of the FBI someday. She did a double take when she saw Lawson emerge from the limo, but she had recognized him right away.

Lawson no longer needed a cane to get around, but he still walked with deliberation. As he approached Blaine, Mendez, and Caroline, he saw the anger in Mendez’s and Blaine’s expressions, along with the fear in Caroline’s eyes. Tanner stayed back a few steps, taking in the scene with his cowboy hat on. Olivia and Jarod stood watching from the porch.

“Special Agent Blaine, my name is Thomas Lawson. May I have a word with you in private?”

“Of course, sir. I’ll join you after I’ve placed this suspect in the rear of my vehicle.”

“What do you suspect her of doing?”

“I believe she and her late father were aiding the assassin, Soulless, and that they had harbored him here for weeks.”

“That is not my understanding of the situation. I have it on good authority that Mrs. Lang is a victim of Soulless and that the man killed her father as payment for insults.”

“Mrs. Lang has stated as much while also being evasive during questioning. She claims that Soulless killed a pilot in Las Vegas and left her on the plane to die, but she fails to explain how she survived while the pilot was found dead, and the plane burned.”

After hearing that, Tanner understood that he was the problem. Caroline was refusing to answer certain questions because they would shift the FBI’s focus his way. She had been protecting him at the cost of making herself look guilty of colluding with Soulless.

Lawson understood as well. He pointed at Caroline. “Please free her from those handcuffs. I assure you she was Soulless’s victim and not his accomplice. Mrs. Lang has become aware of sensitive information and was being evasive to keep certain facts a secret. She has earned my thanks for that and will not be harassed further.”

Blaine was opening her mouth to protest, then thought better of it and asked a question instead.

“May I ask what facts those are, sir?”

“Of course, but I can’t reveal them. You will have to take my word that releasing Caroline Lang is the right thing to do. And the sooner you release her, the better.”

Blaine took the hint and freed Caroline from the handcuffs. Afterward, she sent Lawson a less than sincere smile.

“Maybe someday you’ll tell me what was really going on here. As the lead investigator, it would be nice to know all the facts.”

Lawson nodded. “I understand your frustration, Agent Blaine.”

“But you won’t tell me what’s going on, right?”

“Correct.”

Blaine sighed, then she gave Tanner a closer look. “Who are you, sir?”

“I own the ranch that borders this property. I dropped by to see if Caroline needed help with anything.”

“You’re Cody Parker?”

“That’s right.”

“I was coming to talk to you and your wife next.”

“That won’t be necessary either,” Lawson said.

“Um-hmm,” Blaine said. And wondered why that was, and why Parker had arrived at the scene inside Lawson’s limo. Realizing she’d get no more answers, Blaine spoke to the other agents and told them that they were done there.

Lawson’s limo driver, Billy Ortiz, backed the limo out of the driveway to allow the Feds to leave. As that was happening, Caroline was thanking Lawson for his help.

“Are you a federal agent too?”

“Thomas is a friend with a lot of influence,” Tanner said. “And I want to thank you for covering for me, Caroline. I’m guessing those questions you refused to answer had something to do with me?”

“They did, or they involved you peripherally. I thought it best to say nothing rather than lie.”

Mendez shook Lawson’s hand and said it was good to see him again. Lawson was aware that Mendez was a member of a group of law enforcement agents that referred to themselves as Sword Bearers.

The statue of Lady Justice that could be found outside many courthouses displayed her as carrying scales in her left hand, in which she weighed evidence. In her right hand was a sword, and the sword was a symbol of punishment. Sword Bearers believed it was their duty to mete out that punishment, which usually resulted in the death of the guilty.

Lawson backed anyone who placed true justice ahead of legalities. He had granted aid to the Sword Bearers on more than one occasion.

Mendez headed back into town, and Lawson’s limo returned. Caroline thanked Lawson again and headed back inside her house with her sister and son.

“I’m glad you came, Thomas. Caroline has been through enough; she doesn’t need to spend time in a jail cell while facing charges of aiding Soulless.”

“That woman should feel lucky to be alive. Not many survive after Soulless has targeted them.”

“What’s the latest news on him?”

“He killed four men who still believed the reward was available. Soulless had been hiding inside one of their neighbor’s homes. That killing spree he went on in those auto care stores marked him for the mad animal he is.”

“Could he still be hiding out in San Diego somewhere?”

“That’s doubtful. We’ll know more when the home he was staying in gets processed. I do want you to know that there is a jet on standby waiting for you. If I learn where Soulless is, I’ll inform you of his location as soon as possible. I can only imagine how much you want to kill the man, after what he tried to do to Sara.” Lawson looked toward the rubble that had been the old house. “It’s a miracle you two survived that explosion.”

“We were lucky, and I hate relying on luck. The next time I see Soulless, his luck will run out.”

“You’ll know where he is as soon as I do.”

Tanner was dropped off back at his ranch, then Lawson was on the move again. He was headed north to Fort Worth, to meet with Blue Steele.

Tanner stood on his porch, closed his eyes, and remembered how close he had come to losing Sara. Soulless’s penchant for using explosives had saved her life. The man could have just as easily shot her dead, the way he had done with Crash.

Weeks. Soulless had lived within walking distance of him for weeks and he’d been unaware. Soulless was nowhere near as deadly as Maurice Scallato had been, but the man had a knack for surviving each encounter they’ve had, and fortune had favored him by his resemblance to Gavin Hutch.

That good fortune would not help him stay alive during their next meeting. Tanner had a growing certainty that he and Soulless would meet again. That day would be Soulless’s last.
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VALENCIA
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Valencia “Val” Wyman, Crash’s ex-wife and Caroline and Olivia’s mother, came to town for Crash’s funeral. Olivia had not been exaggerating when she said Val looked like an older version of Caroline. Their resemblance to each other was evident to anyone who saw them together.

Although Val was nineteen years older than Caroline and in her forties, most would guess she was Caroline’s older sister, rather than her mother.

Caroline didn’t flaunt her good looks or shapely figure. Val was the opposite. While she didn’t dress in clothing that most would consider “Slutty,” she did favor short skirts and low-cut blouses, and she had a body that was built for them.

She also had the nerve to assume that Caroline would want her to stay at the house. Val arrived at the house the evening before the funeral was to take place with four suitcases. Caroline was too stunned to protest as the cab driver loaded the bags onto her front porch. She hadn’t seen her mother since she was in diapers, and their resemblance had startled her. By the time she found her voice, the cabbie was driving away, after Olivia had paid him.

“Why did you pay for the cab, Olivia?”

“Mom asked me to do it, and I don’t mind.”

“She should have paid for her own cab, and she should have also asked me for permission to come here.” Caroline stared at her mother. “I would have told you to take a room at one of the hotels on the highway.”

Val walked over to Caroline while smiling and looked her up and down. When she spoke, her Georgia accent was revealed. “Oh, it’s like I spit you out, you look so much like me, you lucky girl you. How have you been, baby?”

“How have I been? I haven’t heard a word from you, ever. No happy birthday, nothing, and that’s all you have to say? I’ve been without a mother my whole life, that’s how I’ve been. Fortunately, Daddy loved me enough for both of you.”

Val’s smile stayed in place, but her eyes narrowed. “Olivia, baby, please show me to my room.”

“Follow me, Mom.”

Caroline nearly reached out to keep Val from entering her home, then realized Olivia would be upset if she did so.

It’s just until after the funeral, she told herself. But that was her assumption. Val had other plans.
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Val and her daughter had something else in common besides their looks, it was an appreciation of Cody Parker. Cody had arrived at the church for Crash’s funeral with Sara and Franny, while Henry’s grandmother, Laura, watched over the children.

“Who is that gorgeous man?”

“That’s Cody Parker, Mom,” Olivia said. “He owns the ranch across from our house.”

“Is it a large ranch?”

“It is, and he’s always looking to add onto it.”

“Caroline, why aren’t you dating that man? He’d be perfect for you.”

“He’s married, Val. The woman on his right is his wife.”

“She is now, but men change wives all the time.”

Cody, Sara, and Franny walked over to offer their condolences. Caroline hugged Franny and offered her own sympathies.

“Daddy loved you, Franny. I had never seen him happier than when you and he began dating.”

“I’ll miss him so much,” Franny said.

Val pushed past Caroline to sidle up to Cody. “I guess I’ll have to introduce myself. I’m Valencia Wyman, Caroline and Olivia’s mother. And may I say, Mr. Parker, that you just have the sexiest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

“Thank you. Your ex-husband was a friend. I’ll miss him.”

“Raymond? Oh, yes, he was a nice enough man. What I want to know is, when can I get a tour of this ranch of yours? A private tour would be appreciated.” While speaking, Val had wrapped her arm through Cody’s.

Sara stepped forward. “We don’t offer tours of the ranch, private or otherwise. And I’d appreciate it if you’d take your hands off my husband.”

Val stared at Sara, then broke eye contact first as she released Cody. “I didn’t mean any offense, dear. I grew up in the South, you see, in Georgia, and we’re very affectionate. But you sound like you’re from the north. That would make you a Yankee, am I right?”

“I’m originally from Connecticut, but even if I’d grown up in the heart of Dixie, I wouldn’t want you placing your hands on my husband.”

“Let’s return to our seats up front,” Caroline said, then she mouthed the words, “I’m sorry,” to Sara.
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The funeral ended and a repast was held back at Caroline’s home. She and Olivia had worked hard putting everything back in its proper place, after the FBI had ransacked the home searching for anything Soulless might have left behind.

Tanner, Sara, and Franny appeared briefly before returning home, where Tanner received a phone call from Lawson.

[image: ]


“He’s in Russia?”

“He may be. It appears Soulless used the computer inside the home he was staying in. He did a search to find the phone number of a nightclub in Volgograd, Russia. That nightclub is owned by a criminal organization and is used to launder money.”

“Do you have people there, Lawson?”

“I do not. I do have a contact inside the Kremlin. That person filled me in and asked me why I was interested in the club. When I revealed Soulless’s connection, they agreed to have the place watched 24/7.”

“It sounds like Soulless may have at least one friend in the world.”

“My contact in the Kremlin believes that as well. They said that club is owned by a woman named Anastasia Guskov. She is the widow of Boris Guskov, who started the crime syndicate she now runs. Anastasia expanded her influence and power rapidly after her husband’s death. Her secret weapon was a young assassin named Mikhail. No one ever knew Mikhail’s last name.”

“This young assassin, did he have a knack for killing innocents when he made a hit?”

“That he did, on several occasions. Then, one day, he disappeared. It’s now believed that Mikhail is Soulless, and that he’s reached out to Anastasia for help.”

“A woman like that would only help him if there was something in it for her.”

“That’s what the Russians believe as well. They’re also worried that certain politicians would be targeted, those who oppose Anastasia. The woman is smart. She’s been distancing herself from her crime syndicate and making changes to be seen as a legitimate businesswoman. She’s also financially backed politicians who oppose her enemies. That strategy failed, and the belief is that she’ll resort to the tried and true, political assassination.”

