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INTRODUCTION


SPECTER – TANNER 57

Tanner hunts down the fabled assassin, Specter, after the legendary killer claims another victim. Is Specter real? Or is he more myth than man? One thing is certain. Specter is deadly.
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PROLOGUE
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Eva Castillo was leaving her uncle’s home in Paterson, New Jersey, to join her friends and cousin, who had plans to party in New York City.

Eva was of Peruvian heritage on her father’s side, although she had inherited the height and enormous blue eyes of her German mother. With her brown skin and attractive figure, her eyes gave Eva an exotic quality.

Eva had left Peru weeks earlier to stay with relatives living in New Jersey, in a section of Paterson known as Little Lima. There were over ten thousand Peruvians living in Paterson; more than anywhere else outside South America. Eva was there because she was attending a college in Manhattan, which was nearby.

Eva loved to party, as did many other seventeen-year-old girls. With the right makeup, she could look old enough to drink legally. When carded, she had a good fake ID that listed her age as twenty-one.

Eva’s Uncle Juan was wealthy and agreed to pay for her college while giving her room and board. Juan owned three large houses that were all next to each other. Every member of the family lived in them, and Juan was the family’s patriarch.

Eva knew her Uncle Juan was involved in finance, but she didn’t know the details. She was grateful he had agreed to pay for her education. As much as she liked to party, Eva studied hard and wasn’t wasting the opportunity she’d been given. But it was a Friday night, so it was time for fun.

Eva’s cousin, Dayana, was driving and had their friend Maria with her. The two girls were nineteen, and just as beautiful as Eva. Another attractive girl, Fiorella, was going to join them. Fiorella’s family didn’t have much money.

As Eva was about to climb into the car, she heard Dayana moan.

“What’s wrong?”

“Fiorella’s coming. Look what she’s wearing.”

Eva and the other girls wore colorful dresses and stylish shoes. They also had lined leather jackets, as it was October, and the weather was cool. Fiorella had on faded jeans, worn sneakers, and a gray sweater with a torn pocket.

Maria laughed. “What did you expect her to wear? You know her mother cleans houses and her father drinks all day.”

“I know,” Dayana said. “But damn, she’ll be lucky they let her in the club looking like that. I’m going to tell her she can’t come.”

Fiorella greeted them all with a smile. Her grin faded when she saw Dayana’s face.

“What’s wrong? We’re still going into the city, right?”

“You can’t go. Not dressed like that.”

Fiorella looked down at herself. “I only have one dress and I’ve grown out of it. The same with my fancy shoes. They’re too small now.”

“Why don’t you buy a new pair and a new dress? You’ve been working at the bakery since high school ended.”

Fiorella answered while wiping away a tear. “I give my mother most of what I make. It helps to pay the bills.”

Maria sighed. “Let her come with us, Dayana. Maybe they’ll let her in.”

“Or maybe they won’t let any of us in,” Dayana said.

Fiorella turned toward home and began drifting away, her shoulders slumped. “I’ll stay here.”

Eva caught up to her and took her hand. She’d only known Fiorella for a short time, but she liked the girl.

“What size shoes do you wear?” Eva asked her.

“Size seven.”

“I’m a size seven. You can borrow a pair of my shoes along with a dress. You’re shorter than me, but one of my dresses will fit you. I also have a cute denim jacket you can wear.”

Fiorella beamed at Eva, then hugged her. “Thank you.”

“I thought we were leaving now,” Dayana said.

“We won’t be long,” Eva said. She led Fiorella into the house to change.
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They were inside a club in Manhattan an hour later. An hour after that, Eva met a young man named Austin. Austin was good-looking, muscular, and had a sexy smile. When he asked Eva if she’d ever tried cocaine, she said she had. It was true. Eva had been into drugs casually since she was fifteen. Back home in Peru, she’d been considered her family’s wild child. She wasn’t wild, not really, just curious and always ready to have a good time. Along with those traits, she was too trusting of strangers.

Austin showed Eva a glass vial that contained white powder. Eva agreed to go with Austin to his van, so they could snort coke in private.

When Dayana, Maria, and Fiorella realized they hadn’t seen Eva in a while, they began searching for her.

Eva was nowhere to be found. Like so many young women the world over, she had gone missing.


1

ASSASSINATION
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WASHINGTON, DC

Henry Knight glanced up at the security camera aimed at the stairway entrance door he was about to pass through. The red light, which would indicate the camera was functioning properly, was dark, meaning it wasn’t working. That was as he’d intended it to be, along with three other cameras. What he hadn’t anticipated was for all the cameras in the building to go out, but that’s what happened minutes earlier. It only made things easier for him.

Henry was on a contract and wearing a disguise. He had on a blond wig, eyeglasses, and a goatee. He’d been working in the office building the last three nights as a security guard named Steve Drake. As Drake, he worked the ten p.m. to six-thirty a.m. shift. The hardest part of the job was the boredom.

He had little to do once the office cleaning crew left the building. The cleaners were usually done no later than eleven, at the beginning of his shift. After that, it was a routine of making rounds, watching cameras, and checking doors.

There was a second guard to share duties, an older man named Alfredo. Alfredo made rounds on the lower floors of the twenty story building while Henry had the upper floors. Alfredo had gone down to the basement to check the control box that regulated the cameras, along with the circuit breakers connected to their power source.

On a normal night, between making their rounds, they would sit together in the ground-floor security office and play chess. Alfredo was an excellent chess player. The one time Henry beat him, he was certain Alfredo had let him win. Henry understood why he’d done it. If Alfredo won every time, what would be the motivation for Henry to continue playing?

What Alfredo didn’t know was that Henry looked forward to the matches. By playing a more advanced opponent, it improved his game. As a Tanner, Henry was always looking to improve in any area. Besides, playing chess made the nights go faster. Tonight wouldn’t be boring. No, tonight was different. It was the night his target would be within reach.

Henry had accepted a contract to kill a man named Renzo Flory. Flory sold illegal drugs. Flory wasn’t the type to stand on a street corner. He handled drugs on a wholesale level. Unknown to Henry, Flory had a sideline buying and selling teenaged girls. When he wasn’t doing that, Flory would purchase drugs from one source and sell them to another for a profit. Greed had gotten the better of him recently and he increased his margin of profit by cutting the pure drugs he had with a combination of boric acid and laundry detergent. That was how twenty kilos became twenty-one kilos.

Flory figured white powder was white powder and no one would know the difference if he didn’t. He was mistaken. A dealer named Pryor, who purchased the first twenty kilos from him was not happy that the drugs weren’t as pure as stated. Pryor placed a contract out on Flory in response. It would let others know he wasn’t someone who would put up with being cheated.

Henry accepted the contract and had been looking for Flory ever since. Flory had left the New York City area and traveled to parts unknown. However, Henry had searched his apartment and found a notation on a calendar. The handwritten note read:

Chandler Hotel, Washington, DC,

There was also a room number and a time and date. The date was several days in the future.

With no other leads to track down Flory, Henry traveled to DC, booked the same room for one night earlier, then noticed the office building across the way. The office building made for a perfect shooting position. Henry entered the building pretending to be a patient of a dentist on the fourth floor and discovered there were vacant office suites on several floors. He could use one of those suites to fulfill his contract on Flory.

On a whim, Henry disguised himself and applied for the open position of a night security guard. His resume, credentials, and references were excellent thanks to help from a hacker named Kate Barlow.

Working as a night security guard would give him access to the building and a reason to be in the area during the assassination. If he were questioned by the police, his false identity would hold up long enough for him to get away. If he didn’t get the job, he’d have to break into the building and avoid whoever was guarding it. He’d also have to figure out a system to circumvent the cameras. Attempting to kill Flory in the hotel would be more difficult. The hotel often catered to DC’s elite and had excellent security and surveillance. The hotel was hosting an event taking place on the night Flory would be there. Vice presidential candidate Senator Clayton Gates was holding a fundraiser. That meant there would be extra security on hand, as well as secret service personnel. None of that made for an ideal time to enter the hotel with a gun and the intent to kill. Anyone firing a weapon in the building would have a hell of a hard time getting away. Far better to take the killing shot from a distance.

And by taking the position of a night watchman, Henry had no need to leave the building. As security guard Steve Drake, he would be where he belonged. He would also place evidence outside the building signifying the shooter had fled. Investigators would find gloves with gunshot residue on them inside a dumpster. There would also be a stolen car left abandoned several blocks away in a back alley. The police looked for clues. Why not give them some which would lead them to the conclusion that Flory’s assassin had fled the office building? If they were looking for a suspect outside the building, they would be less likely to focus on anyone remaining in the building.

If Henry came under suspicion, the Steve Drake identity would hold up. There was a real Steve Drake. With the blond wig, goatee, and glasses on, Henry could be his double. Kate Barlow had provided Henry with ID matching Drake. It would pass scrutiny. After the police questioned him and moved on, Henry would leave the Steve Drake identity behind. If anyone ever questioned the real Steve Drake about his time working as a night security guard in Washington, he’d look at them in puzzlement. According to Kate Barlow, the real Drake was living in Boston, where he worked nights as a security guard in a hospital.
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An efficient woman named Klein had interviewed Henry on the day he applied for the position of night security guard. When several days passed without hearing a word from Klein, he assumed someone else had been hired. He’d been correct. Klein had chosen a different candidate for the job. The man had worked one night before quitting to take another, better-paying, position. Henry, who had been Klein’s second choice, got the call. He wouldn’t be working out either. Once he killed Flory, his time as a night security guard was over.
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Henry checked in to the twelfth-floor hotel room Flory was scheduled to be in one night later. He gazed out the window and saw the office building eight hundred feet away. It was an easy shot for someone as skilled with a rifle as he was.

He left the room a few hours later to begin his shift across the way. He returned in the morning, and damaged the mechanism that controlled the room’s window curtains, so Flory wouldn’t be able to close them. While it was possible the hotel would have their maintenance department fix the problem before Flory checked in, it seemed unlikely. And anyway, the curtains were routinely left open so the view of the Washington skyline could be appreciated. Once Flory stepped inside the room, Henry would take his shot.
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Henry took one more look at the broken security camera and entered the stairwell to climb up to the fourteenth floor. He had hidden his rifle and scope inside a vacant office suite a day earlier and knew which window gave him the best view into Flory’s hotel room. It was 11:33 and Flory was scheduled to check in at midnight for a two-day stay.

At 11:42, Henry received a text from Kate Barlow.

The person scheduled for Room 1237 just checked in at the desk.




Kate had gained access to the hotel’s computers and was monitoring the activity. Flory was inside the hotel and would enter his room soon. When he did, Henry figured he’d be moments away from fulfilling his contract.

He was mistaken. Henry wasn’t the only hit man in the office building. The legendary assassin Specter was four floors above him, and like Henry, he was ready to kill.


2

TARGET ACQUIRED
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WASHINGTON, DC

Two secret service agents were outside the front entrance of the hotel. They were Supervisory Special Agent Mike Murphey and Special Agent Meghan Chaplin. Murphey and Chaplin were part of a team guarding US Senator Clayton Gates. Instead of being by the senator’s side, they were guarding the limo and Murphey was coordinating coverage of the hotel’s exterior and lobby.

Murphey’s boss, Assistant Special Agent in Charge, or ASAC, Ed Johnson was on the hotel’s rooftop ballroom where the senator’s fundraiser was taking place. Senator Gates had been named as a vice presidential candidate. The presidential candidate was far ahead in the polls. It seemed likely Gates would be the next Vice President of the United States. From there, any career advancement would see him become president. There were those who planned to make certain that never happened.

Agent Murphey was thirty-eight, handsome, intelligent, and dedicated. Agent Chaplin was thirty-one, attractive, and determined to someday become the agency’s director. The two agents were lovers, although they kept their relationship a secret from their coworkers.

They were talking to pass the time, as guarding the limo was boring. The fundraiser had been going on for hours and wasn’t scheduled to end for another hour. Meghan Chaplin mentioned the senator’s interest in one of their fellow agents. Chaplin was certain the married and older Senator Gates lusted after one of the agents assigned to his personal protection, Agent Alva Enochson. Enochson was tall with short blonde hair and blue eyes. The pantsuits she wore couldn’t conceal her voluptuous figure. Enochson had a reputation for being unemotional and professional. She was trying to live up to a legacy. Her father had been a secret service agent.

Murphey laughed. “There are lots of rumors about Senator Gates and younger women. He’s wasting his time if he thinks Enochson will sleep with him. For one thing, she would never become involved with someone she’s protecting.”

“And Gates is married, and too old.”

“Yeah, that too.”

Their earbuds beeped, letting them know someone was about to communicate. It was Ed Johnson. He was asking everyone to give their current location. Murphey and Chaplin answered, as did the other members of their protection detail. Everyone was where they should be. After hearing the replies, Murphey noticed a possible flaw in their coverage. He mentioned it to Chaplin.

“Why don’t we have someone hanging back and doing a perimeter sweep?”

“Ed mentioned he’d rather have the extra eyes in the ballroom.”

“Hmm, I can see a need for that; there are a lot of people up there to keep watch over. Still, we could have requested the police to do the outer perimeter sweep.”

Chaplin changed the subject by asking Murphey if he wanted company after their late shift ended.

“I would love it, and we both have the day off tomorrow.”

They gazed with loving eyes at each other. If they weren’t working, they would have embraced and kissed.

Chaplin sighed. “I hate keeping our relationship a secret.”

“I’m your supervisor. Our relationship is inappropriate.”

“Are you having regrets?”

“No. I tried to fight my attraction to you. It was a losing battle. And Meghan, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.”

Chaplin grinned. “Me too.”

Several hundred feet away, on the other side of a small park, two assassins prepared to kill.
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Henry saw Renzo Flory enter his hotel room with a bellboy. The bellboy, a man in his thirties, smiled at the tip Flory gave him for carrying his bag.

Flory walked over to the window and stood before it as if he were presenting himself to Henry to shoot. With the lights on in the room, and only eight hundred feet separating them, it was an easy shot. Renzo Flory was Hispanic with a dark complexion and an average build. A pencil-thin mustache looked like a displaced eyebrow above his thin lips.

Henry was lying on a conference room table that had been left in the vacant office suite. He’d already removed the piece of plywood that had been installed as a replacement for a missing pane of glass. Cool air rushed into the room, along with the sounds of the street traffic below.

Henry’s rifle was near the edge of the long table in a shooting rest and pointed at a downward angle, because he was at a higher elevation than Flory.

There was a position on a lower floor Henry could have taken, but he chose the fourteenth floor out of a consideration for safety. He would be firing .338 Lapua rounds at Flory. Henry knew from experience they would rip through Flory and keep going. By shooting downward, the rounds would exit Flory’s body and impact the concrete floor beneath the carpet. If fired straight on, they might penetrate the walls and harm someone walking along the corridor, or even inside another room. Having to shoot through glass of the hotel’s window would also aid in deflecting the rounds downward. Henry would aim at Flory’s head, but he expected the rounds would strike Flory in his torso.

Henry was looking through his scope and about to take his shot when Flory jerked his head around to stare at his door. He had a visitor.

Flory opened the door, and an Asian man entered. The man’s name was Jiang. He reminded Henry of the martial artist and actor Bruce Lee, although Jiang was taller and wore his hair longer than the famed actor had.

Henry studied them through his scope. Jiang was agitated about something. Whatever it was, it had made Flory nervous as well. He began pacing about the room while rubbing the back of his neck.
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Across the way, inside the hotel room, Flory asked Jiang if he was certain about his information.

“I am,” Jiang said. “Pryor knows that twenty kilos you sold him weren’t pure. That’s why he put a contract out on you. I heard the hitter who took the contract is a top pro.”

Jiang spoke with a southern accent, having been raised in Kentucky.

Flory paced about the room while cursing. He was of Bolivian descent and was born there, but he had no Spanish accent. He spoke the language poorly, unable to roll his Rs. His family had been in America since he was two. He’d grown up in a New Jersey shore town and began selling weed as a teen in Atlantic City.

“We need to hide out somewhere for a while, Renzo. Pryor will calm down, and you’ll be able to pay him to call off the hitter.”

Flory nodded. “Yeah. We’ll do that. But I’ve got this meeting tonight. Once that’s done, we’ll get out of here and hit the road.”

“We should go to Florida. I know someone there who owns a motel in Key Largo. He’ll let us stay there.”

“Okay. We’ll do that. Shit! I can’t believe Pryor wants me dead over a little cocaine. What an asshole! Hey, maybe I should kill him first.”

“You could, but the hitter would still come after you. You’re better off making peace with Pryor.”

Flory checked his watch. “I’ll be meeting the client in an hour. After that, we’re out of here.”

“Too bad. I was looking forward to doing some tourist shit, like going to the Lincoln Memorial.”

“You might be going to my memorial if I stayed here.”
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Jiang left the room. Flory continued to pace, but then he paused and stared at the window. Flory rushed over and tried closing the curtains. To Henry, it appeared he had realized the risk of having them open and allowing a view into the room.

Henry muttered, “It’s too late now,” as he slid his finger onto his rifle’s trigger.


3

HE WHO SHOOTS FIRST
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WASHINGTON, DC

Henry jerked his head away from the rifle scope when he heard the thunderous sound of three high-caliber shots. It sounded like they had been fired from one of the floors above him.

The hotel across the way was several stories shorter than the office building. Although he was below the level of the hotel’s roof, Henry could make out the rooftop ballroom. It was a glass-enclosed structure brilliantly lit with the senator’s fundraiser going on. Pandemonium had broken out up there, with people rushing around.

The shots he’d heard had come from the building he was in, but their target had been inside the ballroom. As incredible as it seemed, he was not the only assassin in the office building. Henry looked through his scope and saw Flory entering the bathroom of his hotel room. He considered sending several rounds through the bathroom door before grunting in disgust at his missed opportunity to fulfill his contract.

It was possible random shots through a closed door might kill Flory. It was just as likely he could be missed. There was also the risk of a round passing through a wall and injuring someone else. No. Killing Flory would have to wait. There was only time enough to conceal his weapon and get moving.

Henry stood on the table and stashed his rifle and its rest above the ceiling tiles. It was the same spot he had concealed them in the day before. He placed them back and slid the tile into its slot. Across the way, someone in the ballroom was aiming a powerful flashlight toward the office building. It was aimed above Henry’s position and farther to the right. Henry slid the plywood back into place over the window, then used a battery-powered screwdriver to secure a screw in each corner. It took less than a minute, but each passing second was valuable.

Once he left the vacant office suite, the wise move would be to head downstairs. There had to be police and secret service agents rushing to the building. If he were found on an upper floor where the shots were fired, it would make him an instant suspect.