“With Soulless as her assassin?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to Russia. Can you help me with that?”

“I can, but I’ll need time to set it up, perhaps a day.”

“What needs to be done?”

“I don’t want you on your own over there without someone in power backing your moves. I’ll need to arrange things with my contact.”

“I want Henry to travel with me. Soulless believes I’m dead and needs to keep believing that for as long as possible, otherwise, he could reveal what he knows about me by releasing it on the internet. If he were to learn that Henry was searching for him, he would assume he was out to avenge my death.”

“That makes sense. I’ll make arrangements for the two of you. You should hear back from me by tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Thomas. I need to kill this man, and it’s long overdue.”

“Amen to that.”
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Soulless had been right about feeling feverish. His bullet wound had left him with an infection. It was nothing serious, but he was taking something for the fever as well as the pain.

It took three separate flights to reach Krasnodar Krai, and at one point, Soulless found himself back in Italy for a three-hour layover, while their jet refueled.

He was going home and felt good about it. Ever since he’d drowned, he had been feeling the pull to return to his native soil.

He’d never been to the Russian territory of Krasnodar Krai, or its city of Krasnodar. Oleg told him that Anastasia had built her home there, where she had influence with members of the legislative assembly, and that her house was a fortress. Like a fortress, it was positioned high up on a hill, surrounded by other hills.

The ride from the airport took over an hour and was traveled along a highway that had little to offer in the way of scenery.

Anastasia’s home came in and out of view during the last minutes of the trip as Oleg drove the winding road that led up to its location. The home was massive, made of stone, and surrounded by a high wall. There were no neighbors within miles. That told Soulless that the home had to be heated and powered independently. When he looked for them, he saw the field of solar panels at the rear of the property. There was also an underground propane tank as a backup source of fuel.

Oleg pulled up to a pair of iron gates and input a four-digit code. Soulless counted three cameras aimed at them.

“I thought there would be a guard stationed at the gates,” he told Oleg.

“There was once, when someone had threatened my aunt’s life. That man died and the threat passed.”

“How did he die?”

Oleg turned his head and smiled at him. “I look out for my aunt.”

There were two guards in front of the home. They each held rifles and were dressed in suits. Soulless didn’t recognize either of them, but then, he had been gone a long time.

Several more men equipped with weapons in shoulder holsters were inside the house. They were in the entry hall, seated on a pair of matching sofas and watching a soccer game on the six-foot wide flatscreen television that was positioned over a fireplace. Oleg greeted the men with a wave while calling two of them by name. The men nodded at Oleg and stared at Soulless. By the way they stared, he assumed they knew who he was. At the very least, they had been told he was someone important.

Given its size and the presence of the fireplace, Soulless had mistakenly thought the entryway was the home’s living room. When Oleg led him through a set of thick double doors into the true living room, its size stunned Soulless.

“You could fit the average home in here.”

Oleg grinned at his reaction. “It’s quite something, hmm?”

“That it is.”

The room had a ceiling that reached a height of forty feet and the space took up over three thousand square feet. Soulless lost count of how many sofas there were after reaching a total of twelve. There were three massive fireplaces, a chandelier of a size and grandeur Soulless had never seen, and not one but two elevators, which were located in different corners.

Oleg pointed to the one at the far end of the room. “Step inside the elevator. I’ll call Anastasia and let her know you’re here. She’ll bring you up to her private quarters. Treat her with respect, Mikhail. She’s helping you and she didn’t need to.”

Soulless walked over to the elevator and passed a bar that was as large and well stocked as any he had seen inside a restaurant. It included six booths with leather seating.

He stepped inside the elevator and its glass doors hissed closed. After several seconds passed, the machine activated and moved upward. When the doors hissed open, Soulless found himself inside a sitting area. There was a floor to ceiling bookcase on one side that had a wooden desk in front of it that appeared to have been hewn from a single piece of wood. Soulless admired the craftsmanship. A wide window was across from the elevator. It offered a view of the hills outside. To his right was a doorway, and beside it a large flatscreen television. A voice carried from someone seated beyond the doorway.

“I’m in here, Mikhail.”

Soulless left the elevator, walked through the doorway, and saw Anastasia for the first time in over a dozen years.

He’d still been in his teens the last time he’d seen her, while she’d been about thirty. Back then, the span of ten years that separated them seemed vast, and when he thought of her, he had been expecting to see a much older woman.

Anastasia was not old; she was beautiful. She was standing in front of a window with the sun shining on her. Her hair was longer than it had been, and her looks may have been enhanced by the surgeon’s blade, as his own face had been. As for her body, it was youthful, shapely, and displayed well by the green dress she wore. The dress’s color matched her eyes.

Anastasia smiled at him, her white teeth glistening. “Welcome home, Mikhail. I like your new face, although I always liked the old one as well.”

Soulless looked her over. “You’re beautiful, Anastasia.”

Her grin was wide. “I know.”
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MOSCOW BOUND
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Anastasia went to Soulless and embraced him, then she held him by the shoulders and looked him over. In her heels, the top of her head reached the level of his eyes.

“The two of us will do great things, Mikhail.”

“I agreed to work for you for five years. I’ll do that and move on.”

“You won’t want to move on by then.”

There was a bar in one corner of the bedroom. Anastasia walked behind it and filled a glass with wine.

“Do you still drink vodka?”

“I’d rather have a whiskey.”

“As you say.”

After pouring the drinks, Anastasia took a seat on one of the three stools that were in front of the bar. As she did so, the hem of her dress moved upward to reveal more of her shapely legs.

Soulless settled beside her and took the offered drink.

“When I said I wanted you to work for me, I didn’t mean that had to be exclusive. If you want to take contracts for others, you’ll be free to do so.”

“That surprises me. I thought you would attempt to control me.”

Anastasia smiled around her wine glass, then coughed. “Oh, I nearly choked on my drink. Control you? No one can control you. Yuri knew that when you were still a boy. He said you had a mind of your own and that you would make one hell of a man. He was right, as he always was. As Soulless, you’ve made quite a name for yourself, and people fear you.”

“I could say the same about you.”

“Oh yes, I made myself the woman I am. Did I have help? Yes. My husband, Boris, he married me because of my looks and believed I married him for a life of ease. He was wrong. I craved power, and I learned as much as I could from him. I was still young when he died, and no one took me seriously. When Boris’s lieutenants gathered for a meeting at our home after his funeral, they were there to decide who would take over for him, as if I didn’t matter.”

“You took over for your husband. And you did so by poisoning his lieutenants.”

“You know about that?”

“Yuri told me that story. He was proud of you, that you didn’t allow yourself to be shoved aside by those men.”

“Yes. They saw me as a piece of fluff and never would have taken me seriously. Instead of wasting time attempting to convince them or impress them, I murdered them. The arrogant bastards took over my home to hold their meeting in, the meeting where they were going to decide who would lead the organization my husband created. I played the gracious hostess and placed poison in their drinks. With them dead and gone, I gathered my own lieutenants around me.”

“And you’ve done more than your husband ever would have done.”

“I have, and you’ve made a place in the world for yourself as the assassin, Soulless. I would never ask you to give that up. Did you really kill Tanner?”

“The bastard died in an explosion while trying to save his wife.”

“He had a wife?”

“And children.”

“That house that blew up in Texas, is that where he died?”

“Yes.”

“I heard something about that on the news, that you had been hiding there in some small town.”

“Not hiding. I was biding my time. I also had a plan to make millions… that fell apart once my new face became known.”

“You can make your millions while with me. I have more money than I’ll ever use, but I’ll never have enough power or influence. You can help me gain more.”

“By killing politicians?”

“Them, and other vermin.”

“Anyone in particular?”

“There is. Are you familiar with Russian politics?”

“No, nor any other brand of politics. But if you want someone dead, I’ll kill them.”

“There is a certain old woman who has been blocking my advancement in politics. She needs to die.”

“Then she’ll die.”

“Be aware, she is well guarded.”

“So was the government witness I killed in Texas. That man was guarded by FBI agents and the police, while also riding in a bombproof vehicle. I can kill anyone, Anastasia, because I never care who else dies. I hope you understand that.”

Anastasia leaned closer to Soulless and kissed him on the cheek. “Kill as many as you like, as long as my enemies perish in the process.”

Soulless smiled. “I think this is going to work out.”

He’d been looking for a new Gwen. The idea occurred to him that Anastasia might turn out to be that woman.

[image: ]



Lawson had told Tanner he would hear from him sometime in the next twenty-four hours. Yet only three hours passed before Lawson made contact again. Tanner took the call in speakerphone mode while he was inside his armory in the subbasement beneath the ranch house.

“Your contact in Moscow is prepared to help me, Thomas?”

“Actually, someone else has reached out to us. They were aware of the animosity between you and Soulless and would like to help you deal with the man.”

“Someone in the Russian government?”

Lawson mentioned a name that Tanner recognized. “Yes, I met her once. I take it she’s not a fan of Anastasia Guskov?”

“More like a sworn enemy. She would also be one of the targets Anastasia would aim Soulless at.”

“How high up is she in the Russian government these days?”

“Very high. She can pave the way for you and arrange for any supplies you might need.”

“I’ll be bringing most of my own supplies, but there are certain items they can give me,” Tanner said, as he handled a M32 grenade launcher. “What I need most is someone who will make it possible for me to bring my weapons into the country.”

“That will be allowed. I was told they would give you any assistance you need.”

“All right, what’s the catch?”

“You’re wise to recognize there would be one. They want Soulless dead; they also want you to kill Anastasia. If you kill her, then they can deny any involvement. Her death will probably be blamed on one of Russia’s other gangs.”

“I’m agreeable to that if the woman is what I’ve been led to believe she is.”

“She’s that and more. If she weren’t, she wouldn’t be helping Soulless.”

“True. I’ll also need any information concerning her and where she might be found. As a start, Henry and I will check out that club she owns in Volgograd.”

“That will likely be a dead end. My sources tell me that Anastasia is currently at her estate in Krasnodar Krai.”

“We’ll start at the club anyway. It will give them the impression that Henry is on his own and searching for Soulless.”

“Your benefactor is willing to aid you with a limited number of personnel if you need them.”

“That won’t be necessary. Henry and I will be enough.”

There was humor in Lawson’s voice when he next spoke.

“You alone have always been more than enough, my friend. With Henry along, it will be more like overkill.”

“Henry is as deadly as they come, although he lacks experience. If he performs like I know he will, after this, he’ll be ready to go out on his own.”

“Rhona will gather the information you need from our Russian friend and forward it to you along with travel details. They’ll want to meet with you in Moscow before you go after Soulless.”

“That will be a waste of time.”

“It will be, but I was told it was nonnegotiable. There’s also the chance they’ll be able to pass along new intelligence to you while you’re there.”

“How soon can we leave?”