The elevator would have been faster. It would also leave a record behind of its use. Henry headed back to the stairwell. After opening the door, he heard footsteps on the stairs above him. It was the other assassin. After removing the gloves he wore, Henry took his Glock from its holster and aimed it upward.

The stairwell door sent out a sharp clicking sound as it closed. The footsteps above him paused. Henry moved onto the steps while gazing up and saw a masked face staring down at him through the gap between the metal balustrades.

The mask was the color of a Caucasian face, but it had no features. There were three slits where the mouth and eyes should be. A hat was above the mask. It was a black fedora.

I’ve seen this before, Henry thought, but he couldn’t remember where.

The assassin spun around after spotting Henry and moved back up the stairs the way he had come. And it was a he and not a she. Henry became certain of that after giving chase, although he couldn’t swear to it. There was a black trench coat to go along with the hat. It was hanging loose and flapping as the man ran.

Henry had been two floors below the killer when he’d first seen him. He cut that lead to less than a flight of stairs by the time they reached the eighteenth floor.

As an assassin himself, Henry was conflicted. Should he capture the man if he could? It seemed wrong to punish someone for doing something you yourself have done. In Henry’s case, he had been about to commit the same act by killing Renzo Flory.

Curiosity motivated his pursuit of the shooter more than anything else. He wanted to know who they were.

Henry reached the landing between the seventeenth and eighteenth floors and saw the shooter reach the top of the next staircase. From his angle below, he saw the bottoms of the man’s shoes. The one on the right had a white splotch on it, as if he had stepped in paint. Henry, still gripping his gun, had a chance to take a shot at the killer’s back. He declined to do so and kept pounding up the stairs.

His prey passed through the door leading to the eighteenth floor and slammed it behind him. Henry reached for the knob seconds later and found the door was locked.

“Damn it!”

The doors locked automatically and needed a code to open. The man he chased must have left the door propped open to have gone through it so easily. Henry entered the correct four-digit code in a keypad to override the lock and heard a click as it disengaged. By the time he entered the eighteenth floor, he could hear the sliding doors of the freight elevator opening.

The freight elevator was around a corner. Henry ran toward the sound while checking a mirror positioned near the ceiling. The mirror was there to give a view to the maintenance men who routinely moved furniture about the building. Some of the furniture was large and difficult to see around. By using the mirror, they could tell if anyone was in the corridor ahead before they rounded the corner. That same mirror allowed Henry a view of the freight elevator. He glimpsed the masked face of the shooter an instant before the elevator doors slammed shut.

Henry jammed a thumb against the button that would open the doors, but the machine was already in motion and headed down.

Henry released a curse out of frustration, spun around, and raced back along the corridor, past the stairwell door, and to the set of elevators used by the building’s tenants. When he reached the lobby and the doors opened, he heard a fist pounding on the glass front doors.

A man and a woman were there. They were agents Murphey and Chaplin. Murphey had identified the shots coming from the office building as it was happening. Chaplin had thought they’d come from inside the hotel. When Murphey took off at a run for the office building, Chaplin followed.

Chaplin held her gun in her right hand and a set of credentials in her left. Murphey had ceased hitting the glass and shouted at Henry.

“Secret Service! Open this damn door!”

Henry holstered his gun and moved toward the door. Murphey charged in the instant it was unlocked and swept Henry’s feet out from under him. Henry could have avoided the takedown and disabled both agents, but would a night security guard have such skill? No. And so he let the agents disarm him and cuff his wrists behind his back.

“Hey! What the hell?”

Murphey told him to shut up as he slid a wallet from Henry’s back pocket to look at his ID.

“Steve Drake. What were you doing, Steve Drake? We saw you take that elevator down from an upper floor.”

“I was on patrol. I’m a guard.”

“Do you always walk around the building with your gun out?”

“I took it out when I heard you pounding on the door. I thought you might be trouble.”

A figure rounded a corner from a corridor that was on the other side of the reception desk. It was the other night security guard, Alfredo. Alfredo was in his sixties with gray hair. Chaplin shouted at him to put his hands up. Alfredo did as he was told, then he approached slowly while keeping his arms raised above his head. Having guns pointed at him had frightened Alfredo. He was breathing hard and kept swallowing.

“What the hell is going on here?”

Murphey answered Alfredo as he removed the gun from the guard’s holster. “Someone fired shots from this building and into the hotel across the street.”

Alfredo appeared amazed by Murphey’s statement. “From this building? But Steve and I are the only ones here.”

The door opened. It was another secret service agent. His name was Chris Haws. Haws was blond and the size of a small tank. He’d been on duty inside the hotel lobby. He looked down at Henry.

“Is that our shooter?”

“I’m a security guard,” Henry said. “Can’t you people see the uniform I’m wearing?”

The agents listened as their earbuds activated. The voice of Assistant Special Agent in Charge Ed Johnson filled their ears. He was letting them know another agent had spotted an unknown suspect leaving the office building through a rear exit, but the agent lost sight of the suspect afterward.

“Copy that, Ed,” Murphey said. “Chaplin, Haws, and I are in the lobby of the office building. We’ll be heading up to find where the shots came from.”

“It was the southwest corner of the seventeenth floor. Don’t touch anything until the forensic crew arrives.”

“What happened over there in the ballroom?”

A long sigh came through the earpiece. As was tradition, Senator Gates had been given a code name by the agents. Gates’ code name was Thumper.

“Thumper is dead, guys. He took a round to his throat and two in the chest.”

Murphey cursed. They had failed to protect their charge.

He released Henry from the handcuffs and left Chaplin to watch over him and Alfredo while he and Haws went up to the seventeenth floor.

Alfredo spoke to Chaplin. “What’s going on?”

Chaplin glanced at Henry before answering. She was glaring at Alfredo with a suspicious expression. “Senator Clayton Gates was assassinated. The shots that killed him came from this building. But I suppose you wouldn’t know anything about that, hmm?”

Alfredo shook his head. “No. Why would I know anything?”

Chaplin was about to open her mouth, then closed it. And again, she glanced at Henry.

Alfredo walked over to sit in one of the chairs in the reception area. Henry followed and sat beside him.

“Did you see anything, Steve?”

“No,” Henry said. “I didn’t see a thing.”

“No? Me neither.”

More agents arrived, followed by police and forensic personnel. It was going to be a long night.


4

SPECTER
[image: ]


In Stark, Texas, Cody Parker was up early and beginning his day. He was out on the rear porch of the ranch house doing a stretching routine. It was a ritual he performed most mornings, as was the ten-mile run that would follow.

His phone vibrated in his pocket, then stopped. It vibrated again and stopped again. It was an unfamiliar number. Cody expected it to be, but he knew who was calling. Whenever he or Henry were working a contract, they would use burner phones. To indicate one of them was calling, they would call and disconnect twice, allowing just enough time for one ring. On the third call, they would stay connected until it was answered. It was not only a way to signal that the strange number calling was one that should be answered, but that all was well.

If Henry had called him once and waited for the call to be answered, Cody would have known something was wrong.

When the third call kept the phone vibrating, Cody answered it.

“Hello, Henry.”

“I figured you’d be up early. I have news you’ll be interested in.”

“You’ve completed your contract?”

“Not yet. Someone was after bigger fish. That vice presidential candidate, Clayton Gates, he was assassinated last night. And Cody, the secret service is saying he was put down by Specter.”

“Specter? Are they certain?”

“They are. Cody, the man took his shots just a few floors above where I was about to take mine. I chased him afterwards, but he got away.”

“You chased him? Why?”

“I guess I was curious. I’d have been more intrigued had I’d known it was Specter.”

“He must have left behind his signature mask. That’s usually how they know he’s responsible. That, and he only kills political targets.”

“I saw that mask up close. It was the color of a Caucasian face but had no features and three slits where the mouth and eyes should be. He also wore a black fedora and a trench coat.”

“Were you questioned?”

Henry gave a little laugh. “Oh yeah. I had four different people ask me for a statement. I told them the same thing each time without repeating myself verbatim, so my statement wouldn’t seem like it was something I memorized. I basically said I was doing my rounds as a guard and hadn’t heard or seen anything odd. Once they found Specter’s mask in an alley behind the hotel, they ignored me.”

Cody lowered himself to sit on the top porch step. “Tell me exactly what happened. I want to know every detail.”

“I knew you would. Specter is something of a hobby for you.”

“And for Spenser too. We’ve always wondered if he was real. His last assassination was over a decade ago, and his first was in Asia in 1969.”

“They must be like us, meaning there have been more than one of them. If Specter first killed in 1969, he would have to be an old man now, and something like eighty. The guy I chased up flights of stairs may not have been as young as me, but I can’t believe he was that old.”

“Tell me what you know,” Cody said. He listened intently as Henry relayed his encounter with Specter.
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THE SEARCH FOR EVA
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Henry’s target, Renzo Flory, recently bought a girl. That girl was Eva Castillo. Eva was a party girl and no stranger to drugs. When the guy she was with offered her cocaine, she snorted a line. Only it wasn’t cocaine. The drug disoriented Eva, and the man drove off with her in the rear of his van. Later that night, she was sold to men Renzo Flory did business with. The men sold Eva to Flory, then Flory sold her to someone else the next day. He and Jiang had made a side trip on their way to Washington. It was the reason they had checked into their hotel rooms so late. Selling Eva had made Flory a tidy four thousand dollar profit.

Eva’s relatives were sick with worry over the girl. The police had them fill out a missing person’s report while suggesting the teen might be a runaway. The family knew better. Yes, Eva was a wild child of sorts, but she wouldn’t have run off without saying a word to anyone. No. Something bad had happened to her.

Eva’s Uncle Juan had resources the other family members didn’t. Juan was involved in money laundering and had connections with different criminal organizations. Despite his wealth and contacts, he was unable to find out what had happened to his niece.

However, Juan Castillo had a man working for him named Fernando De La Cruz. The twenty-three-year-old De La Cruz had left Peru months earlier, after getting on the bad side of a powerful gang leader in Lima.

Juan Castillo had grown up with De La Cruz’s father. When De La Cruz showed up in Paterson looking for a fresh start, Castillo gave it to him.

Smart and ambitious, De La Cruz soon made Castillo glad he had taken the young man under his wing. De La Cruz proved his worth by finding out what had happened to Eva.

With Eva missing, De La Cruz had taken it upon himself to track down the teen. It had taken him less than a day to identify the man Eva had left the club with. Eva’s abductor was a white guy named Austin Giles. Giles was tall and good-looking, making it easy for him to attract women. He was also someone who had a growing heroin addiction. Austin began selling women to pay for his habit. He’d handed Eva over to a drug dealer he knew for three grams of heroin worth about six hundred dollars. Giles told this to De La Cruz along with the dealer’s name and location moments before De La Cruz shot him in the head.

When De La Cruz told Juan Castillo what had happened to his niece, Castillo asked him to keep searching for her.

“I know it may be impossible to find her but do your best.”

“I will find her,” De La Cruz said.
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De La Cruz discovered the drug dealer, a white guy named Cooper, lived in a seedy fourth-floor apartment in Jersey City. When the punk answered his door, De La Cruz asked him about Eva. Cooper spat at his feet and told him to go to hell. The dealer was with two of his scumbag friends and felt brave because they were all armed.

Cooper was shutting the apartment door in his face when De La Cruz attacked the man, using him as a shield, while shooting the other two. Afterward, he kept the dealer alive long enough for him to reveal what he’d done with Eva.

De La Cruz left Cooper’s apartment by using the fire escape at the rear of the building. He knew he’d be seen by the other tenants of the building if he took the stairs and left through the front door. He didn’t leave empty-handed. He had over eight thousand in cash and a supply of drugs that included marijuana and cocaine. He also had the name of the biker the drug dealer had sold Eva to.
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The biker had been more difficult to get to. He called himself Chains. The man lived in a rundown house in Bayonne with eight other members of his motorcycle club. De La Cruz made his move on Chains when he and another member of the club went to a bar. The other man had deep scratches on his left cheek. The marks were red and looked painful.

De La Cruz attacked the biker from behind as he was taking a leak and dragged him into a stall with his privates still exposed. Chains recovered quickly from the blow to the back of his head and raised a fist. He never threw the punch after realizing the position he was in. De La Cruz had him pinned against a wall with a sharp blade biting into the base of his penis. The slight cut sent blood running down the biker’s left leg.

De La Cruz kept Chains’ legs bent so they would be face-to-face. The biker was several inches taller than him. He smiled at Chains and spoke in his accented English. He spoke the language well, having grown up in a tourist area within the Amazon Rainforest. De La Cruz’s father had given boat tours to tourists from several countries. Along with English, De La Cruz also knew a few words of other foreign languages, such as French and German.

“That’s right. One quick move and your dick hits the floor.”

Chains swallowed hard before speaking. “What’s this about? I don’t know you.”

“You bought a girl from a piece of shit drug dealer named Cooper. Where is she?”

“That girl? I don’t have her. I sold her to Flory.”

“Who’s Flory?”

“A drug dealer I know. He also buys girls sometimes. Hey, dude. Nothing was personal, you know. It’s all business. Was she your girl?”

“Where can I find Flory?”

Chains mentioned a bar Flory frequented in Newark. It was where he had passed Eva over to Flory.

“What condition was she in?”

“Dude, I never touched her, and neither did anyone else. Shit, did you see my boy out there? The girl gave him those scratches when he brought her food. We had to drug her before selling her to Flory.”

“What else do you know about Flory?”

“Um, he hangs out with this Asian dude who looks like Bruce Lee. Only the guy is taller, and he has a southern accent.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah. I’ve told you everything. I hope you find the girl.”

“How much did you make for selling her?”

“A couple of grand. Hey, there’s six-hundred in my wallet. It’s yours. Just don’t cut my pecker off. All right?”

De La Cruz headbutted Chains, stunning the man. He moved the knife to Chains’ throat and forced the biker onto his knees, pressing his forehead against the back rim of the toilet seat. The knife sliced open Chains’ throat, sending blood gushing into the toilet. Chains struggled and thrashed, but De La Cruz held him down. At five-foot-seven, De La Cruz wasn’t a tall man, but he was stronger than many men larger than him.

Chains’ struggles ceased when the loss of blood made him pass out. De La Cruz emptied Chains’ wallet of the six-hundred dollars. The man had said he could have the money if he didn’t castrate him. De La Cruz had kept his end of the bargain. Chains should have made a deal to stay alive instead.

De La Cruz was about to leave the stall when someone entered the men’s room. Knowing how it must look to see the bottom of Chains’ boots through the gap beneath the stall door, De La Cruz began imitating retching sounds. To the person outside the stall, it would seem as if Chains was on his knees throwing up into the toilet. De La Cruz’s shoes and legs were out of sight behind Chains’ body.

Whoever it was took their leak, washed their hands, and left the bathroom. De La Cruz followed them out after checking himself in the mirror. He saw no blood on his clothing. Chains had bled out into the toilet.

De La Cruz left the bar with Flory as his next target. He would do whatever it took to find Eva Castillo and bring her back to her uncle.
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THE CLUB
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Renzo Flory had driven to Washington, DC, with Jiang. Before going there, Flory made a trip to Roanoke, Virginia. Eva Castillo had been along for the eight-hour drive, but she’d been drugged, bound, and gagged while riding in the trunk of his Honda Accord.

Flory knew he could make money from selling her the moment he’d seen Eva’s blue eyes. Her youth, beauty, and curves made her valuable, but those blue, blue eyes in a girl with her skin color made her exotic and interesting. There were men who would pay a lot to possess her.

Flory had taken photos of Eva and sent them off. That had not been easy. The girl was a wild one when she wasn’t drugged. She’d tried to bite Jiang’s face when they’d bought her from Chains. Later, she landed a kick to Flory’s balls when he brought her food.

Luckily, Flory had drugged her milkshake with a sedative. It kept her knocked out long enough to make the drive to Virginia. Flory had dropped off Jiang at a nearby mall, where he would pick him up after he sold Eva.

Eva hadn’t regained her senses until Flory was approaching the exit off the Blue Ridge Parkway that would take him to the Club. The Club was a private home. It operated as a brothel catering to the rich and offered young and exotic girls like Eva.

Eva was kicking at the trunk lid and making a hell of a noise. It didn’t matter. Two minutes after leaving the Parkway, Flory was on the private road that led to the Club. He pulled over and opened the trunk. Eva glared up at him. Rage filled her expressive sapphire eyes.

“I’m guessing you have to pee.”

Eva mumbled through her gag.

Flory reached in and grabbed her, to lift her out of the trunk. She struggled, generating surprising strength for a girl who couldn’t weigh more than a hundred and twenty pounds. Flory released her and let her drop to the ground.

“Here’s the deal. I’m going to let you pee. That means I have to free your hands.” Flory took out a gun. “If you try to run away, I’ll shoot you.”

Eva continued to glare at him as she got to her feet. Flory took out a key and moved behind her to free one of her wrists. Eva wore a pair of fur-lined handcuffs. The fur lining ensured there would be no ligature marks on her. Any blemish would lower the price the Club would pay.

Eva flexed the fingers of her freed left hand, which felt numb. As feeling returned, she reached up to remove the ball gag from her mouth.

“Leave that alone,” Flory said. “I don’t want you screaming for help. No one would hear you anyway.”

Eva moved away from him and toward the trees lining the road.

“Yeah, go pee, and don’t go too far.”

Eva gave him a look of disgust.

Flory laughed. “I don’t want to watch you pee, but I can’t lose sight of you either. I’ll feed you when you’re done.”

Eva walked into the trees and squatted behind one after lowering her panties. She still had on the dress she’d worn to the club, along with a pair of heels. The heels weren’t ideal footwear for running through the woods, but she reasoned they were better than going barefoot. After straightening and pulling up her panties, Eva bolted away. She was fast, but the heels caused her to stumble once, while the uneven terrain was tough to navigate.

Flory caught up to her and grabbed her by her long brown hair. Eva yelped from the pain, but the ball gag muted the cry she made. Eva tried kneeing Flory in the groin, but he turned his body and her knee struck his hip. She calmed down after Flory pressed the barrel of his gun beneath her chin.

“I told you not to run, didn’t I?”

He grabbed her by her upper arm and led her back to the car. Instead of returning Eva to the trunk, Flory told her to get into the front seat. After Eva sat, Flory attached the loose end of the handcuffs around a metal support at the base of the seat.

“Take off your gag.”

Eva did that with one hand while Flory climbed behind the wheel. He pointed at a paper bag resting on top of the center console.

“There’s a cheeseburger in that bag.”