“Tomorrow, and you’ll have that information the moment we get it.”

“Thank you again, Thomas. You always come through for me.”

“The same is true for you, Tanner. Find Soulless. Kill Soulless.”

“It’s what I dream about these days.”

Tanner continued to gather the weapons and supplies he would take along. When he came across a set of recent acquisitions, he decided to take them along. They were unique explosives that were the size of cigarette lighters and had been made to resemble lighters as well. They had twice the explosive force of a grenade and could be set to go off with a timer or detonate with a small remote control.

Some of the units were incendiary and had been designed to ignite a blaze, others put out a concussive force but expelled little shrapnel. Since they fit well inside a pouch on a waist pack, they could be carried easily.

Some of the other weapons he chose might never be used, but it was best to be prepared for anything. As always, his greatest weapon would be the element of surprise. Soulless believed him to be dead, as he had once believed the same about Soulless. That advantage would be the edge he needed to finally kill the man.

Tanner packed up his supplies and went to his office, where he phoned Henry.
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“Is there any news about Soulless?”

Tanner explained what he had learned from Lawson and asked Henry how many classes he would be missing by going on the trip.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll make them up when we get back. But there’s no way I’m missing out on this.”

“If he is inside the estate in Krasnodar Krai, we won’t be in Russia for long.”

“I’ve been studying the Russian language, but it’s only been a few weeks. I think I still know enough to get by.”

“I thought you were learning to speak and read Portuguese.”

“I was, but I picked it up easily because it’s so similar to Spanish, which I already spoke.”

“You’re a fast learner. And yeah, being acquainted with the Russian language can only help you on this trip.”

“When do we leave?”

“Sometime tomorrow. I’ll have the details later. And Henry?”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll need to rely on you during this trip. I have to be careful to stay in the background until I’m within striking distance of Soulless. That means you’ll be on your own at times.”

“I’m ready, Cody. I’ve been well-trained, I’ve worked hard, and I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

“I think you are. You’ve never failed at any task I’ve given you and have exceeded my expectations. When I step down as Tanner, you’ll be Tanner Eight.”

“I’m in no hurry for that day to arrive. I’m ready for whatever is thrown at me, but I also know I need more experience.”

“You’ll get some on this trip. It will be good for you to see more of the world too.”

“All I want to see is Soulless’s dead body. That bastard’s days are numbered.”

“We’ll make it happen.”

Rhona contacted Tanner an hour later with the details of the trip. She also supplied him with photos and a biography of Anastasia Guskov. The woman had a beautiful exterior that hid the power-hungry beast that lived within her. She might have gone on to gain greater power and wealth if she hadn’t made the mistake of aligning her interests with those of Soulless. By doing so, she had signed her own death warrant.

Anastasia Guskov was Tanner’s latest target, as he had agreed to kill her. But her death would be but an afterthought. Soulless was Tanner’s true target, and he was eager to travel to Russia and finish the man.

Every time he looked at the faded bruising on Sara’s face, bruising caused by Soulless’s assault on his wife, he felt an escalating rage building inside him. He was ready to unleash that rage and would soon have the opportunity.

Twelve hours later, Tanner was boarding a jet with Henry at his side, headed for Moscow.
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THE FINAL CHAPTER
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Anastasia had a different doctor examine Soulless’s wounded arm. The white-haired man stated that the injury was healing well and placed a fresh bandage over it.

Soulless’s fever had broken, and he’d gotten a good night’s sleep. Anastasia had given him a room across the hall from her massive bedroom suite.

Soulless had never thought of Anastasia as a potential lover when he’d known her years earlier. Back then, she had been Yuri’s lover, and as such, off-limits.

Yuri was dead and had been dead for many years. If Anastasia were to give him a signal that she was agreeable to becoming lovers, Soulless wouldn’t hesitate. Although, it seemed best to keep things on a business level until he knew he could trust her. So far, he had no reason to doubt her. Everything she’d told him had been the truth, and he was being treated well.

Anastasia had a small staff on the property that included a woman who prepared her meals and the food for the men. The food was the best Soulless had eaten in years. Caroline had cooked well during his stay with her, but most of what she’d prepared had been American cuisine. It had been a long time since Soulless had indulged in some of his favorite Russian dishes, such as Pelmeni, which was a meat dumpling, or the Okroshka soup he’d grown up eating as a boy.

Anastasia had a gym in the home. It rivaled any commercial gym Soulless had ever been in, only it took up less space. Anastasia claimed she worked out often and swam in her indoor heated pool. It would explain why she was in such good condition.

Soulless joined her in the pool one evening. It was the first time he’d been in deep water since he had drowned. When they were done swimming, they sat together in lounge chairs beside the pool.

Soulless wore a pair of black swim trunks, while Anastasia had on a red, one-piece bathing suit. Her body was taut and shapely, and her skin was smooth.

“What happened to you in Italy, Mikhail? Why did everyone believe you were dead?”

“Because I drowned. I was dead, until a woman named Gwen resuscitated me.”

“Truly dead?”

“Yes.”

“What did you experience?”

“Peace. A great peace.”

“And where were you?”

“I was nowhere, because I was nothing. Without my body, I was simply my consciousness. I had no needs. Without lungs, I didn’t need air to breathe. I felt no hunger, was neither cold nor hot, and I had no desires.”

“I can’t imagine desiring nothing, body or no body, I feel I would want something, most likely a new body.”

“I might have if I had stayed that way longer. But for the short time I was dead, there was nothing.”

“What happened to Gwen?”

Soulless was going to lie, then decided not to. “I killed her. She was the only one who knew I still lived, and I didn’t want to risk her being captured and revealing that to the authorities.”

“That was a wise move.”

Her response surprised Soulless. He knew most people would have been appalled by what he’d done and say he was heartless for killing a woman who had just saved his life.

“You’re practical, Anastasia. That’s rare.”

“For a woman?”

“For anyone. Most people deny their true feelings and stifle their impulses. That’s why they live like slaves and spend their lives doing what others tell them to do.”

“So true. Look at the men I have downstairs. They’ll risk their lives to save mine because I pay them a few drops of my money. They could drench themselves in all my money if they attacked me and forced me to give it to them. The idea never enters their minds.”

“Because they are lackeys, and lackeys do as they’re told.”

“Exactly. As for you, you are your own man. I was angry when you left me years ago, Mikhail, but I also knew why. You weren’t meant to be under anyone’s thumb. It’s why I told you I didn’t care if you took other contracts while you work for me. If I had tried to control you, you would have left again.”

Soulless looked around. “I don’t know. I could get used to living in a house like this.”

“I’m not here very often. Most of my time is spent in my apartment in Volgograd, which takes up an entire floor of a building. I hope to be moving to Moscow soon… once you solve my problem for me.”

“I’ll do that whenever you want.”

“The target will be staying with her daughter’s family soon. Her security detail will still be around her, but I would think she would be easier to kill there.”

“I may have to kill the family along with her. Do you care?”

“Why would I?”

Soulless smiled. “Exactly.”

Anastasia rose from her lounge chair. “I have some business to see to in my office. We’ll talk more after dinner.”

“I want to go for a walk and look over the area. How do I get in and out of the estate?”

“Oleg will give you the code to the gates. Watch where you walk if you head east. A terrible storm caused part of a hill to collapse recently; there’s a sudden drop-off there.”

Soulless watched her walk away, admiring her firm backside. Anastasia turned her head. When she saw where he was looking, she smiled. He had noticed her admiring him earlier as well.

As a younger man, Soulless had fled Russia, eager to be on his own. He was beginning to think there might be distinct advantages to working for Anastasia again.
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His wounded arm was sore but no longer ached. As for his right leg, it seemed completely healed, although he was careful not to overtax it.

Curious to see what the storm damage was like, he headed east after leaving out the rear gate of Anastasia’s estate. He didn’t spot anything amiss until he was well along on his walk, then he saw a tree leaning over at an odd angle.

That tree was positioned at the edge of a cliff that had a hundred-meter drop. The approach was steep, causing Soulless to get down and crawl to be able to look over the edge. Below were the trees that had been on the part of the hill that had collapsed during the storm. The tree beside him would join them someday. Many of its roots were dangling over the side of the cliff as those on the other side kept it from falling.

Soulless backed away, stood, then ran in place, testing his leg. He hadn’t run since Henry had shot him. Thinking of Henry reminded him of Tanner. Soulless smiled when he thought of the grief Henry was experiencing because of his mentor’s death.

Did Tanner’s death mean that Henry would take on the name and mantle of Tanner and call himself Tanner Eight? It seemed likely. It was also probable the young man would come after him someday. Soulless welcomed it. It would give him an opportunity to torture Henry for the pain he had caused him.

Having felt no discomfort or stiffness in his leg, Soulless decided to run instead of walk. It was invigorating to move at a fast pace again, and the leg was responding well to the extra physical strain, even when he ran up a steep incline.

He paused after covering a mile and looked at Anastasia’s house from the top of a hill. It reminded one of both a palace and a fortress, and as such, it contained a queen. Every queen needed a king. Maybe someday he would be that for Anastasia. Soulless jogged back toward the house with the sense that a new chapter was about to begin in his life.

Had he known that Tanner was on a plane and coming to kill him, he might have wondered if it would be the final chapter.
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A FAMILIAR FACE
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The flight to Moscow landed early the next day. It was a private jet that stopped twice along the way for fuel and to replace a faulty instrument. Henry slept part of the way, but not Tanner. He was as eager as a kid at Christmas, knowing he was drawing closer to Soulless.

When Henry wasn’t sleeping, he was practicing speaking Russian, which was a difficult language to learn. Tanner helped him with that and corrected him when he pronounced a word wrong, which wasn’t often. Henry had a talent for learning languages that surpassed Tanner’s. In that way, he reminded Tanner of his own mentor, Spenser. He’d seen Spenser pick up the basics of a new language in a matter of weeks.

The trip to Moscow seemed a waste to Tanner, but he comprehended its purpose. His benefactor wanted to set the ground rules and make certain he understood that Anastasia had to die.

Tanner had no problem killing the woman. She had made a fortune from drugs, prostitution, loan-sharking, and with the sale of illegal weapons. That was one thing. There was also a recent report tying her to an organization that was involved in white slavery and organ harvesting.

Providing people with drugs, weapons, and hookers was on a different level from what she was moving into by peddling women and abducting people off the street to sell their organs. As far as Tanner was concerned, Anastasia had crossed a line.

He would kill her, fulfill his obligation, and deal with Soulless. Soulless would die, he would also suffer. And this time, there would be no coming back to life.
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A limo was there to greet them at the airfield outside Moscow. Tanner didn’t get in until after he’d watched his luggage being loaded into the vehicle’s trunk. A suitcase contained his clothing, while two small crates held his weapons. He was also wearing a gun, as was Henry. Part of his agreement to come to Moscow was contingent on being allowed to remain armed. His request had been agreed to and the deal was set.

Along with the limo driver was a man Tanner guessed was a member of the Foreign Intelligence Service. His name was Bakatin. He wore his dark hair in a buzz cut and had a physique that revealed he worked out often. Bakatin appeared pleased when Tanner spoke to him in Russian and doubly so when Henry greeted him in the same language.

He explained he was to be with them at all times other than when they attended their meeting inside a conference room. That meeting was to take place at the Four Seasons Hotel.

The ride into the city was uneventful and the weather was pleasant. The hotel was doing a brisk business and their clientele seemed well heeled, which made sense, given that their accommodations went for twice what the average hotel charged and offered luxury.

They rode an elevator to an upper floor and entered one of the smaller conference rooms the hotel offered. It could still seat twenty and had a fantastic view. There was coffee and tea available, along with a selection of muffins. Tanner wondered if the choice of dessert was a coincidence or if his Russian host had somehow learned he favored the treat. He decided it was coincidence, but still wondered.

They remained standing as they waited for the other party to arrive, while positioned at different ends of the conference table. They had no reason to suspect they would be attacked, but if such a thing occurred, it would be wise to make your enemy have to face off against them from two different directions. Tanner was pleased he hadn’t needed to point that out to Henry, who had moved away from him on his own.

Bakatin assured them their contact was on her way. When she entered, her appearance surprised Tanner, for he had been expecting an old woman. The blonde beauty who entered the room was not old as her grandmother was. She was young, vital, vibrant, and she grinned with delight when her eyes fell upon Tanner.

She went to him, slipped her arms around his neck, and pressed her lips against his. When the kiss ended, she spoke, using English.

“My hero is back.”

Tanner smiled at her. “Hello, Polina.”
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CONTACT MADE
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The door of the conference room opened and two men entered carrying black duffel bags. One of the bags was larger than the other and contained something heavy. They placed them on the conference room table and departed without a word. Polina pointed at the bags.

“That is the equipment you asked for. I wanted you to examine it before they were sent out to be loaded on your jet.”

“How have you been, Polina?”

“I am excellent, Tanner. I work for my grandmother as an intern. She is teaching me all she knows.”

Tanner nodded toward Henry. “This is my intern. His name is Henry.”

Polina’s gaze had been locked on Tanner. When she turned to look at Henry, her eyes widened in interest.

“He is handsome. Is he… like you?”

“If you’re asking if he’s an assassin, he is. He is as much like me as anyone could be.”

Henry held out his hand, and Polina took it. “It’s nice to meet you. Your name is Polina?”

“Yes. I am Polina Nabokov. I met Tanner when I was fourteen and he saved me from a kidnapper who was also a terrorist.” Polina spun back around to look at Tanner. “How is Sara? Did she come with you?”

“Sara is doing well, but no, she’s not here.”

“Too bad. I would love to see her again. Are you still together?”

“We are.”

Polina pouted as she moved closer to Tanner. “That is also too bad. I am no longer a little girl, as you might have noticed.”

“I did notice that, and I’m old enough to be your father.”

“I’m not,” Henry said, and Polina grinned at him. “I bet you have a girlfriend back home.”

“I do not.”

Polina’s grin widened. “Interesting.”

Tanner examined the contents of the duffel bags while Henry and Polina talked. He noticed that Henry managed to make Polina laugh more than once.

The contents of the bags were what he had asked for. One of them contained a pair of ghillie suits designed to help them blend in with the terrain in the hilly Krasnodar Krai region.

Polina cleared her throat as her demeanor turned serious. After reaching into her purse, she brought out two envelopes and passed them to Tanner. They contained the phony identifications he and Henry would be using while in Russia.

“Now we get down to business. My grandmother wants to make certain you know it is vital that you assassinate Anastasia Guskov.” A flash of anger crossed Polina’s face. “We have intelligence stating that Anastasia has brought Soulless here to kill my grandmother, and others. Stop her, Tanner. Be my hero once more.”

“It will happen, Polina.”

Her smile reappeared. “Good.”

“Henry and I will be headed to Volgograd to get things started. Expect Anastasia and Soulless to be dead by tomorrow.”

“When I first met you, I thought you were a spy or a special forces soldier. Being an assassin is even sexier.” Polina switched to Russian as she looked at Henry. “Your friend is very sexy too.”

“And he speaks Russian.”

Polina’s face reddened, then she laughed. “I should have known.”

Henry spoke to her in Russian. “I hope we meet again someday, Polina.”

“I would like that too, Henry.”
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They left the hotel with their shadow, Bakatin, and climbed back inside the limousine. Their next stop was the nightclub in Volgograd, where Henry would be on his own. While there, he needed to have someone tell him where he could find Anastasia, although he and Tanner already knew where she was. They had to make it look as if Henry were following a trail to Soulless on his own, without Tanner’s contacts. If Soulless suspected Tanner still lived, he could go online and burn his identity of Cody Parker by revealing it to the world. It would also destroy the element of surprise Tanner had.

Their jet was in the air an hour later and headed south. Soulless’s end was growing nearer.
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The first thing one noticed as they approached the city of Volgograd, which was formerly named Stalingrad, was the giant statue titled The Motherland Calls. It is an 85-meter-high statue that depicts a woman dressed in flowing robes stepping forward with a sword raised over her head, while she looks back to urge others forward. The Motherland Calls is the largest statue in Europe and the largest statue of a woman anywhere. It is a memorial to the Battle of Stalingrad, which took place during the Second World War. It was one of the bloodiest battles in history, which created an estimated two million casualties, many of whom were civilians.

Anastasia’s nightclub was set on a corner lot. It had the simple name of The Pub. Tanner, Henry, and Bakatin were parked across the street from it in a different limo but with the same driver, who was named Igor.

Tanner spoke to Henry before his apprentice headed inside the nightclub. It was the afternoon, and the place wasn’t open yet. There were people inside anyway, such as the kitchen staff performing prep work, and the band that played there was practicing. There would be a few of Anastasia’s thugs inside too, as they used the nightclub as a hangout. They were Henry’s targets. He needed to get one of them to tell him where he could find their boss. By doing so, he would also be letting Soulless know he was on his trail and out for revenge for Tanner’s “death.”

Given Soulless’s ego, he would be eager to face Henry, and would continue to believe Tanner was dead.

“You know what to do, Henry, and you know how to do it. I made sure of that.”

“Hell yeah you have. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Bakatin watched Henry go. “Your young friend is taking on quite a challenge. The people we have watching the nightclub say that there are five of Anastasia’s men in there. They are likely armed with knives and one of them may have a gun, although they are not as common here as in your country.”

“He can handle it.”

Bakatin spoke to the driver by using the intercom. The clear plastic divider above the seats lowered and Igor handed back two pairs of binoculars.

Bakatin passed one to Tanner. “We can use these to observe through the windows.”

“The show will be starting any minute now.”
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Henry had slipped around to the rear of the building, while assuming the front door would be locked. There was an entrance that led into the club’s kitchen. That door was sitting open with a screen door in place. Henry tried the screen door and found it latched shut. He continued to pull on the handle until the simple lock gave way and two of the screws holding it in place clattered to the floor.

Henry strode through the kitchen like he belonged there and headed toward the main area of the club. As he did so, one of the kitchen workers watched him with interest.
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The kitchen worker was a gangly man with a long face named Aleksei. He was a member of a different gang. He’d taken a job on the kitchen staff to learn more about the club for the leader of his gang, who was also his friend, and his brother-in-law.

Henry had caught Aleksei’s interest. He could tell by the way the young man moved that he was there on a mission and meant to cause trouble. He tagged along behind Henry while keeping his distance.
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Anastasia’s five men were gathered around a table near the stage where the band was rehearsing. The men were playing cards and drinking beer. Henry walked up to them, leaned over, stretched out his arm, and swiped their cards and drinks off the table. The men leapt up and stared at him as if he were crazy.
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“He is crazy,” Bakatin said, watching the action from the limo.

Tanner said nothing, but he was smiling.
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Henry gazed at the angry faces of the men around him. “I’m looking for Soulless. I’ve heard he’s with your boss, a woman named Anastasia. Where can I find her?”

One of the men cocked his head, he was standing to Henry’s left. “That accent is American. If you’re looking for Soulless to get a reward, forget it. That reward no longer exists.” The man brought out a knife and flicked it open to reveal a six-inch blade. “Now, get out of here before we kill you.”

Henry’s right foot came up and kicked the man’s hand, sending the knife flying. He followed the kick by delivering a solid right to the man’s face. The guy staggered backward as blood flowed from his broken nose.

A hand was slapped away and a knee brought up to impact with the crotch of the owner of that hand. Another knife appeared. Henry flipped over the table and the edge of it smashed the right foot of the knife holder, breaking three toes. The thug howled from the pain.

Strong arms grabbed Henry from behind. Henry attempted to break the grip, couldn’t, and threw his body forward while bending at the waist and twisting sideways. The man holding onto him had his feet leave the ground and lost his hold. He landed awkwardly and fell against the man who had been kneed in the crotch, as he did so, his elbow hit the same guy in the throat.

A gun appeared, then disappeared just as quickly. Henry had snatched it from the hand that had been holding it. He used it to club its owner in the head before turning it on the other men.

“I want Soulless. Tell me where I can find your boss.”

Three of the men cursed at him, and one spat at him for good measure. Henry took aim at the spitter and put a bullet in his right leg. The spitting ceased and cries of pain began.

The band members had been watching the action with rapt attention. After seeing a man get shot, they decided to leave the stage and ran down a corridor.

Henry aimed the gun at another of the men. “Tell me where she is?”

The man thrust his chin out. He was halfway through his declaration of loyalty to Anastasia when Henry put a hole in his left foot.

“Krasnodar Krai!” shouted the man with the broken nose. He sounded nasal. “Anastasia has a house there, a huge house. I’ve heard it’s the biggest thing in the area and surrounded by a wall. You won’t get in.”

“I’ll get in, and I’ll find Soulless and kill him.”
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Bakatin lowered his binoculars and stared at Tanner. “He is fearless and has great skill. Where did you find him?”

“He found me, when he was just a boy.”

Bakatin’s phone rang. He listened to the caller, then relayed to Tanner what was said.

“Someone reported the shots to the police. They will not respond for ten minutes, as we instructed them to do.”

“We’ll be gone by then.”

Henry appeared thirty seconds later as he strode back across the avenue. He was calm, but he kept looking back often in case one of Anastasia’s men tried attacking him again. They didn’t, but Aleksei left the restaurant with his white apron flapping in the wind to chase after Henry. He caught up to Henry as Henry was about to climb inside the limo. Henry had spotted him and wondered what the man wanted.

Aleksei held out his hands to show he wasn’t carrying a weapon. There was a gold chain hanging around his neck that had a blue pendent on it; it sparkled in the sunlight.

“I am not with those men inside. I was working there to get information for my boss. You should talk to him; he will pay you well if you agree to help us.”