Eva grabbed the bag. She was hungry, having not eaten for nearly a day. The burger was from a popular fast-food restaurant. Eva opened up the paper wrapper and looked at it.

“It’s cold.”

“Be lucky you’re getting that, bitch.”

Flory started the car and placed it in gear. Eva took a bite out of the cold cheeseburger while making a face of displeasure. She tossed the sandwich back in the bag after eating half of it.

“Where are we?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“What do you mean, ‘Don’t worry?’ I woke up in a car trunk with a ball gag in my mouth. You’re a sick asshole, do you know that? And I’ll die before I let a creep like you touch me. And if I get the chance, I’ll kill you.”

Flory shook his head. “You’re a trip, girl, making threats. Aren’t you afraid?”

“I don’t want to be shot, but I’m not afraid of you. You’re a man who kidnaps girls. That makes you a pussy.”

Flory shook his head again. “The mouth on you.”

A tall metal fence with an ornate gate came into view as the car rounded a curve. The fence was the color of silver, while the gate was golden.

“We’re here,” Flory said.

Eva looked at the large home beyond the gate. The house seemed big enough to have a dozen bedrooms.

“What is this place?”

“It’s your new home.”

There were three cameras pointed at the gate. Other cameras, spaced along the final thousand feet of the road, had recorded Flory’s approach. Flory lowered his window and pressed a button on an intercom system. A gruff male voice spoke.

“State your name.”

“Renzo Flory.”

There was a pause, followed by the words, “Wait there.”

Two men came from the right side of the house. They were dressed in dark clothes and wore black masks that covered the lower portion of their faces. Black knit caps were pulled down low, leaving only their eyes visible. Numbers, printed in white, were on the right side of the shirts and on the front of the knit caps. One man wore the number six. The other man wore a three. The guards at the Club were called attendants. Flory had been to the Club several times. The highest number he’d seen an attendant wear was twelve.

Attendant Number Three peered through the gate at them. Flory held his hands up where they could be seen, to let them know he wasn’t holding a weapon. Number Six unlocked the gate and opened it. He then instructed Flory to drive in.

Flory drove through the open gate and stopped the car. Number Three was aiming his rifle at him while looking in at Eva.

After closing and locking the gate, Number Six aimed his weapon at the back of the car and told Flory to pop open the trunk. Flory did so, revealing the empty space Eva had recently occupied. When told to do so, Flory stepped out of the car and was patted down. The attendant took away his gun and a knife.

“You’ll get these back when you leave.”

“I know. I’ve been here before.”

“Yeah. I remember you.”

“I can’t say the same. Those masks make all you attendants look alike.”

“That’s why we wear them. If something were to go wrong, no one could ever identify us.”

Flory looked around. “What could go wrong here? The place is a fortress.”

The attendants told Flory to follow them with Eva. The two men stared at her when she stepped out of the car.

Number Six chuckled behind his mask. “Look at those sexy blue eyes. She’ll fetch extra.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the rest of her either,” said Number Three.

Eva called them pigs and cowards, delighting them further.

“And she has an accent too,” Three said. “The clients are going to love her.”

Eva cursed the men, then she yelped as Flory yanked her hair. “Behave yourself.”

They entered the home after the right six-digit code had been entered into a keypad. The entryway was grand. It had a thirty-foot high ceiling with a skylight letting in natural light. The floor was blue marble, and the furniture was sturdy and upholstered in white leather.

A woman came through a door on the left. She wore a black dress that fell below her knees. Her long hair was stark white, her lipstick a bright red, and her eyes were hidden behind a large pair of mirrored sunglasses.

She went straight to Eva and looked her over. “You didn’t exaggerate, Flory. We’ll pay you the fee you asked for. Her eyes alone are worth it. But before we pay, I’ll need to verify the goods.” The woman nodded at the attendants, then took several steps back.

Number Three and Number Six grabbed Eva and forced her to the floor. Eva struggled, but the men were too powerful. Her eyes revealed a sense of panic when Number Three unsheathed a knife.

“Hold still, bitch,” Number Three hissed. He didn’t want to cut Eva, he was removing her clothes. The dress went first, followed by her underwear, leaving Eva naked.

Flory’s eyes flowed over her. “Damn. I should have kept her for myself.”

The woman ordered the attendants to get Eva on her feet. She then circled the girl while examining her for tattoos, scars, or birthmarks. She finished her examination and gave her opinion.

“Flawless. There’s just one more thing. Her eyes.”

One attendant held Eva while the other man grabbed her head.

“Keep your eyes open and don’t blink,” Number Six told Eva. He had her head tilted back and used a flashlight to examine her eyes. After checking both eyes, he announced his findings. “The eyes are real, not contacts.”

“Perfect,” said the woman. She moved close to Eva again. “You will address me as Matron. From now on, your name is… hmm, I think I’ll call you Bianca.”

“My name is Eva, bitch. Eva Castillo.” Eva followed those words by spitting at Matron. The spittle landed on the right lens of her sunglasses.

Instead of getting angry, Matron grinned with delight.

“Oh, it’s been so long since we’ve had a challenging one here, and I so enjoy breaking your type down.”

Eva cursed her out in Spanish as the two attendants took her away. They lifted her and carried her through the doorway Matron had entered through.

Matron turned to Flory. “You’re going to Washington to do a favor for us, yes?”

“Yeah. I’ll be meeting with Senator Gates. I have drugs for him.”

“I’ll be giving you a computer tablet with a list of available girls for him to choose from. But first, I’ll be adding Bianca to that list.”

“Really? Isn’t she a bit wild? The senator likes the quiet type.”

Matron grinned. “She’ll be the perfect slave by the time I get done with her.”
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DRIVEN BY CURIOSITY
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Henry’s close encounter with Specter made Cody want to know more about the situation. News reports stated the secret service was certain Specter had assassinated Senator Clayton Gates. Less certain was what they meant by that.

Reporters questioned the secret service director during a press conference. They asked him if he believed Specter was the same man who had murdered a politician in Asia in 1969. While answering, the director mentioned Tanner.

“It seems unlikely, given how old the man would be if it were true. We believe the name Specter is used by murderous criminals who specialize in political assassination. There was a real Specter, just as there was likely once a paid killer who went by the name of Tanner. They inspired imitators to use the names to build a mystique. But when all is said and done, whether they call themselves Tanner or Specter, men who murder for money are one of the worst breeds of criminals. We will mourn Senator Clayton Gates. We will also avenge his death. I have no doubt his murderer will be identified and will answer for his crimes.”

Sara had been watching the press conference with Cody inside their home office at the ranch. She muted the TV when the director left the podium and a commercial came on.

“Is what he said correct?”

“About me being one of the worst breeds of criminals?”

Sara smiled. “I meant Specter. Are they like Tanners, in that they pass the name on to a successor? Or was the senator killed by a random assassin who used the name Specter while leaving a mask behind at the scene?”

“I’d only be guessing if I gave you an answer, but I’d like to know the truth.”

Sara studied her husband. “Something about this is bothering you. What is it?”

“Maybe it was just a coincidence, but Henry was in the same building as Specter, and at the same time. It makes me wonder if he had been set up to take the blame.”

“Oh. I guess that’s a possibility. But then, wouldn’t the killer have done more to make him appear guilty?”

“That’s something else I find strange. Henry was in a position to have shot the senator, and yet, the investigation of the senator’s death concluded within hours that he had nothing to do with it. Why is that? A United States Senator is shot to death and one of the few people who could have taken the shots is released to go on his way. A vice presidential candidate died, and no one even bothered to take Henry’s fingerprints or bring him to a police station for intense questioning.”

Sara nodded, understanding. “You’re right. That is odd. Even if they were certain he hadn’t pulled the trigger, Henry should have been questioned, and his identity verified. Had I been a part of the investigation, anyone who’d been inside that building would have been under intense scrutiny.”

“It’s as if a decision had already been made to name Specter as the senator’s killer. Either that, or the secret service agents handling this aren’t competent. Henry said they let him and the other guard sit together while waiting for the forensic team and other agents to arrive. I’m not a detective or an investigator, but wouldn’t it be standard practice to keep two possible suspects separated?”

“That’s absolutely standard practice. You wouldn’t want to give them a chance to compare notes or concoct a lie if they were guilty of something.”

“Like I said earlier, it’s strange. I want to know more. I want to make certain Henry wasn’t targeted.”

“How will you do that?”

“I’ll call Thomas Lawson and see if he’ll tell me what he knows. Lawson will have access to anything going on behind the scenes. And he lives in Washington, DC.”
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Cody called Lawson a few minutes later, after Sara left to speak to their housekeeper, Franny. Lawson was glad to hear from Cody, but he was concerned Cody, or rather, Tanner, might need his help.

“Is something wrong?”

“Everything is good here at the ranch, Thomas. I’m calling you about the senator’s assassination.”

“Really? Do you have a connection with Specter?”

“I don’t, but I’ve always wondered about Specter, and I’m curious about the details concerning the assassination. I’d like to know more about it.”

“I can gather that information and have it ready by tomorrow.”

“Thank you. I was hoping you’d be willing to help.”

“Your curiosity has made me curious. What is it about this that interests you so much?”

Cody began by saying, “Several things,” then an idea struck him. “Thomas, if I traveled to DC tomorrow, would you have time to meet with me?”

“I’ll do better than that. We’ll have dinner together at my house. How does eight o’clock sound?”

“Eight o’clock is good. Henry may join us if that’s all right. He’s already in the city.”

“I look forward to seeing both of you. Robyn will be there too.”

The Robyn Lawson mentioned was FBI Special Agent Robyn Dyer. She was Lawson’s lover.

“I haven’t seen Robyn in years. I look forward to seeing her again.”

“And I’ll have that information you want. I know you Tanner. If something about the senator’s death interest you, there’s a good reason behind it. Do you suspect there will be other assassinations? Is this something I should assemble Predator for?”

Predator was the name Lawson had given to a group comprising Tanner, serial killer tracker, Mr. White, elite bounty hunter, Blue Steele, and fifth-generation private detective, Jake Caliber. Lawson asked them to assemble whenever he felt their unique and complimentary skills were needed.

“I don’t think that’s necessary. And I have no reason to believe other politicians are in danger.”

“All right, then I’ll see you at my home at eight tomorrow.”

“Yes. Thank you, Thomas.”

When the call ended, Cody leaned back in his seat. When he realized he was excited, he wondered why. The answer came to him when he looked up at the TV. It was still on a news channel with the sound on mute.

Specter’s mask was being held up by the secret service director. Cody had seen artists’ renditions of the mask before over the years. Similar masks had been left behind at the scene of all assassinations credited to Specter.

Specter was the reason for Cody’s excitement. While he wasn’t working a challenging contract, he was on the hunt. He wanted Specter, wanted to solve the mystery. He would never have a better chance at doing so.

Cody turned off the television and left the office to find Sara. He had to tell her about his decision to fly to Washington. After that, he would pack for the trip. And while it would be Cody Parker boarding the plane, Tanner would be landing in Washington, DC.

The hunt was on. Specter was the prey.
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CONSPIRACY
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Sara stated her displeasure concerning Cody’s sudden interest in traveling to Washington.

“How long will you be gone?”

“I’m not certain. Maybe a few days.”

“You know we have plans for the weekend. Will you be back in time?”

“I will.”

Sara studied her husband. “You’re not looking forward to it, are you?”

“Not really, but I know you are.”

“It’s a big deal, Cody. A once-in-a-lifetime event.”

“It’s a party. I’ve never been much for parties.”

She sighed. “It’s not too late to cancel it.”

Cody took her in his arms. “No. Don’t cancel. You’re right. It’s a big deal. I’m sure I’ll enjoy myself.”

“Ask Thomas if he can come. But let him know we’ll understand if he can’t make it. I know how busy he is.”

“I’ll ask him.”

“Oh, I heard back from Caleb. He said he’ll arrive on Saturday.”

“I look forward to seeing him. It’s been a while since I’ve seen my brother.”

“He won’t be alone. He said he’s bringing a date.”

“Did he mention who?”

“He said her name was Amanda.”

“Ah. I’m not surprised.”

“You know who he’s dating?”

“I do if her last name is Eriksen. Amanda Eriksen is Caleb’s FBI contact.”

“An FBI agent? And she’s aware Caleb is Stark?”

“Yeah. It looks like the Parker men may have a thing for FBI women. First, I marry you, an ex-FBI agent, and now Caleb is dating Eriksen.”

Sara kissed him. “Be careful in Washington. And make certain you get back here in time for the party. You’re the guest of honor.”
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Before heading to Washington, Cody visited his neighbor, Caroline Lang. Caroline once ran a website devoted to tracking and ranking assassins. It was an interest her late father, Crash Wyman, instilled in her, but it remained Caroline’s passion. These days, although she kept track of professional assassins, she no longer ran the website.

Cody hoped she would know something about Specter he wasn’t aware of. He wasn’t disappointed.

Caroline had been widowed young when her husband died while serving his country. She had a son named Jarod, who was autistic. The beautiful blonde hadn’t fared well at finding new love until she reunited with an old love, her former high school sweetheart.

Peter Robinson was a doctor who worked at a hospital in a nearby town. He and Caroline had reignited their romance and things were going well. Cody had noticed Caroline seemed happier, and as he exited his car, she greeted him with a wide smile. Cody joined her on her front porch, where Caroline had a pitcher of iced tea ready. Cody accepted a glass.

“I was so happy to get your call; we haven’t seen each other in a while.”

“I guess we’ve both been busy. How are you, Caroline?”

“Great! And you?”

“I’m fine. Sara asked me to confirm that you’ll be coming to the ranch Saturday.”

“Of course I’ll be there. I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Will Dr. Robinson be with you?”

“Yes, unless he’s needed at the hospital for an emergency. I want Peter to get to know you and Sara better.”

“Have you given any thought to what I asked you over the phone?”

“About Specter? Yes. But you know, Daddy and I never ranked him on our list of assassins.”

“Why was that?”

“Daddy felt Specter wasn’t active enough. He was only credited with three assassinations during his first ten years. Even now, with the senator’s death, Specter has killed less than a dozen targets. And that list spans over fifty years. Daddy also wasn’t a fan of assassins who specialized exclusively in political assassinations.”

“I didn’t think there were any, other than Specter.”

“There was one other, but that man was a former Nazi who was involved in espionage and operated during the early days of the cold war.”

“Does that mean you don’t know any more about Specter than what’s already been reported?”

“As far as facts, no. I know nothing for certain. But I remembered something my father told me years ago. Back before I was born, when Daddy first became interested in assassins, he met a man in a bar who was a retired secret service agent. He had an interesting story about Specter.”

“And what was it?”

“The man said he was part of a team formed to study Specter back in the 1980s. They concluded that if there was a Specter, he had not been responsible for the assassination that took place in Asia in 1969. It occurred in a country where one of the major languages was English. The people sworn to protect him had murdered the victim, who was about to assume the leadership of their country. They had considered the man a threat, and someone who would be a dictator once he assumed power. They killed him during his inauguration and blamed the death on an unknown elite assassin who disappeared like a wraith, or a specter.”

“His own guards killed him?”

“That’s what the man told Daddy. He stated they had heard a firsthand account by someone involved in the conspiracy. That first assassination of Specter’s took place many decades in the past. Everyone involved with the assassination is dead now.”

“Okay, so they killed their leader to help their country. That doesn’t explain why Specter killed his next victim several years later in Europe. If Specter was a cover story. It should have ended right there.”

“Daddy asked that same question. He was told the truth of that first assassination leaked out and made the rounds in the intelligence community. Specter’s second victim was similar to his first victim, in that they were both the type of men to abuse power once they had it. Those protecting him saw him as a threat to their country. They murdered the man and blamed the assassination on Specter. As proof, they left behind a mask similar to the one found in the original Specter assassination in Asia.”

Cody leaned back in his seat. “You know what this means if the story is true, yeah?”

Caroline nodded. “It means one or more secret service agents murdered Senator Gates. It would also imply that there’s a hidden subculture within the secret service’s ranks, one that believes it’s their duty to eliminate any candidates for higher office they find undesirable. The same may be true for other agencies around the world who are sworn to protect politicians.”

“And they’ve been killing for over fifty years while using the Specter myth as a cover? It seems… unlikely at best. Someone within the secret service or some other similar agency who isn’t involved in the conspiracy would have caught on at some point.”

“Maybe. And they could have been silenced by a superior who was involved. Or maybe they were killed. If this story is true, Senator Gates was Specter’s first victim who was a member of the United States government. Specter was credited with killing a foreign dignitary in New York City about a dozen years ago.”

“I don’t follow politics. What was Gates like? Why would someone want to prevent him from being vice president?”

“There were rumors about his personal life and that he strayed outside of his marriage. There was also a recent rumor Gates was involved with China. The person who leveled that accusation was discredited after she was arrested for killing her husband. She stabbed him to death after believing he was cheating on her. An investigation found no evidence the man had been unfaithful. That woman, an investigative reporter, claimed she was innocent and being framed. A psychiatrist at her trial evaluated her and said she suffered from delusions. She was treated at a psychiatric hospital and later sent to prison.”

“If she was telling the truth, someone went to a lot of trouble to shut her up. I could see it happening, with the stakes being control of the White House someday.”

Caroline shrugged. “Everything I’ve told you is based on guesses and an old story told in a bar. Who knows what’s really going on?”

Cody nodded in agreement, while not mentioning he intended to find out the truth about Specter.
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Cody and Caroline spoke a little longer on the subject. Caroline walked with him back to his car. She brought up a different subject as he was opening his door.

“Do you know about the Clearinghouse?”

“No. What is it?”

“It’s a site on the dark web that matches clients with assassins. They also rank assassins like Daddy and I once did, but in a different way. The client pays a fee commensurate with the level of expertise and experience of assassins who are grouped by ranks labeled Newbie, Reliable, Experienced, Expert, and Master. You, as Tanner, are the only one ranked with the Master status. The fee to hire Tanner is listed at three million dollars. The Clearinghouse takes ten percent if a contract is accepted. They only accept payment using crypto currencies. They also refund one hundred percent if an assassin fails, or no one wants the contract.”

“They haven’t contacted me.”

“That’s not surprising, given the high fee they want for your services.”

“Are they successful?”

“Apparently, but I don’t like them. And that’s not because they’ve taken over something my father started. Whoever runs the Clearinghouse has no scruples. They’ll accept contracts on anyone, man, woman, or child.”

“I’ll steer clear of them, and I’ll let Henry know about them.”

“They have him ranked at number eleven, which is too low. If I was still running my site, I’d rank Henry much higher.”