Henry got inside the limousine. “I work for myself.”

“And you want to kill the assassin, Soulless. That’s what you said. We can help you with that, and then you can help us with a problem.”

Tanner leaned forward as he reached over and gripped the door. “We’re not interested.” He closed the door in Aleksei’s face, then looked through the tinted glass at the man’s angry and frustrated expression. The vehicle was in motion a moment later, and Aleksei was forgotten.
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THAT’S TANNER!
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Aleksei watched the limo pull away and with it went the hope that he had found someone who could solve their problem. Two of Anastasia’s men had come out of the club. They were giving Aleksei hard stares as they wondered why he was talking to Henry.

With his cover blown, Aleksei took off the apron and tossed it to the ground. He had learned all he could about the club anyway.

He walked around the corner, got in his car, and drove off. After a forty-minute drive north, he came to a house with land around it. There was another structure behind the home that was an old barn, that was his destination.

Aleksei’s boss and brother-in-law was called Murph and was an American expatriate. Murph had come to Russia years earlier and had fallen in love with Aleksei’s sister. Murph was a handsome man approaching thirty who had a faint scar across his face and burn scars on the backs of his hands. He and his gang made their money as hired muscle and with a growing operation of identity theft.

His late father-in-law had started the gang. It was essentially a club for men who hated to work hard and didn’t mind unleashing violence on others, as long as it paid well. When his father died, Aleksei had no interest in running things and let Murph take over. There hadn’t been much to take over, as the gang consisted of a handful of thugs. It was Murph who had come up with the idea of making money online through identity theft, and it was paying off.

Murph kept an office at the rear of the barn. Aleksei entered through an open door and found Murph pacing.

“What are you doing here? I thought you were at the club.”

“Something happened and I quit so I could talk to someone.”

“Talk to who? Did you see our target?”

“No, but let me show you what happened.” Aleksei removed the pendent that was around his neck. It contained a spy camera. He had recorded the interior of the club and had caught Henry’s domination of Anastasia’s men on video.

Once he had the memory card loaded into a laptop, Aleksei and Murph watched the fight. Murph was impressed.

“The guy can fight, and he’s an American. I wonder why he wants Soulless so bad.”

“Maybe he killed someone he cared about. I tried to get him here to talk to you, but he wasn’t interested.”

“Too bad; we could use a guy like that. And it would have been nice to talk to someone from America again.”

The video kept playing, showing Henry’s exit and Aleksei’s pursuit of him. Murph, who had a lot on his mind, was drifting off in thought while staring at the laptop. When Tanner’s image appeared and he spoke, telling Aleksei they weren’t interested in his offer, the video had Murph’s full attention.

“Back that up! Back that up!”

“What’s wrong?”

“That man, the one who closed the door on the limo, let me see him again.”

The video was reversed, and Tanner’s image was paused on the screen.

The worried frown that had been on Murph’s face disappeared to be replaced by a grin.

“That’s Tanner.”

“Tanner?”

“The assassin. The man who killed Alonso Alvarado and Maurice Scallato.”

Aleksei leaned closer to the screen. “He has unique eyes.”

“That’s not the only thing unique about him, and there are people out there who would pay a lot of money to see him dead.”

“From what I hear, many have tried to kill him and have failed.”

“They have,” Murph said with a nod. “But if I can get to him, he could solve our problem. Tell the boys to start checking out hotels. I want to find out where he is.”

“If he stays with the other man, he’ll be headed to Krasnodar Krai, to hunt down Soulless.”

“Then that’s where we’ll be going.”
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Soulless was with Anastasia when she received a call from her people in Volgograd. Along with the news of Henry’s attack, she was also sent several videos of it, which had been captured by the security cameras inside the night club from different angles.

Anastasia and Soulless viewed one of the videos on a wide screen television in the sitting room connected to her bedroom. It was an area Anastasia used as an office when she was at her estate, although she had a proper office on a lower floor.

Soulless pointed at the screen. “I know that man. His name is Henry. He was Tanner’s apprentice.”

“How could he possibly have tracked you to Volgograd?”

“Tanner had allies in the government. When he was in Italy, he was traveling with a Frenchman named Jacques, who I was told was some sort of an agent. Someone must have given Henry the information that I looked for the phone number of the club.”

“And now he knows you’re here, and he’s dangerous. He went through my men with ease.”

Soulless laughed. “He’s a boy playing in a man’s world. I’ll destroy him if he shows up here.”

“It might be best to deal with him before he gets here. I can hire men who will do that.”

“No. Let him come. I owe him for wounding me in the leg with a lucky shot from a rifle.”

“What if he gets lucky again?”

“He won’t. And I’ll torture him before I kill him. I owe him a debt of pain.”
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After Soulless left her, Anastasia sent a text to a business associate. She included a small segment of the video showing Henry in action. It was one that showed his face clearly.

I’m interested in seeing that this man joins the friends I told you about previously. Use the same mode of travel but hire more than one or two tour guides.




The “Friends” Anastasia mentioned were others she had paid the man to make disappear. The “Tour guides” were the killers who had facilitated their travel, into a grave.

She received an answer minutes later.

How do four tour guides sound? And at the regular rate.




Four should be enough. They’ll find him somewhere in Volgograd or he may be on his way here to Krasnodar.




Consider the matter handled.




Anastasia did consider the matter done. Whether Henry had been trained by Tanner or not, four men should be enough to make him a memory. She had plans for Soulless. She didn’t need someone jeopardizing them on a quest for vengeance.

Henry would be dealt with swiftly, and Soulless would be none the wiser.
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UNSEEN AND UNDETECTED
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Tanner and Henry took yet another flight, this time to Krasnodar. Bakatin slept during the flight and turned out to be a snorer.

The sun had been setting when they arrived in the city. That was ideal for Tanner, for he wanted to do surveillance on Anastasia’s home under the cover of darkness and with the ghillie suits on. Before doing so, he ate a room service meal with Henry in their suite to discuss what he planned to do.

“As much as I want Soulless, tonight is strictly about surveillance, gaining info, and setting up due diligence. Killing Soulless will be a pleasure, but Anastasia Guskov is the target of a contract and needs to die. Since it’s my contract, I need to be the one to kill her… and Soulless too.”

“You don’t want me to put him down if I see an opportunity?”

“No. Soulless is mine, and his death won’t be quick.”

Henry swallowed hard. He had heard a tone in Tanner’s voice that revealed the rage inside him.

“He should have never laid a hand on Sara.”

“No. He should not have. I’m going to explain that to him in exquisite detail.”

“I understand. I’ll back you up and take down anyone who gets in our way.”

Tanner’s features softened. “You were perfect at that club today. I wouldn’t have handled that any differently.”

“Soulless must know I’m in the country by now. He probably believes he can kill me if I show up.”

“He will believe that. The man has a huge ego. It must have thrilled him to live right under our noses for weeks the way he did.”

“We’re lucky he was amused by it. Had he been serious right from the start, he would have caused a lot of damage. I never once thought of Gavin Hutch as a threat. You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you, what finally gave him away to you and had you sprinting toward Caroline’s house?”

“I was out running when I recalled something Tanner Four had written about. My mind had been trying to get me to recall that story for days.”

“That’s in the Book of Tanner?”

“Yes, along with many other stories. When I return to the ranch, I’m going to read that book again, to refresh myself.”

“I can’t wait to read it someday, and I’ll have all your stories and tactics to discover when I do.”

“That’s the purpose of the book, to build on the base of knowledge and experience for each new Tanner.”

“Didn’t you mention once that the Scallatos have their own book?”

“They do, according to Dario Scallato it’s called the Handbook.”

“That’s another book I’d love to read someday.”

“So would I. Maurice Scallato and I were enemies, but I respected the man’s skill as an assassin. He was damn near as good as I am and made hits in ways I still haven’t been able to figure out, although both Spenser and I have studied them. His nickname of the Ghost was well-earned.”

“And you made him into a ghost.”

“And now it’s Soulless’s turn.”
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Bakatin drove them within a mile of the home in an electric vehicle that made little noise. If they drove any closer, the sound might carry to Anastasia’s home. Tanner told his living shadow that he and Henry could be gone for hours and not to be concerned if it took until midnight or later for them to return. They were dressed in the brown and green ghillie suits to help them blend in with their surroundings. If a spotlight were to find them when they were lying still on the ground, they would be taken as no more than clumps of weeds.

“I don’t know what we’ll face up there, Bakatin. That’s why we’re here tonight, to find out.”

Bakatin assured them he would wait for as long as it took and Tanner and Henry moved away from the car to be swallowed by the darkness.
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Tanner had brought along hands-free communication devices that fit inside their ears and were voice activated. He and Henry didn’t need to use them for the first part of the journey to the home, as they stayed within sight of each other and had no need to speak.

Anastasia’s house was set high on a hill. At night, it was an oasis of light in a desert of darkness. The three-meter-high wall surrounding it had lights set into it that were spaced five meters apart. There were also cameras and formidable iron gates.

Tanner led Henry past the wall and continued along its circumference by staying in the dark and keeping a good distance away. He’d been given photos that showed an aerial view of the property. Despite its size, he had been struck by the simplicity of its design.

Anastasia had built her palace with grandeur in mind; other than erecting a wall around it, she had not been overly concerned about securing it from a possible attack. That was understandable given the psychological profile of the woman Tanner had received.

Anastasia had grown up an only child in a well-to-do home with loving parents and never wanted for anything. At nineteen, she married Boris Guskov, a man who was thirty years her senior and a reputed mobster. Again, she never wanted for anything, other than the craving she had for power.

After her husband’s death six years later, the key people in his group all disappeared mysteriously, which left the young widow in charge of his organization. She did well, expanded the gang’s influence, increased her wealth, and never faced a serious threat. In other words, life had been easy for Anastasia. The thought that someone might someday harm her rarely entered her mind. That translated to a home with few defenses.

In Tanner’s case, he had also grown up in a prosperous household with loving parents. However, his mother had been ripped away from him when he was eight-years-old. That loss cut deep, and it made him appreciate those who remained around him all the more. It also taught the boy he’d been about loss and grief at an early age. While still a teen, he lost the rest of his family to an overwhelming attack by a vastly superior force of brutal armed men intent on slaughter. They had been led by a human monster named Alonso Alvarado.

He survived that encounter through the timely aid of a Mexican teen named Pablo and the care of his mentor, Spenser. He survived intact physically, but mentally and emotionally, he would forever be scarred by the sudden and violent loss of his family, his home, and his very identity as Cody Parker.

The house at the Parker ranch had a grandeur of its own, and while it wasn’t built on a hill, it had been erected on a mound. Beneath that mound and hidden from view was an arsenal that would shock many and destroy anyone foolish enough to attack the house.

Before reaching the home, electronic surveillance recorded every movement of an individual and scanned them. If they matched the database of known faces inside the facial recognition software built into the security system, they were allowed to approach and a simple tone sounded throughout the house announcing a visitor. If they were a newcomer to the ranch but were accompanied by someone known, an alert would be sent to the relevant phones of Tanner, Sara, or Franny, making them aware that a stranger approached. If a stranger were alone, hidden weapons would be trained on them that were targeted by lasers. No one could get near to the house without Tanner knowing about it.

If a force of armed men were to approach the Parker’s home intent on slaughter as Alvarado and his band of devils had done those long years ago, the outcome would be quite different.

With the press of a button or the issuance of a certain phrase, Tanner would activate a score of weapons, any one of which would be capable of cutting the entire group down. If all were fired at once, that marauding force would be transformed into piles of cooling perforated meat that would no longer be recognizable as human.

Tanner would not lose anyone close to him ever again. Not if it was within his power to prevent it. That power had nearly been stripped from him when Soulless abducted Sara and attempted to kill her with a bomb. To say Tanner was angry about that would be an immense understatement.

He not only wanted to kill Soulless, he needed to do so, but beyond that, he wanted to punish the man for his audacity. He was no longer the boy, Cody Parker, he was a Tanner. Soulless, if not respectful of that fact, should of least have had the good sense to have been fearful of earning his wrath.

Tanner had not spent the last quarter century turning himself into a living weapon for nothing, and by doing so, had become a legend. If Soulless had been paying attention, and not been driven by his ego, he would have understood something. To oppose Tanner was to die. And die he had, only to come back and try his luck again. As a wise man once said, “You can’t fix stupid.” Maybe not, but you could kill its practitioners.
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After having been around the entire wall, Tanner and Henry backtracked to return to the field at the rear of the home, where there were over a hundred solar panels set up. The cables leading from the panels were encased in galvanized pipe and were below ground, but they all fed into a single small building that housed the inverters, the battery storage, and the electrical switches and circuit breakers that controlled the flow of electricity.

That building was located on the other side of the wall. Tanner and Henry had seen its roof when they were up on a hill. If one were to take out that section of wall, they could destroy the home’s main power source. A buried five-thousand-gallon tank of propane could provide backup power. However, the twin generators used for that task had been installed beside the building that housed the solar equipment. Again, a strike at one section of the wall could disable the home’s power supply. It would take quite a blast to accomplish such a move, but Tanner had the arms needed to do so.

With the power down, the cameras would stop working, and those inside would be unable to know from which direction an attack was coming. It was a fatal flaw in an imperfect security system, one Tanner would cash in on.

But not tonight. No, he and Henry would return just before dawn and strike while everyone was still asleep.

Before leaving, Tanner stood and gazed at the house, knowing Soulless was in there somewhere, along with his target, Anastasia.

Just a few more hours, he told himself. A few more hours and then Soulless would face his reckoning.

They slipped away through the darkness as they had arrived, unseen and undetected.
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HOTEL SHOOT-OUT
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They returned to their hotel earlier than they had anticipated. Tanner went inside the hotel’s bar with Bakatin to have a drink, but Henry declined and said he wanted to go to bed, since they had plans to leave again before dawn.

Tanner had been hoping Bakatin would go off to his own room, but the man decided to stay with him, as he’d been instructed to do.

As far as shadows went, Bakatin had proven to be unobtrusive. He performed his duty of keeping an eye on Tanner while also managing to stay out of his way.

Since he was on duty, Bakatin declined the offer of an alcoholic beverage and had ginger ale, while Tanner drank a whiskey.

“What’s your story, Bakatin?”

“My story?”

“You’re an agent with the FSB, a spy?”

Bakatin wore a slight smile as he answered. “I serve my country.”

“You do so well, or they wouldn’t have assigned you to babysit me.”

“I am not a babysitter, only an observer, and I report back what I observe.”

“You’ll have plenty to observe tomorrow, but be warned, it could be dangerous.”

“I can handle myself in dangerous situations, Tanner.”

“I believe you; you have that look about you.”

The lobby elevators were visible from the booth they were seated in. One of them opened up and an older couple stepped off. The anxiety they felt was evident on their faces. Two men left the security room at a jog and took the elevator car the couple had vacated. They were both armed with handguns and one of them was holding a shotgun.

“Something’s wrong,” Tanner said. He left the bar and headed toward the old couple.

Bakatin followed and he and Tanner reached the couple as they were speaking to an employee of the hotel.

“There was shooting on the fifth floor. We heard gunshots as the elevator doors opened,” said the elderly man.

Their suite was on the fifth floor, where Henry was. The security men must have seen the shooting taking place on their security monitors and were on the move to investigate.

Tanner rushed to an empty elevator and pressed the button for the fifth floor. When he looked over at Bakatin, he saw the man slipping a gun from a concealed holster. It was an MP-443 Grach. The gun was standard issue for the Russian military and a fine weapon. The gun was capable of firing an armor piercing cartridge. Along with the gun, Bakatin had taken out his official ID, so they could be recognized as friendlies by hotel security.

The elevator doors opened. Tanner stepped out and saw several bloody figures lying on the floor of the corridor near their suite. One of them was Henry.
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Henry had ridden up in the elevator with two of his attackers. Having been trained to know what to look for, he had noticed the bulges beneath their green jackets that indicated they might be armed. It hadn’t concerned him, as he had taken them to be hotel security, who also wore green jackets, along with black slacks. One of them had been holding a two-way radio. He and Tanner had been told that ex-cops made up the security staff and Henry had seen them using similar radios around the hotel.

The men made no move to attack him, and they reached the fifth floor without incident. As Henry walked toward the door to his suite, the men followed close behind. Then, one of the men lifted the radio to his mouth and said the words, “Go now,” in Russian.

Two other men rounded a corridor ahead, but they wore jeans and leather jackets. They appeared to be in a hurry and were reaching beneath their jackets.

Henry brought his gun out as the men revealed theirs. He then threw himself to the floor while falling backwards between the first two men and landed behind them. Their plan had been to surround him and intimidate him with a show of force. They would have led him from the hotel with the threat of shooting him if he wouldn’t cooperate, would have taken him somewhere, and would have killed him.

Their plan had fallen apart when Henry changed the rules of the game. The men he’d rode up in the elevator with were in his sights while their companions along the corridor couldn’t risk shooting without hitting their own men, who had turned their backs to stare down at Henry. By lying on the floor, he was that much harder to see to those same men, as the first two men blocked their view.

Henry fired first and shot low, taking out a knee on a man to his left to make him drop in front of him. He then swiveled his weapon and shot the man on the right in the chest twice. He was sitting up and using the man with the damaged knee as a shield when the others began firing. They only released one shot each when they realized they were risking killing one of their own. Their hesitation to fire cost them. Henry shot both of the men in the midsection.

His human shield released a cry of rage and sent an elbow into Henry’s face that connected with his chin. A second blow knocked Henry’s gun from his hand. With Henry momentarily dazed and unarmed, the man reclaimed his weapon from the floor. Henry grabbed the man’s wrist and shoved the gun away. It went off, and the bullet struck a fire extinguisher that was fastened to the wall. The extinguisher released its foam in a violent spray that struck the face of one of the wounded men down the hallway. Despite the serious wound to his midsection, the man had held onto his weapon. Already in great pain, he was now blinded by the chemical foam, and made it to his feet.

Henry was still struggling with the man he had wounded in the knee, to take away his gun. The guy was a brute and stronger than he was, even wounded and in great pain. Unable to break his grip on the gun, Henry released it and punched the man’s damaged knee.

His howl of pain filled the corridor, and it made him a target. The blind man down the corridor was on edge and fired at the sound. Two of the three rounds he fired hit his companion with the wounded knee and took away his pain, along with a chunk of gray matter from his head.

Henry made no move, no sound, as the wounded man with the blinded vision jerked his weapon here and there, ready to blast at anything that might be a threat.

He called out the three names of his comrades and heard no replies, then complained that he couldn’t see.

“Are you there, American? I will kill you! With the first sound you make, I will kill you.”

Henry’s right hand was creeping toward one of the fallen guns of his attackers when a door opened nearby and a girl stepped out into the hallway. She was in her early teens and wearing pajamas.

Henry sprang at her and shoved her back into the room as the blind man fired at the sound she had made. One of his wild shots hit home.

Henry had been struck at the rear of his right calf, with the round passing through the leg. The wound bled, the pain came, and the girl began screaming. Her screams would lead their blind attacker right to them.

Henry freed a knife he had and cocked his arm back. It took an act of will to ignore his pain and concentrate on making the throw. When the bloody and blinded man came into view, Henry tossed the knife at his throat. His aim was true, and the blade slithered into the man’s Adam’s apple. That ended his threat. He released the gun and his hands grasped at the knife’s handle.

Henry stood and knocked the man over as he hobbled into the hallway. He then claimed his gun from the floor, slid down a wall to sit, and examined his leg wound. Inside the hotel room, the girl’s screams had turned into quiet sobbing.
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Tanner and Bakatin had watched a replay of the events in the corridor on a video monitor inside the security office. Everyone who viewed it were impressed by Henry and stated that he had saved the girl’s life.

She was thirteen and had been left alone in the room by her parents, who had gone out for drinks with friends. Having been woken up by the shooting, she’d made the unwise decision to open her door and investigate.
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The blind man survived but refused to admit his guilt and his blindness was ruled temporary by the hotel doctor. The man didn’t need to talk, nor could he talk, due to his damaged larynx. The one time he wrote a note, it was to ask for someone to contact his lawyer. It was obvious he and his friends had targeted Henry and that they had been paid to do so.

Tanner had no doubt that the order had come from Anastasia.

He was with Henry in the office used by the hotel’s doctor. Henry’s wound wasn’t serious, but it was enough to sideline him from what was to come. Given the hilly terrain around Anastasia’s home, Henry would be unable to navigate them while limping and in pain. He was not happy about that.

“I don’t want to sit here on my ass while you go after Soulless.”

“And I don’t want you in the line of fire if you don’t need to be. And you won’t be here at the hotel; we’re sending you to the hospital. I want another doctor to examine that wound and stitch you up properly.”

“I don’t need a hospital for a wound like this.”

“Your wound wasn’t life-threatening, but if you don’t get it treated you might risk getting an infection. Go to the hospital. I’ll be fine on my own tomorrow.”

“I don’t doubt it, but man, I wanted to be there to see you take down Soulless.”

Tanner placed a hand on his shoulder. “You did great tonight, Henry. You saved that girl’s life and defeated four armed men on your own. Rest and get better.”
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Ambulances arrived to take Henry to the hospital, along with the surviving man he’d wounded. With the FSB officer Bakatin on the scene, Henry wouldn’t be questioned by the police.

As the ambulance rolled away from the hotel, Tanner spotted a face he had seen earlier in the day and many miles away. It was Aleksei. He approached Tanner while pointing at the departing ambulance.

“How is your friend?”

Tanner grabbed Aleksei by his throat and shoved him back against the wall of the hotel.