“He’s become one hell of an assassin.”

Caroline grinned. “He was trained by the best.” She gave Cody a kiss on the cheek and told him she’d call Sara to see if she needed help getting ready for Saturday.

Cody left her while mulling over what he had learned. Could Specter be a secret service agent? And if so, how many people were involved in the conspiracy?

They were questions he needed answers to. He hoped to find them in Washington.
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SUSPICIOUS ACTIVITY
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Henry was still in Washington, but he wasn’t staying. He was headed to Florida after learning Flory had gone there. He and Tanner had coffee at a restaurant inside the airport. Henry was himself, and not wearing his Steve Drake disguise. He was still clean-shaven, having gotten rid of his beard to pass as a college student for an earlier contract.

“How did you find out your target was in Florida?”

“I placed a hidden camera inside Flory’s hotel room when I rented the same room the day before his arrival. I wanted a way to verify he was dead after I took my shots. Otherwise, once he fell below the level of the window, I would have lost sight of him. Flory is traveling with an Asian man named Jiang. Jiang mentioned knowing someone in Key Largo who could offer them a place to stay. He also let Flory know there was a price on his head.”

“Placing that camera in the room was smart. But tell me, has anyone in law enforcement or the secret service tried to contact you again?”

“No. They lost interest in me once they found that mask Specter left behind. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You want to learn more about Specter?”

“I want to track him down if I can. I want to get to the bottom of this mystery.”

“Be careful. You know there will be all kinds of feds sniffing around anything that has to do with the senator’s murder.”

“Yeah, and I also wonder why he was killed.”

“Whoever hired Specter must have wanted to influence the presidential election, no?”

“Maybe. But that assumes Specter had a client. It could be that Specter chooses his own targets.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. That would mean he’s not a true assassin, or at least, he’s not traditional. He would be more like a political activist.”

“I’ll know more once I see the information Lawson is gathering for me.”

“I wish I could stay and help you, but I need to find Flory and finish this contract. He’d be dead already if it wasn’t for Specter having fired first.”

“I still wonder if it was only a coincidence you were both in the same building.”

“It has to be. There’s no way Specter could have known I was there. And I came close to catching him.”

“How are you leaving things here? Did you quit your security guard job or simply walk away from it?”

“I let the older guy I worked with know I wouldn’t be back. When he asked why not, I told him the work was too exciting for me.”

“And now you’re hopping on a plane to fly to Florida and track down a drug dealer, so you can kill him.”

“It beats the night watchman job. Talk about boring.”

They finished their coffee, and Henry prepared to board his flight.

“I had an interesting time on Key Largo when I was about your age, Henry. It was only a short time after I became a Tanner.”

“Were you working a contract?”

“I was,” Tanner said, then he smiled.

“Why the grin?”

“I was thinking about someone I met back then.”

“A woman?”

“Yeah.”

“And how long ago were you in Key Largo?”

“Oh, years before you were born.”

“She must have been something if you’re still smiling when you think about her.”

“Yeah, she was something.” Tanner offered his hand and Henry shook it. “Good luck, Eight. And stay in touch.”

“You do the same. I’m interested in Specter too.”

Henry’s flight took off. Tanner had time before he was to meet with Lawson for dinner, so he drove to the hotel where Specter had killed Senator Gates.
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It’s become a tourist attraction.

Tanner was walking in the small park that separated the hotel where Gates was killed from the office building where Henry had worked. The area was full of people. Many had cameras and were taking photos of the hotel. There was a police car parked outside the building, and a news crew was interviewing someone nearby. The subject of the interview was dressed like a maid. Apparently, the reporter was going to milk the story of Gates’ assassination for all it was worth.

Tanner was wearing sunglasses. The day was chilly, with a cloudless sky and a bright sun. Tanner had a reason other than the sun’s glare to wear the shades. His intense gaze was noticeable. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. He’d only come to the hotel to get a feel for the dimensions involved. After seeing how close the hotel was to the office building, he knew it hadn’t taken a high level of skill for Specter, whoever he was, to have killed Senator Gates. At the time he was shot, Gates was standing on an elevated podium under a spotlight as he was making a speech. Hitting such a target on a raised platform in a well-lit space from eight-hundred feet away was something many could do.

Tanner was walking to his rented car when he saw a man in a suit enter an alleyway. There was nothing unusual about the man, and yet, something about him had aroused his instincts. Tanner walked to the lip of the alley and peeked around the corner. The guy was walking along and looking up at the walls lining the alleyway. The other end of the alley was the rear of the hotel where the senator was murdered.

I think he’s a fed of some kind, Tanner thought. He was right. The man in the alley was Secret Service Agent Mike Murphey.
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Murphey was in the alley looking for cameras. He was hoping one of the businesses had placed one at the rear of their establishments. The hotel had one, but it was the only one and covered a small area around the back entrance.

Specter’s mask had been found in the alley on the night of the assassination. It had been left lying on top of a dumpster. It was assumed Specter left the mask there after fleeing the office building. The business the dumpster belonged to had been closed since six p.m. that day. Specter could have left the mask there any time after closing. Forensic tests confirmed the mask had never been worn. Specter had used it as a calling card.

Agent Murphey thought it would have made more sense for Specter to plant the mask before the assassination. It would have saved him valuable time when he most needed it, while making his escape. And why enter the alleyway at all? It led to the hotel and the busy avenue behind it. Why not simply leave the mask inside the office building where he’d taken the shots?

Murphey remembered telling Meghan Chaplin there should have been someone doing an outer perimeter patrol. Had there been, that person might have captured or killed Specter. Had they found the mask before the assassination took place, they could have saved Gates.

Murphey wasn’t normally one to criticize his superiors, but he thought his ASAC, Ed Johnson, could have done a better job. He should have had someone doing a perimeter check, and more importantly, Johnson should have implemented a thorough investigation into the senator’s death. Thus far, the effort to gather facts and evidence in the case seemed disorganized at best.

Was Specter the killer? Who knew? That conclusion was reached the moment the mask was found. The mask could have been planted. It wasn’t like Johnson to be so lackadaisical during an investigation. Murphey wondered if… but no, he wouldn’t allow his mind to go there. If Johnson made mistakes, they were unintentional.

Murphey had no love for Senator Gates, but the man’s safety had been their responsibility and they had failed miserably. The least they could do is track down the person responsible for his death.

After becoming satisfied there were no other cameras in the alleyway, Murphey sighed in frustration. He was turning to walk back to his vehicle when he heard a car enter the alley from the opposite direction. It came to a hard stop, where it was parked against a wall. The driver was a young Asian man dressed in white, like someone who worked in a restaurant. The guy left his car in a hurry and ran toward the rear entrance of the hotel. He was a member of the hotel’s kitchen staff and was running late for his evening shift.

Murphey squinted at the car. If that’s what I think it is, I hope it’s working.

The car was an older model Toyota. Murphey’s interest wasn’t in the vehicle. He had caught sight of the shape attached to its rearview mirror. It was a dashcam.

If the vehicle had been parked there on the night the senator died, the dashcam might have recorded Specter’s visit to the alley.

Murphey took three steps toward the rear door of the hotel, but then stopped in his tracks. He had intended to find the owner of the car and question him. If the man confirmed the car was there two nights earlier, Murphey could request he hand over the memory card from the device.

Doing so would require Murphey to inform his superiors about the interaction. It would also leave a paperwork trail and reveal he had been investigating on his own.

Murphey looked up at the camera positioned above the rear door of the hotel. He was certain he was too far away for it to have picked him up. He went back to the Toyota and looked it over. The owner had locked the driver’s side door, but in his haste to get inside the hotel, he had failed to lock one of the rear doors. Then again, given the vehicle’s age, that one lock might no longer work.

Murphey gazed about. He saw no one, only the traffic passing by beyond the alley’s two ends. He opened the rear door, reached in, and popped the lock on the driver’s side door. It took only seconds to disconnect the dashcam from the wire powering it. The other end of the wire was stuck in a power outlet in the center console.

Murphey plucked the dashcam from the mirror. He only needed the memory card, but it would waste time to remove it. Murphey stuck the dashcam in his pocket and hurried away. It was the first time he had ever stolen anything in his life. He told himself it was for the greater good. If he determined the device captured something important, he would copy it. Then he would return the dashcam to its owner and go through the proper channels to gather the evidence. Until then, it made sense not to reveal to anyone he was running his own investigation.

Murphey drove off, thinking he had been unobserved. Tanner followed, intrigued by the agent’s actions.
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LET’S GO TO THE VIDEO TAPE
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Secret Service Agent Mike Murphey lived in a one-bedroom apartment on Dahlia Street that was a short walk from Rock Creek Park. The building had a fitness center and a courtyard. At 240 square feet, the apartment could best be described as cozy.

Murphey grabbed his laptop as soon as he walked in the door. It had a slot on it that would allow him to see what was on the dashcam’s memory card. He’d already verified the device had been set to record in parking mode, which meant it recorded continuously. The memory card was the type that could hold about two days’ worth of data. Murphey took it as far back as it would go and saw a timestamp that was only hours before the senator was murdered on Saturday night.

He fast-forwarded the video, pausing when he saw activity. That caused him to slow the video down a few times. There was less activity in the alley as it grew later in the evening. Several vehicles had driven through. Specter could have been inside one. If so, all that could be seen of him was the back of a head. The alley ran one way, meaning that a car passing the camera was seen from behind. It was too bad the vehicle hadn’t been equipped with a rear-facing camera.

Murphey slowed the recording to normal speed when it reached the time the assassination took place. He was leaning forward on his sofa, anticipating seeing Specter.

He saw no one.

No one entered the alleyway until more than an hour had passed, and that had been one of the kitchen workers. The man appeared on video, talking into a phone while smoking a cigarette. From snatches of the conversation Murphey could make out, it sounded like the man was telling someone about the Senator’s assassination. That was only natural, given that it was big news and likely the most exciting thing that had happened at the hotel in some time.

Other than the kitchen worker, Murphey saw no one move through the alley during the first two hours after the assassination. And yet, he knew the mask had been discovered in the alleyway shortly after the shooting.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Murphey said aloud. He rewound the recording to go over the video again, even though he was certain he hadn’t missed anything.
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Tanner had followed Murphey home. He waited in a stairwell with the door cracked open so he could hear if Murphey left his apartment. If he did, Tanner planned to break in and see if he could locate the dashcam the man had stolen.

He had to leave his observation post a half hour later if he were to be on time for his dinner with Thomas Lawson. Murphey’s apartment was Number 424. Tanner checked the wall of mailboxes in the lobby and saw the name M. Murphey on the corresponding mailbox.

He was glad he’d traveled to Washington. He was more certain than ever that something odd was going on. Maybe the information Lawson had would answer some questions. Tanner left Murphey’s apartment building and drove to see Lawson.
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Renzo Flory was in a bar in Key Largo, enjoying a drink while considering his options. He’d been in Washington to meet with a client. That client had been Senator Gates. Flory supplied pot and cocaine to Gates. He was also affiliated with the Club, a high-priced brothel that supplied underaged girls to the rich and powerful. Gates had been one of the brothel’s clients.

Senator Gates preferred his “women” to be between the ages of sixteen and twenty. If one was as young as fourteen, that hadn’t bothered the senator. The same was true if they were as old as twenty-two.

Flory recalled something the senator once said. “Younger than fourteen, and I’ll feel like a pervert. Older than twenty-two, and they lose that suppleness I love.” After smiling, the senator had added. “Of course, that doesn’t mean I won’t make an exception now and then… if they’re tasty enough.”

The senator had made an exception for Agent Alva Enochson. The fifty-four-year-old Gates had found the blonde twenty-eight-year-old agent to be desirable and had made no attempt to hide his interest in her whenever he was away from the cameras. Agent Enochson had evaded the senator’s attempts to involve her in a relationship outside of the one they shared as protector and protected. A true professional, Enochson had been courteous at all times, despite considering Senator Gates to be a pig.

Gates had been worse than a pig; he’d been a pervert. He’d had a preference for a certain age group, but he hadn’t cared that the girls supplied to him were essentially slaves. Flory hadn’t cared either and supplied girls such as Eva to the Club, and its clientele of wealthy individuals. Most were men, but not all were. He knew of two older women in Vermont, sisters, who were provided with a new girl every six months.

Sometimes the girls were traded for a new one, and then there were times when the sisters paid a replacement fee. Flory didn’t know if they had killed the girls, handed them off to someone, or sold them. He suspected the sisters played too rough with their toys and had to dispose of them when they broke.

That was the unspoken advantage the Club offered. The girls they controlled were as disposable as used tissues. A regular sex worker could blackmail you, find religion and confess her sins, write a tell-all autobiography, or disclose their relationship with you to the wrong person. The girls abducted and treated as slaves would never have those opportunities. When they outlived their usefulness, no one ever saw them again.

The senator had been visiting the Club for years. Each time he wanted to experience fresh girls. Flory had been in Washington to meet with the senator and show him video or photos of several girls he could choose for his next visit. Once he made his choices, the girls would have been presented to him upon his arrival. One of those girls was Eva Castillo.

The Club near Roanoke, Virginia, was a secure facility where clients such as Senator Gates could meet in secret with their “Purchases.”

Flory had sold Eva to them in a deal that was double what he’d paid for her. The private club would provide her to men like Gates or the old sisters in Vermont until she lost her youth or her life. By then, the Club would have made back many times the amount of money paid to Flory.

Flory left Washington as soon as he learned the senator was dead. He had heard the shots and feared someone was shooting at him.

Jiang’s friend had provided them with rooms at his motel. Flory felt safe in Florida. He figured there was no way anyone could have followed him there. It was a false assumption. Henry was in the air and headed to Key Largo. Once he landed, he would search for Flory until he found him.

As if having a hit man out to get you wasn’t bad enough, Flory also had Fernando De La Cruz looking for him.
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Henry would kill Flory, but it would be business. For De La Cruz, it was personal. He had met Eva once, and he had liked the spirited teen. As the brother of three younger sisters, he also despised men who treated women like cattle to be bought and sold.

Henry had no idea Eva existed. He planned to kill Flory and then move on. De La Cruz would kill Flory, but not until the man gave him Eva’s location. He had promised her uncle he would find her. He was determined to do so.
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De La Cruz tracked Flory to Washington, DC, only to learn he had checked out of his hotel. He’d spent the better part of a day talking to Uber drivers and cabbies at the airport until he found one who remembered Flory. He was working under the assumption Flory was no longer in DC. If he was wrong, and if Flory had rented a car and driven somewhere, he didn’t know how he would find him.

Flory wasn’t that memorable on his own, but he’d been traveling with Jiang. When De La Cruz asked an Uber driver about the men and described them, the woman nodded. She was about forty, overweight, with short brown hair and a nose that was too small for her fat face. De La Cruz spoke to her while leaning on her door, after she had lowered her window.

“Oh yeah. I remember the Asian guy. He reminded me of Bruce Lee too, but he sounded like a redneck.”

The woman confirmed she had picked up Flory and Jiang at the hotel. When De La Cruz asked if she knew where the pair had been headed, the woman smiled.

“You’re not a cop; I know a cop when I see one. What are you, a private investigator?”

“Something like that.”

“Are you willing to pay for information?”

De La Cruz sighed. What he’d like to do is smack the woman until she told him what she knew. Since they were outside a busy airport with cameras everywhere, paying the woman would be quicker. He reached into his side pocket and took out a money clip. After peeling off a hundred-dollar bill, he held it up.

“This is yours if you can tell me what flight they were getting on.”

“Give me three hundred and we have a deal.”

“That’s a lot of money. How do I know you won’t make up a destination?”

She tapped something above her dashboard. “I record everything. You have to do it to protect yourself. I’ll let you view the video of the ride I gave those two. Maybe you’ll overhear something that can help you.”

De La Cruz peeled off two more hundreds. “We have a deal.”
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The Uber driver had to use her phone to pull up the video from cloud storage. She sent a copy to De La Cruz’s phone and received her three hundred dollars.

De La Cruz watched and listened to the recording several times when he was alone in his car. There were moments when he couldn’t make out what Flory was saying. He learned the Asian man was named Jiang. Jiang had also said something about a friend of his who owned a motel in Key Largo. Jiang mentioned the motel’s name, but all De La Cruz could make out was the word “Ocean.” He wasn’t sure if Ocean was part of the hotel’s name or if it was near water.

De La Cruz had never heard of Key Largo. After looking it up on his phone, he learned it was an island in Florida that was over thirty miles long and popular with scuba divers.

There were six motels with the name ocean in them. De La Cruz would visit them one by one until he found Flory.

De La Cruz entered the airport. There was a flight to Florida leaving in three hours. He bought a suitcase and clothing from a shop in the airport. He didn’t want to stand out by getting on a plane with no luggage. He had driven to DC, so he left his weapons in the car. He could always acquire new weapons once he was in Florida.

He was eager to get to Florida and find Flory. He figured the man could lead him right to Eva. With nothing else to do, he waited patiently for his flight. Had he known a hit man was after Flory, De La Cruz would have been pacing the terminal, fearing he’d arrive too late.

And while it was true Henry had a head start on him, Henry would have to search motels until he found Flory, while De La Cruz knew enough of the name of the motel to find it much quicker.

If Henry got to Flory first, De La Cruz would find a dead man. Eva’s fate hung in the balance.
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THE MYSTERY OF SPECTER
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Tanner arrived at Lawson’s DC townhouse for dinner and was greeted by Robyn Dyer. Years had passed since Tanner had last seen her, but except for a few strands of white in her brown hair, Robyn looked the same. Tanner had his own white strands, with the hair at his temples turning white. Everyone got older. Everyone alive that is.

“It’s good to see you, Tanner. It’s been too long. I still owe you and the other members of Predator for saving Thomas and I when we were abducted in Texas.”

“We were just repaying Lawson for favors he had done for us. And we weren’t Predator then. That was the first time I ever worked directly with Blue Steele and Jake Caliber.”

Lawson came down a hallway as Tanner stepped inside. His hair was completely white. Much of that white hair resulted from the stress and physical damage he’d gone through during his abduction, when he’d been tortured. He’d needed a cane in the aftermath, but he had recovered enough to walk on his own after years of physical therapy.

They sat together at one end of a large dining room table and had drinks. Robyn and Lawson had martinis, while Tanner drank red wine. Lawson’s long-time housekeeper had prepared the food, lasagna. The woman had gone home for the day before Tanner’s arrival.

Tanner asked if he could peruse the information Lawson gathered before they ate. Robyn and Lawson agreed. The lasagna had recently come out of the oven and would stay hot for a while. Also, Robyn was baking garlic bread to go with the meal, which would take time.

A soft black leather briefcase contained the files concerning the assassination of Senator Gates. The information seemed detailed. Tanner went over it at the dining room table. He spotted Mike Murphey’s name on the list of secret service agents who had been guarding the senator on the night of his death. He told Lawson and Robyn about the agent’s odd behavior.

“I think Murphey is running his own investigation. And I would love to know if he found any images of Specter on that dashcam he’d stolen.”

Robyn had rejoined them at the dining room table after placing the bread in the oven. She was leaned back in her seat and sipping on her drink.

“Why are you so interested in Specter, Tanner?”

“I’ve always been curious about him. But this has become personal in some ways.”

Tanner told them about Henry’s close encounter with Specter, and his curiosity about whether it had been coincidence or intentional.

“You thought Specter might have been setting Henry up to take the blame for the senator’s death?” Lawson asked.

“I had thought it a possibility. I no longer do.” Tanner tapped a file containing information about the senator’s protection detail. “After looking at this, I think Specter had help from inside the secret service.”

Robyn extended a hand. “Let me see that file.”

Tanner handed it to her, and the FBI Special Agent looked over the summation report with experienced eyes. She glanced up after a minute of reading.

“There was no one assigned to do a perimeter patrol. That’s unusual.”

“I think so too,” Tanner said. “I would have at least expected there would have been a patrol car on standby. If there had been someone on patrol in the area, they might have captured Specter as he fled the office building.”

“There has to be more than one Specter, yes?” Lawson asked. “Otherwise, the man Henry chased would have been in his eighties or nineties.”

“Henry said he got the impression Specter wasn’t as young as himself, but that he wasn’t old either. Whoever he was, he was fit enough to run up several flights of stairs and down a corridor.”

“You plan to get to the bottom of this mystery, don’t you?” Lawson said.

“I do. And I suspect there never really was a Specter, only a series of men using that identity to cover up the truth.”

“And what truth is that?” Robyn asked.

Tanner repeated the story Caroline told him, about Specter being used by different groups to cover up the fact they were killing the very people they were sworn to protect.

Robyn’s mouth parted in shock. “That would mean there’s an underground organization inside the secret service, and that they decided to kill Gates.”

“Yeah,” Tanner said, then he looked at Lawson. “You know everyone in Washington. What was your opinion of Senator Gates?”

“I never liked him, and I’ve known him since he was a congressional aide.”

“I was told there was a rumor he was in bed with the Chinese. Is there any truth to that?”

Robyn answered. “I know it was being investigated. That investigation ended when Gates was named as a vice presidential candidate. It just went away.”

A buzzer went off in the kitchen, indicating it was time for the bread to come out of the oven. Robyn and Lawson excused themselves and went into the kitchen to gather the food. Tanner placed the files back in the briefcase and set them aside.

Lawson returned. He was carrying the lasagna while Robyn had the bread. The housekeeper had already stacked plates and silverware on the table.

They spoke of other things during their meal. When Robyn learned Tanner had three children, she insisted on seeing their photos. Tanner displayed them on his phone.

“My God. Your son looks just like you.”

“He’s got his personality too,” Lawson said. “Lucas is going to be quite the man when he grows up.”

After eating, they had a second round of drinks in the townhouse’s living room.

“What’s your plan for investigating the truth about Specter, Tanner?” Lawson asked.

“I’ll stay hidden for as long as I can and watch the players. I think Agent Murphey will come up with something useful. I’ll have to speak to him at some point.”

“I gave you credentials years ago. Did you bring them with you?”

“The credentials stating I’m a Homeland Security agent are in my pocket. I may need to use them when I talk to Murphey.”

“Let me see your credentials,” Robyn said. Tanner handed them to her. He’d had them updated several years earlier. They included a photo where he was wearing the special glasses he had. The eyeglasses had been designed to alter one’s appearance in a way that thwarted facial recognition software.

Robyn’s forehead wrinkled when she looked at Tanner’s Homeland Security credentials. “Why do you look so different in the photo?”

Tanner removed the glasses from an inner pocket of his jacket and put them on.

Robyn gasped. “That’s amazing. Those glasses change the way your eyes look. I think your face seems thinner too. Where did you get those?”

“I have a source who knows a former CIA toy maker. He’s gotten me several interesting items over the years. These glasses come in handy.”

“I can imagine. You’re much more memorable without them.” Robyn handed back the credentials, along with an offer. “Call me if you need help, Tanner. I’m interested in what you’ll find.”

Tanner was surprised by the offer. It would be useful to have an FBI agent backing him up.

“You could help me by supplying an address. After reading the reports, there’s someone other than Murphey I want to keep an eye on.”

“Who’s that?” Robyn asked.

“Assistant Special Agent in Charge Ed Johnson. Johnson had been in command of Senator Gates’ protection detail. It would have been his decision to leave the perimeter around the hotel unguarded.”

Robyn considered the request, then nodded. “I’ll have the address for you in the morning and send you a text.”

“Thank you. If you’re worried about it, I don’t plan to harm any of these agents. I’m just hoping to learn their secrets. I might have a chance at doing that if I remain in the background.”

“But be careful,” Lawson said. “If what you suspect is true, and that the secret service was responsible for the senator’s death, agents will be desperate to keep it a secret. That includes Mike Murphey. Just because he’s looking for the truth, it doesn’t mean he would want it to come out and tarnish the secret service.”

Tanner stayed a little longer, then bid the couple a good night. He thought about returning to Murphey’s building to break into his apartment, but given the late hour, the agent could be home.

Tanner would follow Johnson once Robyn gave him the man’s address, but that would wait until after he had a good night’s sleep.

Tanner drove to his hotel pondering the mystery that was Specter.
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Henry had been to twenty-three motels and inns on Key Largo before locating the one where Flory was staying. Instead of spotting Flory, he’d seen Jiang.

The men were staying at the Ocean View Motel. You could view the ocean off in the distance from the motel’s parking lot, but it was a four-minute walk to reach the beach. There was a bar across the road from the motel. It served food and had tables outside. Henry had been in the motel’s parking lot when he spotted Jiang walking toward the bar to place an order. After looking over the people seated at tables, he saw Flory.

Flory was with two women at a round table in the center of the bar’s patio. Both were white and in their thirties. Henry was about to cross the road to get a better look when he noticed a man sitting in a van. The guy was using a pair of binoculars to spy on someone over at the bar. Judging by the direction he was looking, Henry thought he might be watching Flory.

Hmm, this is interesting.

His first thought was that the man was a fellow assassin out to claim the contract on Flory. Only that didn’t make sense. He’d been given the contract on Flory and had already received half the money upfront. There was no open contract on Flory. It was possible someone else wanted the man dead as well, and that there was a second contract on Flory’s head. But no, that was unlikely. The guy in the van was interested in Flory for some other reason. Then again, perhaps he was spying on the women.

Jiang returned to the table with a pitcher of beer and a large order of cheese fries. Henry, still not certain the man across the road was Flory, moved closer to verify his target. He walked past the table on his way to the bar and got a close-up look at the foursome seated there.

It was Renzo Flory all right. Jiang glanced at him as he walked by, as did the two women. The blondes both had blue eyes and looked enough alike to be sisters.

After finding a space at the busy bar, Henry ordered a beer and thought about what to do next. He could kill Flory from a distance if he had a rifle, but he didn’t. He did have a handgun. The weapon and the car he was using had been arranged through Tanner’s contacts. He had claimed them both after leaving the airport in Miami.

Jiang was a complication, and so were the women. It was obvious Flory and Jiang were hoping to get lucky with the sisters. If it worked out, they might spend the night with them. And then there was the peeper with the binoculars. What was his story? After taking a few sips of beer, Henry decided to find out.
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The peeper in the van was De La Cruz. He’d rented the van at the airport in Miami and took the ninety-minute drive to Key Largo. De La Cruz liked what he saw of the island, but it had grown dark shortly after his arrival, so he had taken in little of the picturesque scenery.

Luck had been with him during his search for Flory. The Ocean View Motel was the second of six motels he’d been planning to visit. He saw Flory and Jiang crossing the road to walk over to the bar as he drove into the parking lot. Knowing they might not be the only Hispanic and Asian males traveling together, he stayed back and observed them and the other guests coming and going from the motel. He became convinced he had found Flory. Besides, Jiang’s resemblance to Bruce Lee was strong. If the man were a foot shorter, he would have passed as his double.

De La Cruz was planning to abduct Renzo Flory, load him into the van, then take him somewhere to interrogate him about Eva. That plan would have to wait if Flory and Jiang hooked up with the women they were drinking with.

The van’s windows were lowered because it was a warm night. De La Cruz had kept the AC on for the first hour, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself by keeping the engine running. He wasn’t concerned anyone would take advantage of the windows being down to reach inside, pop the door locks, and slide into the seat beside him. But that’s exactly what happened.
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De La Cruz had been looking through the binoculars at Flory when Henry climbed into the van. He jerked his gaze from the bar and stared at his unwanted passenger, and the gun he was holding.

“Are you carjacking me?”

“Why are you interested in Renzo Flory?”

De La Cruz studied Henry. They were about the same age, making them young men. However, Henry’s eyes spoke of experience. He knew about Flory. He knew more about him than De La Cruz had, since he hadn’t known Flory’s first name. De La Cruz considered lying, then realized it would be a waste of time. Henry had obviously seen him staring at Flory’s table.

“Flory bought a girl from a biker in New Jersey. I want to know what he did with her.”

“He’s buying and selling women? I thought he was a drug dealer.”

“He sells drugs too. I don’t care about that. I want the girl he bought. Her name is Eva. She’s seventeen.”

“What’s your name?”

“Fernando De La Cruz. I work for Eva’s uncle. He sent me to get her back.”

“And you’re working alone?”

“Yes. Who are you?”

“You can call me Eight.”

“Eight? Like the number?”

“That’s right. I want Flory too. He cheated someone he sold drugs to.”

“I don’t care what you do to him, as long as he tells me where I can find Eva first.”

“How long has she been missing?”

De La Cruz thought about it. “She went missing four nights ago in New York City. I’ve traced her to Flory.”

“And you learned about Flory from a biker. The biker had Eva first?”

“He bought her from someone else, a drug dealer, who got her from the man who drugged her.”

“And what happened to those three?”

De La Cruz shrugged. He wasn’t going to admit to a stranger that he’d killed the men.

Henry smiled. “Let me guess. You asked nicely, and the biker told you what you wanted to know. And afterward, you shook hands and wished each other a pleasant day?”

De La Cruz smirked. “Something like that.”

Henry put away his gun. “I’ll help you find the girl, but then Flory is mine. Do we have a deal?”

De La Cruz nodded once, then asked a question. “What do you know about the other man, Jiang?”

“Not much. If he’s Flory’s friend, then he was involved with buying and selling women. You can handle him any way you want. Personally, I see no reason to leave him breathing so he can hurt other women later on.”

“I thought he might be Flory’s bodyguard.”

“He could be. It won’t matter. We’ll get Flory one way or another.”

De La Cruz raised the binoculars. He smiled when he saw what was happening at Flory’s table. It appeared the women were leaving on their own.

Henry squinted at the distant scene. “I don’t think Flory is getting lucky tonight.”

“Those women used him for free drinks and food. Flory’s face is red and I think he’s talking loudly. People at the other tables are turning their heads to look at him.”

Henry saw one of the women raise her hand up; it appeared she was giving Flory the finger.

“The women are laughing at him and walking away,” De La Cruz said.

“A guy like Flory might follow them, intending to hurt them.”

“He’s not. He keeps yelling. And now the bartender and another man are at the table. I think he’s getting kicked out.”

De La Cruz was right. Flory and Jiang had been asked to leave the bar. The women they had been with were getting into a car as Flory and Jiang left the bar’s patio area. Flory yelled something at them as the vehicle drove off.

“Do you know what room Flory is in?”

“No.”

Henry opened the passenger door on the van. “If they walk back here, I’ll be ready to follow Flory into his room. Can you do the same with Jiang?”

“I can.”

“Are you armed?”

“I have a knife I bought in Miami. It will be enough.”
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Flory wasn’t drunk, but he wasn’t sober either. He was at that stage of intoxication where he would slur his words after another drink, but if he switched to coffee, he’d be good to drive in a couple of hours. He wasn’t switching to coffee. Flory had whiskey and beer back in his motel room and wanted to keep drinking.

Jiang walked beside him as they crossed the street. Flory was muttering insults about the women they had been attempting to pick up.

“They were old anyway. We can do better than that. Hell, we should go to one of the bars on the beach and grab up a girl for the night.”

“Not so loud, Renzo. Someone might hear.”

“I’m just saying, man. Those bitches were lucky we paid them any attention.”

Jiang was following Flory into his room to have a drink with him and calm him down. If left alone, Flory might do something stupid, like return to the bar. He’d drink with him, and when Flory drifted off to sleep, he’d head to his own room. Their rooms were next to each other and had a door that connected them.

Flory used his key card to unlock the door. As it was swinging open, a hand holding a knife appeared in front of Jiang’s face. Then a voice whispered in his ear.

“Be cool, or I’ll slit open your throat.”

Jiang was patted down and the small gun holstered at his back was removed, along with his wallet and phone. The gun was one his friend had loaned him. He was the same man who owned the motel.

Someone else pushed past him and shoved Flory into the room. He was a white guy, tall like himself, and holding a gun. Flory only had a knife on him. The white guy swept Flory’s feet out from under him and found the folding knife in his pocket.

Jiang saw the blade move away from his throat and felt a hand shove his back. He stumbled into the room as the lights came on and De La Cruz shut the door.

Henry and De La Cruz looked through the wallets. Jiang’s first name was Christopher. His key card was for the next room over. De La Cruz pointed that out to Henry before opening the door connecting the two rooms. It took him less than a minute to search Jiang’s room and find it empty.

Flory had sat up. He was seated on the floor with his back against the foot of the bed. He pointed up at the men.

“Are you trying to rob us? We don’t have much money.”

De La Cruz kicked Flory on his left side, hitting the ribs. “Eva Castillo. Where is she?”

“Who?”

“She’s the girl you bought from a biker named Chains.”

“Oh shit,” Jiang said.

De La Cruz glared at him. “Has something happened to her?”

“No. But we don’t have her anymore. Renzo sold her to the Club.”

“What club? A biker club?”

“The Club, asshole,” Flory said, as he got off the floor and sat on the bed. “They’re some serious people. They only buy the young ones who don’t look too skeezy. Their clients are all rich.”

“Where is this Club?” Henry asked.

“If I tell you, you promise not to hurt us?” Flory said.

De La Cruz kicked him again. This time on the left shin. “You’re going to tell us or die screaming.”

“Roanoke, Virginia!” Jiang said. “The Club is somewhere near Roanoke.”

“Somewhere?” Henry said.

“I didn’t go there with Renzo. I hung out at a mall. They only wanted to deal with Renzo. The security is tight there.”

Henry spoke to De La Cruz in a whisper. De La Cruz nodded and handed him the key fob for his van.

Henry put away his gun and opened the door. He looked back at De La Cruz before leaving.

“You’ve got this?”

“I got it.”

“Give me three minutes,” Henry said, and left the room.

Jiang and Flory looked at each other. Henry, the man with the gun was gone. De La Cruz had taken Jiang’s gun, but he had shoved the holster into his side pocket and was still holding only a knife. They would never have a better chance of getting away. Flory gave a barely perceptible nod and jumped up from the bed as Jiang reached out to grab the wrist connected to the hand holding the knife.
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Henry retrieved a few items from his car before driving De La Cruz’s van to the parking spot outside Flory’s motel room. He backed up the vehicle and opened the rear doors. It was the type of van that had a cargo section separated from the front cab by a metal wall. There was a sliding side door, but the only windows in the rear were the two small ones set in the back doors.

Henry had known there was nothing inside the van. He had shone a flashlight through one of the windows earlier before confronting De La Cruz. For all he knew, there could have been six other men back there. It was always better to check out a situation before proceeding with an action. Cody had drummed that lesson into him during his training. In their line of work, carelessness and assumptions could end up getting you killed.

Things had changed in the room while he’d been gone. De La Cruz sat in a chair holding a gun on Flory and Jiang. The two men were lying face down on the floor with their hands at their sides. They turned their heads to look at Henry when he entered the room. Both men were bleeding. Flory had a bloody nose, while Jiang had a swelling lip and a cut on the palm of his right hand.

“They made a move on me,” De La Cruz said. He laughed and pointed at Jiang. “He may look like Bruce Lee, but he’s slow as hell. I hit him three times before giving him that cut. He never blocked one punch. And Flory is no better.”

Henry pointed toward the bathroom. “We’re going for a ride. I want you two to pee before we leave. You go first, Flory. And leave the door open.”

Flory used the toilet after washing blood from his face. Afterward, it was Jiang’s turn. Jiang flushed after urinating, but he dropped to his knees as the water was still swirling in the bowl.

“I might have to puke,” he said. It was a lie. He wasn’t nauseated, being on his knees made it easier to reach in the wastebasket beside the toilet. Flory had shaved earlier and discarded a disposable razor into the trash. Jiang claimed it and snuck it into the side pocket of his jeans. As weapons went, a dull razor blade wasn’t much, but it might come in handy, and was better than nothing.

Henry had brought back duct tape. Jiang didn’t need to be a genius to guess it would be used on him and Flory.

Flory’s, and Jiang’s wrists, were bound behind them using the tape. Pillowcases from the bed were cut up and turned into gags, then held in place with more duct tape.

Henry spoke to Flory before gagging him. “We’re taking a ride to Roanoke. If you were lying about Eva Castillo being there, tell us now. If it’s a wasted trip, you’ll spend the rest of your life wishing you had told the truth.”

“That’s where I left her days ago. She should still be there. I got her for Gates. It will take them time to train her before she’s offered to a new client.”

“Gates? Are you talking about Senator Gates?”

“Yeah. The guy likes the young ones, or he did before that hit man blew him away.”

“You were in DC to meet with Gates?”

“How do you know I was in Washington?”

Henry ignored Flory’s question and shoved a gag into his mouth.

Flory and Jiang were walked out to the van with knives held at their sides. When they were inside the van, their ankles were bound.
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Henry slammed the rear door on the van and handed De La Cruz the key fob.

“I’ll be riding with you. I’ve already loaded my bag in the van.”

De La Cruz looked around. “Didn’t you drive here?”

“Yeah. Someone will pick up the car.”

“I checked. Roanoke, Virginia, is about a thousand miles away. We have a long drive ahead of us.”