“What are you doing here? Did you follow us?”

Tanner allowed Aleksei to break free, and the man began pleading.

“We need your help. Please, come with me and speak to my boss. He will explain.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you. And I don’t give a damn about your problem or your boss.”

Bakatin came over and flashed his credentials while asking Aleksei for his ID. Aleksei turned and fled down the street.

“I took his photo with my phone. I’ll send it to headquarters. By morning, I’ll know who he is.”

“I don’t care who he is. I’m going upstairs to catch a few hours of sleep. Be ready to leave here at four a.m.”

“Da. I will be ready.”

Tanner entered the hotel, showered, then laid in bed and stared at the ceiling. He finally drifted off to sleep after one a.m. but woke a few minutes before the alarm sounded. He was eager to head back to the house on the hill and deal out death.

Soulless’s last day on earth had come.
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CONTRACT COMPLETE
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Anastasia had learned about the failed attempt to kill Henry but was unaware he’d been wounded in the leg. She told Soulless about it to prepare him, as she assumed Henry would still be a threat. She had asked him to come to her bedroom suite to deliver the news. Soulless noticed she had asked him to visit her there more than once, in the proximity of her bed.

Soulless’s face clouded with anger when he learned she had attempted to have Henry killed.

“I told you I would handle him; you didn’t need to send men after him.”

“I was trying to protect you. I don’t want to see you get hurt, Mikhail.”

“No, you were protecting your investment in me. It cost you money to smuggle me out of America and to bring me into Russia.”

Anastasia smiled. “I don’t have to lie or play games with you. I’ll remember that.”

“I think we’re much alike, Anastasia. We understand that each of us does what’s best for ourselves, unlike most people who tell themselves stories and pretend to care about others.”

“I don’t think they’re pretending. Some of them do care about others more than themselves. It seems insane to me, but it’s true.”

Soulless moved closer to Anastasia. “Is there someone who cares about you? A lover?”

“I pick up a boy toy in my nightclub when I feel the need. There are so few real men and I can be intimidating.”

Soulless placed his arms around her and pulled her into an embrace. “You don’t intimidate me, you arouse me.”

Anastasia kissed him. When they separated, she was smiling. “I wondered if you’d have the nerve to try that.”

“That, and much more,” Soulless said. He placed a hand behind her knees and swept her into his arms, to walk toward the bed.
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Hours later, with sunrise minutes away, Bakatin watched as Tanner readied himself for his assault on Anastasia’s home.

Tanner wore a bulletproof vest, a sidearm on each hip, and wore a belt with pouches that contained spare ammo and the small explosive devices that resembled cigarette lighters. He also carried a Milkor MGL grenade launcher, and had another launcher strapped to his back. It was an RPG-7 rocket launcher. It was one of the items delivered to him in Moscow. Tanner intended to use it to blow a hole in the wall surrounding the home while also taking out their sources of power.

“You look as if you are heading to war, Tanner.”

“I’ll be bringing one to Anastasia and Soulless.”

“Our best estimate is that she has twelve men there, not counting Soulless. Those are not good odds.”

“I’ve faced worse.”

“I have heard that about you. I still find it hard to believe the stories.”

Tanner donned a mask. He didn’t want Soulless to see his face until he was ready to reveal it to him.

“I’ll be back.”

“I believe you. And good luck.”

Tanner headed off at a jog toward the house with a gun in his hand. Anastasia may have placed men on patrol after her failed attempt to kill Henry.

He didn’t come across anyone and most of the lights were off within the house; however, the security lights along the wall were as bright as ever.

Tanner reached the area behind the home where the solar panel field was. He needed to fire a rocket from far enough away so he wouldn’t become a victim of the flying debris it would create. Also, the rocket needed a certain amount of distance to arm itself.

He steadied the firing tube onto his shoulder, looked through the digital sights, and let a rocket fly. It struck the wall low, destroyed it, and entered the small building that housed the solar equipment. The lights went out in the house and along the wall. Tanner waited to see if they would come back on, unsure if a single rocket had been enough to damage both the solar equipment and the connection to the buried propane tank. The generators activated, ran for a few seconds, then died from a lack of fuel.

When half a minute passed with the power remaining off, he was satisfied the rocket had done the job and headed toward the house. He had a woman to kill and a monster to slay.
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The rocket explosion and the collapse of a section of the wall made Soulless sit up in Anastasia’s bed. She stirred beside him a moment later and cursed.

“Is that the American?”

Soulless didn’t answer. He had slipped on a pair of jeans, stepped into his boots, grabbed his gun, a T-shirt, and was headed for the stairs.

Anastasia called to him. “Be careful, Mikhail!”
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Tanner came across three of the men who were rushing toward the site of the explosion. He fired the grenade launcher and turned them into a collection of body parts. A second grenade blew a hole in the wall, and Tanner entered the house.
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Miles away, Murph, Aleksei, and five other men stood on a hill and saw the glow at the rear of Anastasia’s estate. They had been waiting for Tanner to show, knowing he was stalking Soulless with the intention of killing him.

“It’s started,” Murph said. His scarred face was in shadows beneath a hood. “Let’s head down there. Kill anyone but Tanner. I want that bastard alive.”
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Soulless had been set to confront Henry head-on until he heard the grenades going off. He decided it would be better to stay concealed until he could come up behind Henry. It also wasn’t safe for Anastasia. He hoped she had built a panic room into her palace.

With the elevators unable to work because of the lack of power, he took the stairs back up to her bedroom suite. He had a view out a window on a landing. Four figures were fleeing the home and rushing toward the gates. At first, Soulless thought some of the men were running off like cowards, but then he realized three of them were women, and one was an old man, as the rising sun edged above the trees and gave more light. The women and the old man were the home’s cook, cleaning staff, and caretaker. They were fleeing to remain safe.

Movement in the distance caught Soulless’s eye. A group of men were headed toward the house. Several of them were armed with rifles. It was Murph and his men Soulless was seeing. It made him wonder if Henry had recruited help from local thugs.

Anastasia wasn’t in her bedroom, but Soulless heard voices coming from inside her walk-in closet. He entered the large space to see Anastasia inputting numbers into a hidden keypad that had been concealed behind a rack of clothing. Beside the keypad was a door. Oleg was with her and holding an AK-47. He jerked it toward Soulless, then lowered it when he saw who he was.

“You have a way out of here, Anastasia?”

“There’s a small helicopter and a section of the roof that retracts. Oleg is my pilot.”

“How will you power the roof?”

“It has its own source, a reliable solar generator that’s fully charged.”

“Good. Henry isn’t alone. He brought several men with him.”

“You can’t come with us, Mikhail,” Oleg said. “The helicopter is small and seats only two.”

“I don’t care, Oleg. I’ll stay and fight. Where will I find you later?”

Anastasia kissed him. “Call us when it’s over and I’ll return. And be safe, Mikhail.”

“I’ll be fine. It’s Henry and his helpers who will die.”

Anastasia opened the door and she and Oleg disappeared up a darkened stairwell that led upward; Oleg began using the flashlight app on his phone to see by. Soulless shut the door behind them and moved the clothing back in place to hide it.

He took the back staircase down to the rear of the house. He was greeted by the sound of men screaming in pain amid gunfire.
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Tanner shot two men who were on a landing of the main staircase. They had been looking out a window and one of them had been pointing at something. By the time they noticed Tanner’s threat, it was too late for them.

Curious about what had grabbed the men’s attention, Tanner bounded up the stairs two at a time to look out the window. He spotted several men headed through the front gates, which were sitting open. He recognized one of them; it was Aleksei. Beside him was a man wearing a hood whose face Tanner couldn’t make out. That man was gesturing forward and seemed to be giving orders.

Tanner continued up and was outside a door that led to Anastasia’s bedroom suite. He forced the door open and found himself standing in the sitting area where she kept her desk.

The bedroom beyond was empty, as was her voluminous closet. He was about to head back downstairs by using the rear staircase when he looked through a window and saw a lone figure running across a field, beyond a rear gate. The man was too far away to see details, had his back turned, but Tanner knew with a certainty he was looking at Soulless.

He left the window to rush down the stairs and give pursuit.
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Soulless was running away from the house, but his intention was to find a place to conceal himself, not to run off. When Henry and the men with him had their guard down, he would sneak into the home and kill them one by one.

When he was some distance away, he turned to look back, and saw a figure giving chase. The man was wearing a black mask to hide his features, and there was something strapped to his back that was hanging down. Soulless assumed it was Henry and called to him.

“I killed Tanner, Henry! Now it’s your turn to die, boy!”

He brought up his gun and fired. It was a waste of time. The hooded figure was up on a hill and over a thousand feet away. The round missed by a wide margin. Soulless kept firing while advancing toward the figure, then stopped as the sound of a helicopter drew closer.
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Anastasia was in the air and headed toward safety when she spotted Soulless firing at someone. She instructed Oleg to hover above the stranger as she grabbed the AK-47.

“I’m going to solve Mikhail’s problem for him.”
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Tanner was observing Soulless’s useless attempts to shoot him from such a great distance when he detected the sound of the small chopper. He caught a good look at the helicopter as it passed over him. It was a Robinson R22. He had flown one while he’d been learning to fly helicopters.

The small craft made a tight turn, reduced its altitude, and hovered above the ground at a height of about forty feet. As it drew closer, Tanner saw that Anastasia was in the passenger seat. She was holding a rifle and struggling to open the door on her side. It was obvious she planned to put the rifle to use.

Tanner unslung the rocket launcher, took a knee, and aimed upwards. He fired as Anastasia’s finger was tightening on the trigger of the rifle. Her aim had been accurate. Tanner felt the impact of a round slam him in the chest, as it struck the vest he was wearing. Another round had hit the vest on the left side, causing more pain. That round had been fired by Soulless, who had grown closer.

Tanner’s aim had been true as well. The rocket hit the helicopter and blew it apart as a fireball erupted in the sky. Anastasia Guskov was dead. The contract was complete. And now, it was Soulless’s turn to die.
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THE TRUTH REVEALED
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Soulless had continued to advance on the masked figure as the helicopter turned. Knowing there was a rifle onboard, he knew what Anastasia was intending to do.

No, Anastasia. The boy is mine to kill. I owe him.

He rushed toward the figure as fast as he could while taking wild shots, hoping to kill the man he believed was Henry.

When he was close enough to discern what it was that hung from the man’s back, he skidded to a halt.

He waved his hands above his head and shouted a warning. “Get away! He’s got a rocket launcher!”

His warning went unheeded, and his movements were unseen; the small chopper was facing away from him, and its engine drowned out his words.

The masked figure took a knee and raised the rocket launcher to a shoulder. Soulless fired again, sending off his last rounds. This time, a bullet struck home, and he watched the man fall backwards.

He barely noticed. The explosion in the sky had grabbed his attention, as a fireball engulfed the helicopter, which fell to the earth in pieces, and he knew Anastasia was dead.