“I know. We’ll take turns driving.”
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In the back of the van, Jiang grunted at Flory. He was trying to make him understand there was something in his pocket that could help them. With his wrists bound behind him, he’d have no opportunity to free the shaving razor from his pocket. However, if they worked together, Flory might be able to free it. The blade was dull, but it should be sharp enough to cut through the duct tape, eventually.

When his grunts and exaggerated glances down at his pocket didn’t work, Jiang moved closer and rubbed against Flory. He received an odd look until Flory detected the object in his pocket. Flory shifted onto his right side and touched Jiang’s leg. He gave a grunt when his fingers felt the outline of the razor. It took twenty-two minutes, but Flory plucked the shaving instrument from the pocket of Jiang’s tight jeans.

That was less than half the battle. The plastic handle was difficult to hold and with his wrists bound tight, Flory was losing feeling in his fingers. It was slow going, and he dropped the razor more than once, but persistence would pay off. It would be just a matter of time.
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De La Cruz backed the van into a parking spot at the rear of a truck stop off Exit 305 in St. Augustine, Florida. The bulb in the overhead parking lot light was out, and they were beyond the range of the nearest cameras.

He’d been driving for over five hours. Henry would take his turn behind the wheel after they relieved their bladders and got something to eat. De La Cruz went inside to buy food, while Henry stayed with the van.

Henry used a flashlight to look in on their passengers through a rear window. Flory and Jiang squinted at the light and appeared to be the same as when they were shoved into the van. Their ankles looked bound, their gags were in place, and their wrists were behind their backs.

Henry left them and moved a dozen yards away to urinate behind a tree. After getting back in the van, he used a moist baby wipe from a plastic container De La Cruz had in the van. De La Cruz said he had bought them to use later, so he could wipe down the van before returning it. He bought them before he had tracked down Flory, assuming he would. It revealed the confidence De La Cruz had in his abilities.

Henry had asked De La Cruz about his connection to the girl they were looking for, Eva Castillo. De La Cruz stated again that he worked for her uncle.

[image: ]


“What kind of work do you do for him?”

“Not much, actually. My boss and my father are friends. Mr. Castillo made it possible for me to come here legally after I had a disagreement with someone back in Peru.”

“A disagreement?”

“I nearly beat a man to death. That man’s father is a powerful gang leader in Peru.”

“What sort of business is your boss in?”

“He handles money for other people, including the gang leader in Peru. People respect Mr. Castillo, and he’s useful to them. I won’t be harmed as long as I’m here.”

“But you can never go back to Peru?”

“I will go back someday. Things in the gangs change often. The man who wants me dead has his own enemies. Once he’s gone, no one else will care if I return or not.”

“And what if that doesn’t change?”

De La Cruz smirked. “I’ll go home and change it myself. I only left because there were threats against my family. Mr. Castillo put an end to that but agreed that I would leave the country. I’ll stay away from my home to keep the peace, but I won’t do it forever. I don’t fear the man who wants me dead. He may learn that someday.”

“I’ll do what I can to help you find Eva. The girl must be terrified.”

De La Cruz smiled at Henry. “I’m glad you came along. It sounds like I’ll need help at this Club Flory spoke of.”

“I have a lot of training, De La Cruz. And I’ve gone up against superior odds before. We’ll get Eva out of there. What does she look like?”

De La Cruz had brought up a photo on his phone, then passed it to Henry. The photo showed Eva with her Cousin Dayana. The girls were smiling at the camera when the photo was taken.

“Her uncle gave me that picture. Eva is the girl on the right.”

“She’s beautiful. Both girls are. You said she was seventeen?”

“That’s right. She speaks English, Spanish, and German. Her mother is German.”

“She sounds like a smart girl.”

“I think she’ll recognize me when we find her, but she only saw me once, and it was weeks ago. You’ll be a stranger to her.”

Henry passed De La Cruz his phone, having memorized Eva’s face. He’d been tempted to sleep while De La Cruz drove, but he didn’t know the man well enough to let down his guard. His gut told him De La Cruz wouldn’t harm him, although he was certain the man could be lethal when needed. Fernando De La Cruz gave Henry the impression he was a capable man.

He’d been brave and determined enough to track Flory and Jiang to Florida in his search for Eva. And he had done so alone. He wouldn’t be alone anymore. Henry would do what he could to free Eva, along with any other girls or women they might find at the Club.

He had a contract to kill Renzo Flory, and he would, but only after Flory was useful in helping them free Eva. Once that was done, it would be time for Flory to die.
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De La Cruz returned from the truck stop’s restaurant with four containers of food and a thermos full of coffee. The food smelled so good it made Henry’s mouth water. They decided to eat before feeding Flory and Jiang.

Henry had ordered scrambled eggs and sausage with a side of buttered rye toast. De La Cruz had the same, only with an egg bagel instead of toast. They had kept things simple for Flory and Jiang. They would have hamburgers and french fries.

After devouring their food, they moved to the rear of the van to feed their captives and let them urinate. De La Cruz barely had a door open when it slammed him in the chest. Flory had used the razor to free himself and Jiang during the ride. They had been pretending to still be bound when Henry looked in on them earlier.

De La Cruz stumbled backwards, but he kept himself from falling. Flory leapt from the van and charged at him, as Jiang went after Henry. Henry had his hands full, as he’d been holding the foam containers of food.

De La Cruz blocked an overhand right Flory threw at his chin, then landed a fist against Flory’s stomach. He followed that up with a strike to Flory’s throat that left the drug dealer gasping.

Henry tossed away the food while sidestepping Jiang’s attack, and the man stumbled past him. De La Cruz had been right. Jiang was slow.

A long strip of duct tape hung off Jiang’s left wrist. He grabbed the other end of it with his right hand and looped the tape over Henry’s throat, like an improvised garrote.

Henry reached back and wrapped an arm around Jiang’s neck, while digging his fingers into the underside of Jiang’s chin. He then bent forward at the waist as fast as he could while maintaining his grip on the man’s neck. Jiang’s feet left the ground as Henry tossed his body forward. His body was thrown forward, but his head remained pressed against Henry’s shoulder. There was an audible cracking sound as Jiang’s neck broke, or the sound might have also been from the damage his spinal cord suffered. The result left Jiang lying limp in the grass behind the van. With his spinal cord damaged, his respiration ceased and his heart stopped beating. Jiang’s eyes darted about in panic, but he passed out within seconds. He’d be dead in minutes.

Flory croaked out his friend’s name. His voice sounded hoarse from the blow to the throat he’d taken. He knelt beside Jiang and studied him.

“He’s not breathing.”

“His neck is broken,” Henry said. “He’s dead. Or he soon will be.” Henry sent a kick at the side of Flory’s head, stunning the man, and sending him onto his back. Henry looked over at De La Cruz. “Were you hurt?”

De La Cruz shook his head. “No. His one punch missed me.”

“Help me load them back inside the van. We’ll find a spot to dump Jiang.”

De La Cruz yanked Flory to his feet, lifted the dazed man, and tossed him in the van. The display of strength was impressive and noted by Henry. They worked together to load Jiang’s limp form, then Henry climbed into the van to bind Flory’s wrists behind his back again.

The flashlight revealed the razor used to cut through the first set of bonds. It was on the floor in a corner of the van. Henry tossed it away as he stepped from the vehicle.

He held out a hand to De La Cruz. “I’ll drive now.”

Henry returned to the highway and headed north. He took an exit less than an hour later after seeing the steel skeleton of a new office tower being erected. There were no night security guards at the construction site. Only cameras aimed at the gates positioned at the front and left side of the property.

Henry had a basic set of tools with him. They had come with the car he’d left behind in Key Largo. He used a wire cutter to open a hole in the chain-link fence surrounding the construction site. Henry slipped through the hole and went exploring. When he returned, he and De La Cruz pulled Jiang’s body through the opening in the fence, then carried it several hundred feet.

A smaller building, possibly a generator shed, was being built near the main area of construction. The footers were already in the ground. Nearby was a dump truck filled with gravel. Henry made the assumption the gravel was going to be used for drainage. He planned to bury Jiang at the center of the area intended for the shed’s base.

De La Cruz agreed it was a good plan. “Only we’ll need shovels.”

Henry pointed to a set of four cargo containers that were to the right of the construction trailers.

“There should be something in one of those we can use.”

De La Cruz removed a small leather case from his back pocket. “I’ll take care of those padlocks.”

And he did. De La Cruz opened the locks as if he had a key for them. Whatever he was, whatever work he did for Eva’s uncle, Henry assumed De La Cruz was also a skilled thief.

There were shovels inside one of the containers. They dug a shallow grave for Jiang and rolled him into it without ceremony. The man had been involved in abducting innocent women for money. The world was better off without him.

It took several minutes to make the ground appear undisturbed. They accomplished that by spreading out the top layer of dirt evenly. With luck, the gravel would be used the next day. Once the shed was erected on top of it, Jiang’s corpse would rest undisturbed for many years.

Henry and De La Cruz returned the shovels and relocked the containers before leaving. Someone would notice the gap cut in the fence, eventually, but with nothing of value missing, they might assume whoever did it had been scared off by something.

De La Cruz checked on Flory before they got back on the road. The man had been quiet and appeared to be in shock by his friend’s death. De La Cruz freed his hands so he could pee, then taped his wrists again.

“We brought you food. It’s lying back there where you attacked us. We’ll get you something to eat the next time we stop.”

“What did you do with Jiang?”

“We buried him.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

“I won’t kill you. Your friend died in a fight he started. If you cooperate, you’ll be better off.”

Tears leaked from Flory’s eyes as he climbed up into the van.

“Stay quiet and we won’t have to gag you,” De La Cruz said, before slamming the van door and locking it.

Henry spoke to him as he climbed into the passenger seat. “Is everything good back there?”

“Yeah. I told him I wouldn’t kill him if he cooperates.”

“Then you told him the truth,” Henry said. He was aware Flory might hear their conversation through the thin metal wall that separated them. Left unsaid was Henry’s response to Flory’s cooperation. Flory could free Eva by himself and Henry would still kill him. He’d been a dead man walking ever since Henry accepted the contract on him. He’d be dead already if not for Specter.

Henry thought of Tanner as he placed the van in gear. His mentor was on the hunt for Specter. Knowing Tanner, he would find the answers he was looking for. Henry returned to the interstate and headed north. Once he helped De La Cruz free Eva, he would travel to Washington and join Tanner.

In the passenger seat, De La Cruz released a sigh. “I hope nothing bad has happened to Eva.”

“If this place, this Club, caters to the rich, they won’t want to bruise her or mark her in any way.”

“Some bastard might rape her.”

“It’s possible, yeah. The important thing is to get to her before she’s sent somewhere else.”

De La Cruz turned his head and stared at Henry. “I’ll kill anyone we come across.”

Henry took his eyes from the road and met his gaze. “Same here. Eva will be the last girl they ever hurt.”

De La Cruz stared at Henry a moment longer before sliding down in his seat and closing his eyes.

“Wake me when you want to take a break from driving.”

“All right,” Henry said. By sleeping, De La Cruz was letting him know he trusted him. Henry figured he might grab a few hours of sleep when it was his turn to rest again. He agreed with his gut feeling that De La Cruz could be trusted.

Sleep would do them both good. After their long drive to Virginia, they would need to gather information about the Club. Later, there would be nothing else left to do but attack.

Henry drove deeper into the night, headed toward an encounter against superior odds. He smiled, anticipating the challenge.
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After getting his address from Robyn Dyer and discovering the man had the day off, Tanner followed Assistant Special Agent in Charge Ed Johnson. If Specter had someone helping him on the night he killed Gates, Johnson would be a natural choice. He was the man who arranged the senator’s security.

Johnson was fifty-four, divorced, with one child. His daughter was a sixth-grade teacher in San Diego. She moved there with her mother after her parents divorced when she was twelve. The divorce happened because Johnson had an affair with his wife’s best friend.

His daughter wanted nothing to do with him after that. Johnson hadn’t seen her since attending her high school graduation. He called her at Christmas and on her birthday. Those calls were always short. His daughter was a stranger to him. As for his wife’s best friend, she ended the affair the day Johnson’s wife found out about them.

With his marriage ended, Johnson had thrown himself into his work, and had moved up to a position where he oversaw several units. As an ASAC, he had responsibilities similar to those of a police lieutenant.

Because of regulations, he would have to retire in three years, then collect a pension. He’d be just shy of his fifty-seventh birthday. For a man in good health, fifty-seven was an early age to stop working, and his pension would never make him rich. Johnson had given much thought to those facts. He had done something to change his situation.
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Tanner was outside Johnson’s home when the man left it. He followed Johnson to a diner where the ASAC sat at the counter and ordered breakfast. Knowing he would be away from his home for a while, Tanner drove back to it. He wanted to know more about Ed Johnson.
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Tanner entered Johnson’s house through a side door of the attached two-car garage after slipping a mask on. There had been no security pad on the outer door, but there could be a camera inside.

Johnson had a second car. It was an old Corvette Stingray convertible. The thing had seen better days, but it appeared Johnson was restoring it. It was a hobby car. Recent work had been done on the fiberglass body, prepping it for painting. There was a hand sander plugged into a wall socket and a wastebasket containing used sanding discs.

Two rolling carts of mechanic’s tools were against one wall of the garage. There were other tools and gadgets hanging on pegboard hooks. A third wall had a short staircase built beside it. There were photos of cars Johnson had previously restored. They were all older sports cars: A Camaro, two Mustangs, a GTO, and a 1963 Plymouth Savoy Max Wedge.

Tanner was only able to identify the Plymouth because he’d seen photos of one before. His father had owned it when he was a young man. The car was gone by the time Tanner was born, but he’d seen photos of his father with the sports car. The vehicle seemed boxy by current standards, but it had a powerful engine and 425 horsepower.

In one photo Tanner recalled, his father and mother had been leaning back against the car, which had been a bright blue. They’d both been in their twenties, although his mother may have still been in her teens, having been a few years younger than his father. They held each other and grinned at the camera. No one could doubt they were in love.

A memory of the photo, and other memories were practically all Tanner had of his parents. Any photos or keepsakes were lost when his family was slaughtered by Alonso Alvarado, and their house destroyed by fire.

Ed Johnson’s photos had been taken over years. The passage of time was evident by his receding hairline.

The short staircase led to the door connecting the garage to the house. Tanner carried a device with him that would jam the sensors on Johnson’s security system. With that done, he picked the door lock and opened the door an inch to listen for sounds that someone was home. Johnson could have a girlfriend or a pet living with him.

Tanner knocked loudly on the door, heard nothing in response, and entered the home’s kitchen while holding a gun. A quick walk through the three-bedroom house told him he was alone. Tanner put away his weapon and took out a set of spy cameras. After placing the cameras, Tanner searched Johnson’s home office. It was a quick search, as it would only take Johnson so long to eat breakfast. After finding nothing unusual in the office, Tanner checked out Johnson’s bedroom, where he came across something interesting.

When Henry described his encounter with Specter, he had mentioned seeing a white paint stain on the sole of one of Specter’s shoes. Johnson owned a pair of shoes with such a stain.

Tanner placed everything back as he had found it, left the house, and rearmed the alarm system. He returned to the diner and was pleased to see Johnson was still there. The secret service agent was enjoying a second cup of coffee while looking at his phone. After checking his watch—Despite his phone having the time on it—Johnson paid his bill and left the diner.

[image: ]


Tanner followed Johnson to a strip mall that was near a home improvement center. Before leaving his vehicle, Johnson put on a long-billed cap. And while there was a chill in the late-October air, the cap wasn’t for warmth. The headwear’s long bill would obscure his face from cameras.

Tanner donned a similar cap and followed on foot. Johnson strolled past the shops of the strip mall and entered the parking lot of the home improvement center.

He headed to the tool area and began browsing. Tanner watched him from across the store’s main aisle, where there were still a selection of grills and patio furniture on display. Within a month, the space would be used to showcase Christmas trees and snowblowers.

Foot traffic was light in the store. It was a weekday morning, and after the early rush that occurred when various contractors stopped in to pick up supplies for their day’s work. A few such contractors were shopping, but they were notable by their actions. They rushed in, found what they needed, then headed to a checkout counter.

The average homeowner or do-it-yourselfer moved about at a more leisurely pace. As for Johnson, he seemed to be waiting for someone. Tanner saw him check his watch twice in less than a minute.

Movement on his right caught Tanner’s attention as a man walked along the main aisle at a fast pace. He slowed and entered the tool area. The guy wore a black hoodie with the hood up and pulled low at the front. It served the same function as the long-billed caps.

The man stopped looking around when he spotted Johnson, and he pretended to be considering the purchase of a table saw that was on display. He was an older man, likely in his sixties. He moved well for a man his age, and his race walking through the store hadn’t winded him.

Johnson moved closer to the man, but Johnson and the other man never faced each other. They wandered around the tool section while staying close, but a casual observer wouldn’t think they were together. Tanner thought they could be whispering to each other, but he wasn’t close enough to tell.

The new man left the store first while moving at a normal pace. Tanner tailed him, wanting to know who he was.

He hadn’t learned much since coming to DC, but he knew enough to be certain something unusual was going on within the secret service. He was determined to find out what that something was. The older man drove off in a black Toyota.

Tanner followed.
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SPILL
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Henry woke after a few hours of sleep to find they were only three miles away from the city of Roanoke, Virginia. The fall foliage along the highway was spectacular. It reminded Henry of the area where he’d grown up as a young teen, in western Pennsylvania.

“I was going to wake you soon,” De La Cruz said. “Now that we’re in the area, we need to know more about this place we’re going to.”

Henry sat up and ran a hand over his face. “Enter the city and find a large parking lot. We’ll climb in the back and have a talk with Flory.”

[image: ]


An expression of dread showed on Flory’s face as they scrambled into the rear of the van. De La Cruz had driven the van into the parking lot of a Kroger supermarket that had a gas station. They would fuel up the van before leaving.

Henry decided to sit on the floor rather than remain standing while stooped over. De La Cruz squatted low, keeping his ass about an inch off the floor.

Flory looked at Henry, then De La Cruz. “What’s going on?”

Henry removed a knife from his pocket. It was a stiletto switchblade. The blade sprang into sight after he pushed a button. Flory grimaced and leaned away from him. His wrists were still taped behind his back.

“Don’t cut me! I’ll help you.”

“I’ll only cut you if you don’t answer our questions or try to lie.”

“You want to know about the Club. I’ll tell you what I know, but you’re not going to like it.”

“Why is that?” De La Cruz asked.

“Security is heavy there. They have these guards they call attendants. They walk around with ARs and wear masks so you can’t tell what they look like.”

Henry tapped the tip of the knife against the van’s floor. “Let’s do it this way. You tell us what happened when you brought Eva to them. Tell us in detail. If we have questions, we’ll interrupt you and ask them.”

Flory nodded. “Okay. I had the girl in the passenger seat when I pulled up to the gate.”

De La Cruz interrupted. “She didn’t try to run off when you stopped your car?”

“She couldn’t. I had one of her wrists handcuffed to part of the seat.”

“Continue,” De La Cruz said.

“Um, they have an intercom system and cameras at the gate. I’ve been there a few times, so they should have recognized me, but they asked me my name anyway.”

“Were you expected?” Henry asked.

“Yeah, but they only knew I was coming that day, not at a certain time.”

“What would happen if you showed up unexpectedly?”

“The usual. They would pat me down and make sure no one was hiding in the trunk.”

“Would they do that inside the gate or outside the gate?”

“Inside. I’d have two guys pointing machine guns at me. They could cut me down anytime they wanted.”

“And how many of these attendants are there?”

“They wear numbers. The highest number I’ve seen is nine,” Flory said. It was a lie. He knew there were at least twelve attendants. He kept talking, hoping Henry and De La Cruz hadn’t sensed his deception. “These attendants are all huge dudes. There’s also a woman who calls herself Matron. She handles the girls.”

“Does she wear a mask?” De La Cruz asked.

“No. She has long white hair and always wears mirrored sunglasses.”

“Did you have weapons on you when you were patted down?” Henry asked.

“A gun and a knife. They gave them back to me when I left.”

“How big is this place?”

“It’s huge. Like a mansion.”

“Do you think the attendants live there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you ever seen guard dogs?”

“No.”

“You said they searched your trunk. Describe that.”

“What do you mean? They just looked inside.”

“Tell me exactly what happened.”

Flory shrugged. It was an awkward movement, because his arms were secured behind him.

“One guard kept his rifle aimed at me while the other one walked to the back of the car and took aim at the trunk. Then the one at the rear told me to pop the trunk. I did. He looked inside. And that was that.”

“What were you driving?”

“A Honda Accord, one of the newer ones.”

“What color?”

“Um, white.”

“Have you driven it there before?”

“Yeah. I’ve had the car for three years.”

“Where is it now?”

“Back in Washington.”

“Why did you leave it there?”

“Jiang and I were in a hurry to get to Florida, so we flew. Shit, man. Why’d you have to kill Jiang? That man was my best friend.”

“He tried to strangle me.”

“And you kidnapped us.”

De La Cruz reached over and gave Flory a backhanded slap. The sound was loud inside the enclosed van.

“Stop whining and answer the man’s questions. Understand?”

“Yeah, yes. Ah, damn, that slap rattled my brain. You’re stronger than you look.”

Henry resumed his questioning.

“Have you ever seen anyone else there besides the attendants and the woman with the white hair?”

Flory was shaking his head, then stopped. “Yeah, I did see someone else once. An older guy wearing a suit. He had gray hair, and he wore a mask like the ones the attendants wear. It covered the lower part of his face. I think he runs the place. Matron called him sir.”

Henry and De La Cruz asked Flory a few more questions, which included directions to the Club. Flory asked a question of his own when they were about to lock him up again.

“Can I get out and pee?”

“Not here,” Henry said. “We’ll stop somewhere else soon.”

“I’m hungry too.”

“We’ll feed you.”

“And will you let me go when you have the girl back?”

Henry smiled. “Maybe I’ll let her decide that.”

Flory’s brown complexion paled when he considered what mercy Eva might show him.
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Henry and De La Cruz walked far enough away from the van so they wouldn’t be overheard.

“Getting Eva out of that fortress is not going to be easy,” De La Cruz said. “I’m not a snitch, but I’m tempted to call the cops and tell them a kidnapped girl is being held there.”

“An anonymous call wouldn’t be enough for the cops to get a warrant. And if the Club’s clientele is as rich and powerful as Flory claims, the people running the place would be warned. By the time the police searched, Eva and any other girls would have been moved elsewhere.”

“Flory said there were nine attendants. That could mean three men working three shifts. Those odds aren’t bad if we manage to surprise them.”

Henry nodded. “I agree, but we don’t know if there will only be three men there. If the guards stay on the premises, we’d be facing all nine. Flory might have also been lying or mistaken about their numbers. We need more information. That means we’ll have to spend time watching the place.”

De La Cruz sighed loudly. “I hate waiting. I want to get Eva out of there as soon as possible.”

“So do I, but we won’t be doing her any favors if we get killed because we rushed in without knowing what we’re facing. The smart move is to learn more.”

De La Cruz shook his head in disgust. “I hate it, but you’re right. We need to know as much as we can.”

Henry pointed at the supermarket. “I’ll go in there and gather food and supplies. Once we reach the area where the Club is, we’ll be staying there.”

“How long do you plan to watch the place?”

“Just today. We’ll go in there and get Eva tomorrow morning. By then, I’ll have thought up a plan. I’ve already got something in mind.”

“Like what?”

Henry pointed at the van. “We’ll use Flory when we make our move. He’s familiar to the guards. If they see him first, they may not go on alert.”

“He might try to warn them.”

“It will be tricky no matter what we do. If nothing else, Flory will make a handy human shield when the shooting starts. But that’s a worst-case scenario. Remember, he’s mine. I accepted a contract to kill him. He needs to die by my hand.”

“He won’t be the only one who dies tomorrow. I’ll kill anyone involved in hurting Eva. These cabróns will learn they grabbed the wrong girl.”

De La Cruz returned to the van while Henry headed toward the supermarket. Henry thought about Eva and wondered what condition she would be in when they found her. It made him realize they should gather supplies the girl might need. Fresh clothing would be good, along with soap and shampoo to clean herself with.

Thinking of buying clothing for the girl gave Henry an idea. It was a plan that would work. It also brought a smile to his lips. The plan would involve De La Cruz. It would require him to do something Henry was certain his new friend would find offensive.

He entered the store while laughing as he imagined De La Cruz’s expression when he described his idea. Henry was sure the plan would work. One thing was certain. They would free Eva. As a Tanner, failure wasn’t an option.
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PAINTY CAN ED
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Tanner approached Mike Murphey in the parking lot of a Chinese restaurant. Murphey had stopped to pick up an order of food after having ended his workday. Tanner introduced himself while flashing the Homeland Security credentials he carried. He was wearing the special glasses he had to match the ID’s photo.

“Homeland? What’s this about?”

“You’re not in any trouble, Murphey. This is just a casual conversation. I’m hoping you can help me with something. Why don’t we talk inside your car?”

Murphey unlocked his Chevy, and Tanner slid into the passenger seat. Homeland Security oversaw the Secret Service. Tanner was hoping Murphey would open up to him about his suspicions. It was obvious by his actions Murphey suspected something wasn’t right about the events surrounding Senator Gates’ death.

Tanner took in a deep inhale. “That food smells delicious. What did you order?”

“It’s beef and broccoli, along with two egg rolls. But you’re not here to ask me about my diet. What’s going on?”

“Senator Gates’ death has certain people asking questions, people like our superiors. They’re wondering if Specter might have had inside help.”

“Inside help? From someone on the hotel staff?”

“Don’t play dumb, Murphey. You know what I mean. If you and the other members of Gates’ security detail had done your jobs right, the senator would still be alive. Someone dropped the ball. That’s a fact. The only question is whether or not it was intentional.”

“Are you accusing me of helping the assassin?”

“No. I think you’re innocent. I have reason to believe you’ve been investigating this matter on your own. Who do you suspect aided Specter? Could it have been Ed Johnson?”

Murphey blinked rapidly. “I don’t have anything to say on the subject. If there is a formal investigation ongoing, then bring me in and interrogate me on record. I’m not going to sit here and gossip about Johnson or any other agent. For all I know, Homeland is looking for a scapegoat to take the fall for the senator’s death. Did we screw up? Maybe. I mean, someone murdered Gates on our watch. That doesn’t mean it was intentional, or that someone was aiding the assassin.”

“Specter had inside help. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

Murphey laughed. It sounded forced to Tanner.

“There is no Specter. Specter is a myth. Anyone could leave a mask behind, so Specter would get the blame. He’s no more real than that super assassin, Tanner.”

“I believe that’s true,” Tanner said.

“Are we done? My food is getting cold.”

Murphey was lying. Tanner figured he was doing so out of a sense of loyalty. That loyalty wasn’t to Johnson, but to the institution of the secret service. Murphey had come to believe Specter was real, but that he wasn’t one man.

Tanner opened the car door and stepped out. “Have a good evening, Murphey. And one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Watch your back. If I suspect you’ve been investigating this matter on your own; someone else might too.”

Murphey didn’t respond other than to start his engine. Tanner closed the passenger door, and Murphey put the vehicle in gear and drifted out of the small parking lot.

Tanner was about to head to his own vehicle, then changed his mind. The Chinese restaurant did a huge take-out business, but there were also four tables in the restaurant. Tanner placed an order for beef and broccoli at the counter before sitting at a table after grabbing a can of soda from a refrigerated case.

It had been a productive day. By following Ed Johnson, and the mystery man Johnson had met with in the home improvement store, Tanner was almost certain he knew the truth behind the assassination of Senator Gates. What he didn’t know was how many people were involved.

He received a text from Sara. She was asking him again if he would be home on Friday. The party she had planned would take place on Saturday, and she wanted him home a day early.

He texted back one word.

Absolutely.




She responded.

I’m nagging. Sorry. I just want everything to go right.




You’re not nagging. You’re reminding me. I’ll be home in a day or two. Don’t worry.




Before putting away his phone, Tanner called Robyn Dyer. She agreed to meet him and help him with something.

When his food was ready, Tanner went to the counter to get it. The order of beef and broccoli was as tasty as its aroma, and the egg roll was crisp and delicious. Mike Murphey had good taste when it came to food. Tanner was hoping he made wise choices in other areas as well.
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Tanner was back at the home improvement center an hour later, entering the store with Robyn Dyer at his side. He needed the cooperation of the store’s security personnel. If they failed to cooperate with him, Dyer could use her official position as an FBI Special Agent to request a warrant.

A warrant wasn’t necessary. The ex-cop on duty in the store was happy to help them. Tanner wanted to see the store’s surveillance video of the interaction between Johnson and the mystery man he had witnessed earlier. He was hoping the cameras’ overhead views had picked up something he missed.

The store’s senior loss prevention officer was Ken Jablonsky. He was blond, muscular except for a bulge at his gut, and he gestured with his hands when he spoke. Jablonsky retired from the police department in Ashburn, Virginia, on a full pension while only forty-three. He’d been working at the home improvement center for six years, after, as he put it, “Playing so much golf, I never wanted to play the damn game again. Retirement was boring.”

Tanner thought the man spoke the truth. His turn to retire from being a Tanner grew closer every year. And yes, he could certainly stay busy with the ranch and other undertakings, but those activities would be nothing like the life a Tanner led. He’d have to find something comparable he could do. What that could be was unknown to him. Maybe such a thing didn’t even exist.

Jablonsky brought up the video showing Johnson and the mystery man in the tool area. It was displayed on a large monitor and the detail of the images was better than Tanner had hoped for.

Dyer commented on it. “That’s a sharp picture.”

“Yeah,” Jablonsky said. “We upgraded the equipment about four months back. We have zoom capability now. Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?” He had gestured at the screen with a sweeping motion.

Tanner answered him. “Zoom in on that table saw that’s between the men.”

Jablonsky did so. There was an object lying on the saw’s surface.

“Can you back this up a minute and then zoom in again?”

“No problem.”

Jablonsky rewound the video, zoomed in, and the object was gone. As the video continued, Johnson’s hand appeared in the frame and set the object onto the saw’s surface.

“That looks like a key,” Dyer said.

The mystery man claimed the key moments before he left the tool area and exited the store.

“Are these guys spies or something?” Jablonsky asked.

“Something like that,” Tanner said. “Can we get a copy of this?”

“Give me a few minutes and I’ll have it for you.”

“Thank you. But before you do that, there’s something else I want to see.”

“What’s that?”

“I noticed a large white paint stain near the entrance. Do you know what day that spill happened?”

“Oh yeah. I was on duty then. It was last Tuesday evening. The kid working in the paint department hadn’t secured the lid right. It happens now and then. We clean it up as fast as we can, but there will be a stain there until it wears away.”

“I’d like to see video of that spill, and all video up to the point where it’s cleaned up.”

Jablonsky furrowed his brow. “Okay. Is there a reason why?”

“An eyewitness saw a white paint stain on the bottom of a suspect’s shoe. I think he got that stain here on the day of that spill. I want to see if he shows up on your video.”

Jablonsky grinned. “It gives new meaning to the phrase, ‘You really stepped in it.’ I’ll set that video up, and I’ll make you a copy of it too.”
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Tanner walked Robyn to her vehicle after they left the store. He had taken off the glasses and put them away.

“It’s amazing how much those things alter your appearance,” Dyer said.

“They do come in handy.”

“What do you think that key opens?”

“Probably a locker somewhere. Perhaps one inside a bus station, or maybe a gym. Johnson placed something inside a locker, then passed along the key so his accomplice could claim it.”

“Accomplice? What do you suspect them of?”

“They killed Senator Gates.”

“Can you prove that?”

“Not yet.”

“And what happens when you do?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“I think the secret service was involved in Gates’ death. But not everyone knew about it.”

“Does this involve Specter?”

“Yes.”

Dyer had her own copies of the surveillance tapes. “I’ll use the Bureau’s resources to identify the mystery man wearing the hoodie.”

“Don’t bother. I already know who he is.”

“How?”

“I followed him earlier.”

“Is this going to lead to a scandal, Tanner? It might be better if we kept whatever is going on quiet. I know several secret service agents. They’re good and dedicated people who don’t deserve to be disgraced by what some other agents might have done.”

“I agree. I don’t plan to involve reporters. Whatever happens, I’ll see that it stays quiet, and I’ll keep you informed.”

“Thank you. And be careful. Whoever killed Gates will kill again to keep their involvement a secret.”

“I know. But I’ll learn what’s really going on and figure out who the players are. When I do, I’ll tell you what I know. After that, you can do with the information what you want.”

Robyn shook her head. “I remember a time when I believed everything was black and white. I would have considered you, an assassin, inherently evil, and any government agent intrinsically good. But we’re really all just people in various shades of gray.”

“It’s a gray sort of world,” Tanner agreed.

Robyn sent him a sad smile as she opened the door of her vehicle, and they parted ways.
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WATCH AND OBSERVE
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Henry and De La Cruz freed Flory from his bonds and brought him up to sit between them in the front of the van. They did so after assuring Flory if he tried anything he would regret it instantly.

Flory behaved, grateful to be unbound and away from the rear of the van. The back of the van had no heat, and the temperature had grown cooler the farther north they’d driven. Flory was still wearing only the short-sleeved T-shirt and jeans he’d had on in Key Largo. When asked to give directions to the Club, Flory did so willingly.

Henry understood Flory was cooperating while waiting for an opening to escape. If their positions were reversed, Henry would make his move after they had driven through the gate and entered the Club’s property. That’s when he and De La Cruz would be outnumbered and outgunned, since there could be nine guards or more armed with AR-15s.

Unfortunately for Flory, they only needed him alive long enough to get through the gate. From that point on, Flory would be a liability. Although he was willing to help De La Cruz free Eva Castillo and any other girls being held captive at the Club, Henry had a contract to fulfill. Flory was his target. Each breath the man took brought him closer to his last.

While it was a good thing the Club was in an area where properties were spread out and separated by woods, concealing the van became a problem. It wasn’t the type of vehicle you could take off-road, nor could they risk parking along the shoulder for long periods. That would draw attention to them.

Henry solved the problem by backing the van up into the entrance of a nearby property belonging to one of the Club’s neighbors. The long driveway meandered for half a mile and the home was hidden from view. If someone came out to ask them why they were there, they would apologize, claim to have become lost, and pulled off the road to consult a map.

In the meantime, Henry would leave the van and travel to the Club on foot, where he would observe their target. They needed more information. The only way to get it was to keep watch and pay attention to what went on.

Henry stepped out of the van along with De La Cruz, who was taking his place behind the wheel. Henry put on a small backpack that had water, food, extra ammunition, and other supplies. He would text De La Cruz every hour to keep in touch.

“You text me first if you’re forced to move the van away from here. Maybe we’ll get lucky and whoever lives here never leaves their house. Or they’ve already left for the day and won’t return until much later.”

“One of those might be true. People who buy homes buried deep in the woods probably aren’t social. And if they work somewhere, they could have a long commute. If I have to move the van, I’ll park it in another driveway and call you.”

“I want to watch the Club for at least eight hours. That should be enough time to see if they have a shift change with the guards. I’ll also look for any gaps in their electronic surveillance. It would be nice if they missed a camera angle and we can climb over the fence without being seen.”

Flory spoke up. “They have cameras pointed at the gate, but I’ve never seen any inside. Their rich clients don’t want to be filmed with the girls.”

“How many girls are in there?” Henry asked.

Flory shrugged. “I have no idea. They keep some of the girls and sell others.”

“We’ll free whoever is in there when we find Eva,” De La Cruz said. “And kill the bastards responsible.”

Henry tapped the side of the van. “I’m off. If Flory gives you any trouble, break some of his favorite bones.”

“Hey! I’m cooperating, right? You don’t need to threaten me.”

“No one is threatening you,” De La Cruz said. “I will break your arm if you attack me or try to run off.”

“I’ll contact you when I find a good spot to keep watch from,” Henry said. He stepped into the trees lining the driveway, crunching dead leaves beneath his boots, and was lost from sight as trees blocked him from view.
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Henry reached the Club’s property in twenty minutes, then spent half an hour circling the three-story home while keeping to the trees. Silence reigned in the woods, other than the sounds made by squirrels, birds, and other small creatures. There were also the soft whispers of falling leaves as they abandoned their branches to add to the carpet of their dead comrades littering the forest floor.

It was impossible to take a step without crunching leaves, so Henry stayed as deep in the woods as he could and still keep the home in sight. After getting a look at the property from all sides, he sat with his back leaning against a large tree, where he had a good view of the gate.

He sent a text off to De La Cruz.

I’m settled in. There are six vehicles at the rear of the house.




That means at least six people inside. One will be the woman, Matron. Another car may belong to the older man Flory saw. That leaves four guards. Not bad.




Yeah. Let’s hope the guards don’t carpool here.




Henry sat and looked at the gate. The gate looked back, or rather the cameras above it did, but he was beyond their reach and hidden from view by the maple and oak trees surrounding him. He was bored by the end of the first hour. After three hours, he was hoping something would happen.