A scarlet rage enveloped Soulless. With his gun empty of bullets, he tossed it away and unsheathed a blade that was hanging from his belt. It was a blade he was aching to redden with blood.
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The round fired by Soulless’s handgun had stung upon impact. The one sent forth by the AK-47 had caused agony throughout Tanner’s torso.

He lay on his back, recovering from the impact to the vest as the pain slowly subsided. Heat from the burning helicopter washed over him, even though the flaming hulk of wreckage was half a football field away.

He sat up after inhaling a deep breath and saw Soulless charging at him with a knife in his hand. The expression on the man’s face spoke of the hate he was feeling.

As he came close, Soulless raised the blade up and screamed two words. “Die, Henry!”

Tanner rolled away, and the blade buried itself in the dirt. Soulless pursued before Tanner could get his feet beneath him to stand, so he used them to kick. His right foot struck Soulless on the left knee and sent the man off-balance. It gave him the time he needed to rise, and he backed away from Soulless, to place distance between them.

The man’s rage had dissipated. It was replaced by an awareness that he was at a disadvantage. He held only a knife, while two guns hung from Tanner’s hips in twin holsters. The nearest place of shelter was a tree that was twenty feet away. Soulless was sprinting toward it to take cover when Tanner called to him.

“I don’t need a gun to kill you.”

Soulless reached the tree and looked back to see Tanner take out a knife.

“Nice try, boy, but I’m not stupid. As soon as you have a clear shot, you’ll take it.”

“I’m not Henry.”

“What?”

“Don’t you recognize my voice? Maybe you’ll recognize my face.”

Tanner reached up and pulled off the black mask.

Soulless’s shock at seeing him alive was so great that he stepped out from behind the tree and stared.

Tanner raised his knife. “You die now.”
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CLIFFHANGER
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Tanner and Soulless stood on the slope of a hill separated by less than thirty feet. Nearby, the remains of Anastasia’s helicopter burned, sending black smoke into the early morning sky and along the ground from a low breeze that was blowing.

“How are you alive? You abandoned your wife?”

“Sara is alive. We both made it out of that house in one piece. Caroline is also alive. I saved her before the plane you left her in could crash.”

Soulless sprinted away. Headed toward the helicopter in a weaving pattern. Tanner saw what he hoped to do. Soulless had reasoned that the smoke created by the fire could conceal his movements until he lost Tanner in the thick of the trees which ended at the edge of a cliff.

Tanner ran past the downed helicopter in pursuit without attempting to shoot him. He wouldn’t risk giving Soulless a quick death. He was gaining on the man when he heard the engine approaching. Tanner stopped running and looked back to see a vehicle lumber along as it drove down the uneven terrain of the hill. It was an off-road vehicle, a lime-green Lada Niva. There were two men in it and one of them was poking out through the sunroof and holding a gun. They were what remained of Anastasia’s men.

Tanner turned sideways to present a smaller target, took aim with a gun, and sent three rounds through the windshield. The driver suffered a head wound through a cheek and the vehicle swerved into a tree, which it scraped with its right side. A low branch impaled the door and held the SUV in place, although its engine kept running. The man who’d been shooting was thrown from the sunroof and landed against the ground with brutal force. When he settled, the unnatural angle his head was positioned at made it obvious he had died.

Tanner spun around and found Soulless charging at him. Soulless skidded to a stop mere yards away, his knife poised to strike.

Tanner shrugged the rocket launcher off his back, removed the bulletproof vest, then reached down to free the holsters he was wearing.

“You’re going to die, Soulless. And this time, there will be no coming back.”

Soulless looked on, incredulous that Tanner would give up his advantage.

“You’ll be the one dying, Tanner. And someday, I’ll head back to Stark and kill that family of yours.”

Tanner headed toward Soulless with only a knife, although he still wore the belt with the pouches that contained spare ammo and the miniature explosives. He had plans for one of those explosives.

Soulless met him halfway and made a thrust toward his face. Tanner avoided it and waited for his opportunity to strike. It didn’t come quickly. At some point, Soulless had been schooled in knife-fighting, and the man had skill.

After several thrusts and parries with the blades, Tanner took a calculated risk and feigned missing a strike. It had the desired effect. Soulless attempted to bury his blade in Tanner’s stomach. He missed as Tanner spun sideways while switching the blade into his left hand. Soulless’s weapon cut open a pouch on Tanner’s belt, but Tanner’s blade had sliced a deep wound along Soulless’s left side.

Soulless backed away while hissing in pain; the white T-shirt he was wearing began turning red. Tanner attacked while he was distracted and ripped open a second cut at chest level. It was a shallow wound compared to the first one, but it bled all the same. Another thrust by Soulless was blocked, followed by a kick that struck the hand holding the blade. Soulless’s fingers opened and the knife dropped to the ground.

Tanner sheathed his own blade and leapt on Soulless, driving the man backwards to the ground, sending them rolling down the hill and close to the edge of the cliff. They were within feet of the tree Soulless had lain near on the day he peered over the cliff’s edge.

Soulless made it to his hands and knees, only to fall over as Tanner struck him in the face. It was the first of many blows delivered by Tanner’s gloved fists. Soulless had dared to strike Sara. Tanner was going to make the man pay for that in kind.

Soulless bellowed “No!” and landed a punch on Tanner’s chin. The desperate blow lacked power, and Tanner continued his assault.

“You put your hands on my wife; now you’ll pay for that.”

Soulless made weak attempts to cover up, but most of Tanner’s punches made it past his arms and did damage to his face. He had a broken nose, a split bottom lip, and both eyes would swell shut over time. That is, they would if he were to live long enough, which seemed unlikely.

A cry of rage accompanied the final three blows and placed Soulless on the edge of unconsciousness.

His left hand made a grab for the knife on Tanner’s hip, as he sought to save himself. Tanner took the knife from him and used the tip of it to cut open Soulless’s nostrils.

The pain revived a fading Soulless and made him release a scream. More cuts followed as Tanner ripped apart the man’s face, a face that had been skillfully manipulated by a plastic surgeon. Soulless no longer resembled Gavin Hutch, not with strips of tattered flesh hanging from his skull. He resembled a nightmare.

Tanner leaned over and hissed into his ear. “I hope that hurts as much as it looks like.”

Soulless replied with a guttural sound as the agony he was feeling made it impossible for him to form a coherent sentence. His eyes, eyes that had held confidence now radiated terror and disbelief.

Tanner reached down to the pouch containing the miniature explosives and was shocked to find that only one remained. He had been unaware that Soulless’s blade had ripped the pouch open. He gazed along the path they had taken as they rolled down the hill and saw that the colorful objects were scattered along it.

That was fine. All he needed was one.

“Since you’re a fan of explosives, you’ll appreciate this.” He held the lighter in front of Soulless’s mutilated face. “This isn’t a cigarette lighter. It’s a small bomb and has twice the explosive force of a hand grenade. And like the bomb you tried to kill Sara with, it has a thirty-second fuse.”

Tanner activated the device to begin the countdown, then shoved it past Soulless’s bloody lips. Soulless bucked beneath him but was powerless to stop him. Tanner thrust the device past teeth, over tongue, and jammed it down Soulless’s throat, to be swallowed with a choking gasp.

“Let’s see how you do with that bomb.”

Tanner was rising to leave him, and reach a safe distance, when Soulless grabbed onto his left arm to stop him. Tanner was about to free himself when he looked up and saw the Lada Niva headed right for him. The tree branch that had been holding the damaged vehicle in place had broken, and the SUV was careening down the hill. Tanner and Soulless were directly in its path.

Tanner rolled away, with Soulless following, as the man maintained his grip on his left wrist. The Lada missed them by inches and headed off the edge of the cliff, with Tanner and Soulless following behind it.

The vehicle crashed, and a fire began below.

Tanner reached out and grabbed onto one of the dangling tree roots to stop his fall. When Soulless’s weight jerked to a stop, he felt something give in his left shoulder and released a cry of pain.

He looked down at the mutilated bastard and saw that his bloody lips were curved in a smile. Soulless was determined to hold on to him, aware that the small bomb Tanner had shoved down his throat was seconds away from exploding.

If he couldn’t save himself, he would receive pleasure in taking Tanner with him. Unable to use either hand, Tanner used a foot. He raised up his left leg while bending it at the knee and sent a hard kick at Soulless’s chest. It loosened the man’s grip but didn’t break it. It also had the effect of aggravating the agony in Tanner’s left shoulder, which he believed had become dislocated.

Tanner estimated there were less than ten seconds left before the bomb went off. He raised his leg to deliver another kick.

“Die! Die, you son of a bitch. Die!”

The blow struck Soulless in the face and he lost his grip on Tanner. They locked eyes, and Tanner saw the shock in Soulless’s gaze as he fell away.

Soulless was twenty feet above the ground when the bomb inside him detonated and shredded him into a thousand bits of gore.

At last, Soulless was dead.

Tanner hung from the tree root by one hand. When he attempted to bring his other hand up, he could only bend his arm at the elbow. His damaged left shoulder would allow nothing more.

He heard the voices of several men as they approached the edge of the cliff. Then a man spoke to him. When Tanner looked up, he saw Aleksei gazing down at him, while lying on his stomach. The bastard was smiling.

“Now you are the one who appears to need help.”

A second figure slithered into view on his stomach. It was the man Tanner had spotted earlier, the one who had been wearing a hood. The hood was thrown back, and his face was plain to see. It was a face Tanner knew.

Aleksei pointed at the man. “This is my boss, Tanner. We call him Murph.”

Murph grinned. “He knows who I am. Don’t you, Tanner?”

Oh yes, Tanner knew. The man was several years older than the last time he’d seen him in New York City, but he knew the face. At the time, he had tossed the man down a flight of concrete stairs. He had also threatened to kill him if he ever saw him again.

Murph was Liam Murphy, the son of the late Boston mob boss, Moss Murphy. And he had Tanner in the perfect position to kill him.


TANNER RETURNS!


[image: Tanner 51]
GHOSTS FROM THE PAST - TANNER 51



AFTERWORD


Thank you,

REMINGTON KANE


GET FREE BOOKS!


REMINGTON KANE’S MAILING LIST

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


COMING SOON


CLICK HERE TO SEE WHAT’S COMING NEXT


BIBLIOGRAPHY


CLICK HERE TO SEE A COMPLETE LIST OF MY BOOKS


MAKE CONTACT


CONTACT THE AUTHOR

CONTACT THE PUBLISHER

REMINGTON KANE – OFFICIAL AUTHOR WEBSITE


DOUBLE DEAD

Copyright © REMINGTON KANE, 2023

YEAR ZERO PUBLISHING

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Created with Vellum


OEBPS/image_rsrc2V6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2V7.jpg
»

Year Zero






cover.jpeg
REMINGTON






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





OEBPS/image_rsrc2V9.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2VA.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc2V8.jpg