Henry listened while he watched, and occasionally, he would hear a vehicle pass by on the road that was some distance away. Most people wouldn’t have detected the sounds, but Henry had exceptional hearing. No sounds came from the home and no one visited it. Had he not known what it was, he might have thought it was just another quiet residence in a country setting. Around noon, he caught the scent of food. Someone inside the house was cooking. Did the woman who called herself Matron cook, or did the task fall to the captive girls? Hell, maybe one of the guards was a chef. Whatever the answer was, the food smelled good. All Henry had to eat were apples and a few protein bars.

He continued to text De La Cruz every hour. No one had come down the driveway from the house or driven onto it, although a mailman had stopped and placed envelopes in the mailbox out on the road.

Flory was behaving himself while trying to engage De La Cruz in conversation, no doubt in an attempt to humanize himself and make De La Cruz like him. If people liked you, they would be unwilling to harm you.

I finally told him to shut the hell up




De La Cruz texted.

Flory had sold an untold number of girls into sexual slavery. No one wanted to be his friend.
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The sound of gunfire had Henry on his feet in an instant. Given its proximity, he had thought the blasts were coming from inside the Club. But no, they weren’t that close. He moved back to the rear of the home, then farther into the trees, following the sound, which came from a neighbor’s property.

Two men were taking target practice. One of the men was older, with a gray beard, the other a man of about thirty. They had a backstop of dirt and gravel behind a wooden pole with a paper target on it. Henry got the impression the target practice was something they did regularly.

De La Cruz texted him.

I hear gunfire. It sounds close.




The Club’s neighbors have a shooting range.




Good. Maybe the people around here won’t call the police when they hear shots coming from the Club tomorrow.




Henry returned to his post by the tree. The men continued shooting for another half hour.
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It was 5:56 in the afternoon when Henry heard them coming. Three vehicles. They pulled up to the gate and the first one used a swipe card on a device beside the intercom. The gate swung open, and the cars drove in. A fourth vehicle appeared a minute later and repeated the process.

Henry noted that all four drivers were men. He could only see them from the neck up, but he got the impression they were in their thirties. The vehicles drove around to the rear of the home. Henry could hear car doors open and the sound of male voices.

De La Cruz texted him.

Four cars went by. I think they turned into the Club’s driveway.




They did. If four different cars leave. It means the guards are having a shift change.




And that’s what happened. Four of the cars Henry had seen earlier drove away from the property at 6:02. Henry texted De La Cruz.

This is good news. It means we’ll only have to deal with four guards.




We can handle that if we can surprise them.




Agreed.




Henry watched the place for another two hours. No one came outside and no one visited. It appeared there were no clients scheduled, or they weren’t arriving until later. Having seen enough, Henry texted De La Cruz and told him he was heading back to the van. Before leaving, Henry attached a trail camera to a tree that allowed the camera to view the gate. He wouldn’t be able to access the camera remotely, but they could claim it in the morning and discover when the next shift change took place, or if the Club had visitors.
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Flory jumped when Henry tapped on the van’s passenger-side window. The sun had gone down, and he hadn’t heard Henry’s approach. Flory moved over and Henry slid beside him.

Flory wrinkled his nose. “You smell like dead leaves.”

Henry told him to shut up, then addressed De La Cruz. “Let’s get something to eat. And afterward, we’ll find a place to stay for the night. We need to be rested and well-fed when we return here tomorrow.”

“Sounds good to me,” De La Cruz said. “I’m sick of sitting in this van.”

“We won’t be using it tomorrow. We’ll need to steal a car.”

“Is that part of your plan?”

“It is. I’ll tell you the details later.”

“Mr. Castillo called me earlier. I told him I was close to finding Eva. The next time I speak to him, I hope Eva can talk to him too.”

“We’ll make it happen,” Henry said.

Flory looked at Henry. “You’re going to be risking your life to get the girl back. What’s she to you?”

“I’ve never met her, Flory. I’m willing to help her because I can.”

“And you’re not getting paid?”

“I have other work that pays,” Henry said.

Flory shivered involuntarily, as something about Henry’s words sent a chill through him.
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NO MAKEUP!
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Henry rented a room at a motor lodge that was ten miles from the Club. He made certain to choose a room away from the view of the highway, where there were few other cars parked. Being late October, there weren’t many people on vacation in the area. Most of the vehicles in the lot appeared to be rentals.

There was a car dealership a short drive away. They kept the vehicles they received as trade-ins in a parking lot across the street from the rear of the dealership. Henry and De La Cruz had driven past the lot earlier. They spotted a white Honda Accord they could use. Flory said it was two years older than the one he drove, but Henry figured it was close enough.

When Flory drove up to the Club’s gate the next day, he wanted everything to seem as normal as possible. Same ole Flory driving the same ole car. Although it was likely the guards, or attendants, as they were called, didn’t remember what Flory drove, one of them might. And remembering, he could wonder why he was showing up in a different car. It was better to make all seem usual, right up until the moment it was time to strike.

They would steal the car in the morning, before driving back to the area where the Club was. Once there, Henry would retrieve the trail camera, see what video it captured, and decide the best time to attack.

But that would all take place the next day. With the hour growing late, it was time to eat and rest. They ordered food from an Italian restaurant that offered curbside takeaway service. Henry had stuffed shells, De La Cruz, lasagna, and Flory ordered spaghetti and meatballs.

They washed down their meals with bottles of beer Henry purchased earlier while in the supermarket. Flory drank two bottles. The first one had been spiked with crushed sleeping pills. Henry placed enough of the sedative in the bottle to keep Flory knocked out all night. The man dozed off while watching a sports highlight show on TV.

De La Cruz had been watching him. He plucked Flory’s second bottle of beer from his hand before he could drop it on the floor.

“He’s out. Now we can talk in private. Tell me about this plan of yours, Eight.”

“Flory is a big part of it. Since he’s known to the guards, they shouldn’t go on alert when they see him drive up to the gate. And he’ll be driving a car that matches the one he usually drives.”

“One of us will need to be with him, or he’ll take off.”

“That’s right.”

“I’ll do it. I should take the risk, since Eva’s my responsibility. But it will place the guards on alert, seeing a stranger with Flory. He said he’s supposed to show up alone.”

“He wasn’t alone when he brought Eva there.”

“No. But the guards, what he called attendants, they wouldn’t consider an unarmed and handcuffed girl a threat.”

Henry smiled. “No. They won’t.”

De La Cruz squinted at him. “Why are you grinning at me like that?”

“Like you said, the guards will go on alert when they see you with Flory; they won’t if they mistake you for another victim. With the right wig and dress, which I happened to have bought earlier, you should be able to fool them long enough for me to make my move.”

De La Cruz’s mouth dropped open. “You want me to dress like a woman?”

Henry laughed. “I know. But think about it; it would work, as long as you keep your head down.”

“It’s-it’s…”

“Yeah, it’s unmanly, humiliating, embarrassing. It will also improve our odds of freeing Eva. Not to mention it could keep you from getting shot.”

De La Cruz cursed in Spanish, then gave a curt nod. “I’ll do it. But no makeup! That’s where I draw the line.”

Henry reached over and punched him on the shoulder. “Good man. We’re going to make this plan work.”

“Where will you be when I’m pretending to be a girl? Are you planning to climb over the fence? Someone might see you on a security camera.”

“They won’t see me… not until it’s too late.”

Henry explained a detail concerning his plan. De La Cruz liked it.

“We’ll surprise the first two guards, but there will still be two more inside the house. Along with the woman and the older man Flory mentioned.”

“We’ll handle them all once we get inside the house, and we’ll have the AR-15s taken off the first two guards.”

De La Cruz nodded. “Our best move is to strike fast and keep them off-guard.”

“I have something in mind for that too, but it will be up to you to make it work.”

Henry told De La Cruz his idea. De La Cruz laughed.

“Oh yeah, that will surprise them. Yes. This is going to work, and Eva will be free.”

Henry gestured at Flory, who had begun snoring. “The drugs should keep him out until morning, but we’ll tape his wrists and ankles just in case. That way, we can sleep without worrying if he’ll wake up.”

“When do you plan to kill him?”

“As soon as his usefulness ends. I have a contract to fulfill.”

De La Cruz offered Henry his hand. “Getting to Eva would have been much harder without your help. Thank you.”

They shook hands, and Henry grinned.

“Would you like to see your dress and wig? I think I picked the right size for you.”

De La Cruz hung his head. “Next time, I come up with the plan.”
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BE CAREFUL WHO YOU TRUST
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In Washington, DC, Mike Murphey opened his apartment door to greet Meghan Chaplin with a kiss. Meghan had worked late to fill in for a vacationing agent, and she was scheduled to return to the office early the next day.

She agreed to visit Murphey’s apartment after he told her it was important they talk, and not over the phone. After kissing, Chaplin looked at her lover with a concerned expression.

“What’s going on, Michael? Why do you seem so worried?”

“Let’s sit, and I’ll tell you everything I’ve learned.”

“Learned about what?”

“Senator Gates’ assassination.”

Murphey had been drinking wine; he offered Chaplin a glass as they settled on his sofa. She declined.

“I’m dead on my feet already after the day I’ve had. And I still have to drive home.”

“You could stay here tonight?”

“I would, but I don’t have a change of clothes with me. Now, what’s this about the assassination?”

“I’ve been looking into it on my own… I’ve uncovered a conspiracy.”

“What’s that mean? Gates was killed by Specter. That was confirmed when that mask was found.”

Murphey shook his head. “We were told Vernon Southern found the mask in an alley. That was a lie and I can prove it. I have a video filmed in the alley where Vernon said he found the mask. Meghan, Vernon was never in that alley on the night of the assassination. So, where did he get the mask?”

“You think Vernon is Specter?”

“There is no Specter. Vernon Southern, Ed Johnson, Chris Haws, and Alva Enochson came up with Specter as a scapegoat. I think those four planned and executed Gates’ death. But they would have had to have help, since they were all inside the hotel when Gates was shot from the office building.”

“Hold on. First, you claim Vernon Southern was involved in the senator’s death. Do you hear what you’re saying? Vernon is a supervisory special agent and his father was one of the first black secret service agents. I can’t believe he’d be involved in the senator’s murder.”

“He’s involved. He lied about finding that mask. And it was Chris Haws who claimed to have seen Specter fleeing from the direction of that office building and running into that alley. Southern and Haws are good friends and hunting buddies. It’s not surprising they would work together.”

“Okay, let’s say you’re right. How is Ed Johnson involved?”

“Meghan, Ed was in charge. It was his decision to not have anyone guarding the perimeter. I’ll tell you something else. Someone should have been assigned to keep watch on that office building. It allowed the shooter a perfect vantage point to take his shot.”

“What’s this video evidence you say you have?”

“It’s from a dashcam that was in the alley on the night of the assassination. It proves Vernon was lying. He was never in that alley. He probably brought that mask from somewhere else and claimed to have found it there.”

“You said Alva was involved. Why?”

Murphey tilted his head left, then right, indicating his ambivalence.

“I may be wrong about Alva. I’ll admit I have no proof. Still, if you look at the video taken in the ballroom when the senator was killed, you’ll see that Alva wasn’t standing as close to Gates as she should have been. If someone had charged the podium to get at Gates, Alva would have been too far away to stop them. The same is true for Johnson. I think they knew someone was about to shoot the senator dead, and they didn’t want to be too close.”

“This all sounds like conjecture.”

“Conjecture? What about the video? Let me show it to you.”

“How can you be certain the video was filmed on the right night?”

“There’s a date and time stamp.”

“Which may or may not be correct. And how did you get the video?”

Murphey sighed. “I swiped it from a car belonging to a hotel worker.”

“You stole it?”

“Yeah.”

“Michael, when did you become a thief?”

“I became a thief the day after my fellow agents became conspirators in the death of a US Senator. Listen, I had no love for Gates either, but it was our responsibility to protect the man. And Meghan, I think it’s likely someone paid to see him dead.”

Chaplin stood. “That’s enough! I don’t want to hear anymore. You’re saying Ed and the others killed Gates for money. I can’t believe that. I can’t. Have you spoken to anyone else about this?”

“No. But a Homeland Security agent approached me earlier. I’m not the only one who thinks there’s something odd going on.”

“Homeland Security is involved? That’s not good. What did you say?”

“I told him nothing. I want us to deal with it in-house. We can’t allow a scandal to taint the Service or Homeland Security.”

“I agree,” Chaplin said, and headed toward the door. “I’m going home. I need sleep. You’re on early tomorrow too, right?”

“Yeah. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

Chaplin shook her head after they kissed goodbye.

“You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“Believe me, I know. But I feel better having shared it with you.”

Chaplin walked off toward the elevator. After the doors opened, she took out her phone and made a call. Ed Johnson answered on the third ring.

“What’s up, Meghan? You’re calling rather late.”

“There’s trouble, Ed. Michael Murphey is asking questions.”
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DEFIANCE
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Eva Castillo couldn’t stop thinking about her mother’s Ají de gallina, which was chicken chili, and Eva’s favorite food.

She had not been fed since entering the Club, as punishment for being disobedient to Matron. She’d also been deprived of sleep. The home had a basement. It was where the women were housed when they were new. There was an area resembling a jail that had five separate compartments. Eva occupied the center cell with the other four being empty. Each compartment had a metal door with a slot at the top to see through, and a larger slot at the bottom to pass food through. The space was a six-foot square with an eight-foot ceiling made of thick wooden planks. The walls were constructed of brick.

There was a mattress on the floor and a wool blanket that smelled of old vomit. Eva kept the blanket wrapped around her nakedness, which helped ease her discomfort from the continuous chill in the air.

Matron kept music blasting in the basement at all hours. It was big band music. The volume was such that Eva had found it difficult to concentrate. Sheer exhaustion caused her to doze off here and there, but never for more than a few minutes at a time.

Eva’s head ached, her stomach felt hollow, and she’d never gone so long without bathing before. Matron visited her four times. She always had a guard, an attendant with her for protection. Each visit was preceded by the music cutting off.

Eva hated Matron. The woman was a sadist. Matron was determined to break her, to make Eva do as ordered. She always started each conversation with the same question.

“Are you ready to be a good girl now?”

During her last visit, Eva cursed at her in response.

“Don’t think I won’t starve you to death. You’re no good to us if you won’t obey me.”

“I’ll never be a slave to anyone, you sick bitch.”

Matron laughed. “Oh, you’ll break. We’ve had six others like you here. They all broke. When they behaved, they were given food, a comfortable room, and allowed to sleep. Wouldn’t you like to eat, Bianca? Say ‘Yes, Matron, I would like to eat, and I apologize for being difficult.’ Say that and I’ll have a cheeseburger and French fries brought to you. I’ll even give you a milkshake.”

“Matron.”

“Yes?”

“Go fuck yourself. And my name is Eva, not Bianca.”

The door shut, the music came on, and Eva’s ordeal continued. That had been a day earlier. Since then, Eva had grown weaker, and lack of sleep had her head pounding and her mind playing tricks on her. There was a point where she imagined she was back home in Peru, safe in her own bed, having awakened from a nightmare. The illusion hadn’t lasted and revealed itself to be a dream during one of her brief moments of sleep. The nightmare was real. For the first time, Eva wondered if she would die in her cell.

At least she had water to drink. There were four full cases of it stacked in a corner. Eva had gone through most of one case. There was a toilet in another corner. It wasn’t connected to plumbing. It was the type that worked with composting. The thing stank, but it was better than having to use a bucket.

Eva raised her head when the music shut off. Matron was back. The door opened, revealing the evil white-haired bitch and an attendant. Eva feared the attendants and found their appearance to be disconcerting. Because of the masks covering their lower faces and the caps on their heads, she never knew if she was seeing the same man each time or a different one until she read their number. Today’s attendant was Number Eight. There was also the dread that Matron would allow the men to rape her.

“Are you ready to be a good girl now?”

Eva struggled to stand. The lack of food and sleep had debilitated her. She kept her eyes cast downward.

“Yes, Matron.”

“Ah. At last. Now, repeat after me. ‘Matron, I would like to eat, and I apologize for being difficult.’ Say it! Say it and I’ll free you from this cell, feed you, and let you sleep.”

There was a pause, then Eva spoke in a soft voice. “Matron, I would like to eat, and I apologize for being difficult.”

“Look at me.”

Eva raised her head. Matron was holding a hand out for her to take. “Let’s leave this cell, Bianca. Now that you’re a good girl, you’ll see what a friend your Matron can be.”

Eva shuffled forward with her blanket clutched around her, with one hand holding it closed. Her other hand shot out, curled into a claw, and she tried her best to reach beneath the sunglasses and scratch out Matron’s eyes. The woman turned her head in time to avoid being blinded, but Eva’s fingers raked across Matron’s left cheek, leaving bloody, deep furrows in her flesh.

The scream of pain Matron released was energizing for Eva. She let the blanket drop and pounced on Matron, driving the woman backwards into the open space outside her cell. Matron stumbled until she slammed into the opposite wall. Eva was going for her eyes again and knocked the sunglasses off Matron’s face. The attendant yanked her away from Matron by lifting Eva off her feet.

Matron’s eyes, no longer hidden behind the mirrored lenses of her sunglasses, were brown, and they were wide with disbelief. When she touched her stinging cheek and her fingers came away bloody, incredulity morphed into rage.

The attendant held Eva easily. Matron approached them, reached over, and removed the knife hanging from a sheath on the attendant’s belt.

Matron’s words were as cold as ice. “I’m going to carve your face into ribbons, you miserable bitch.”

Matron had the knife inches from Eva’s face when a deep male voice came from the stairs.

“Stop immediately!”

Matron spun around as the man came down the stairs

There was a mask covering the lower portion of his face, like an attendant, but he wore a suit and tie with no cap. The hair showing was gray.

The man yanked the blade from the Matron’s hand.

“Get ahold of yourself! This girl is worth a small fortune to us, and you were going to damage her because you can’t control your anger.”

Matron touched her cheek again. Blood had run down her chin and dripped on her white dress, ruining it.

“Look what she did to my face! This bitch pretended to behave and then she attacked me. We don’t need her. There are a world of other girls out there.”

“She’ll break,” the man said. “Eventually, they all do.”

Matron put on her sunglasses again and headed for the stairs. “I have to see to my face and treat these wounds.”

Eva called after her. “Matron, I would like to eat, and I apologize for being difficult. Come on back and let’s try being friends again.”

Matron froze on the steps, turned her head, and glared at Eva behind her mirrored lenses. Eva didn’t need to see her eyes to know her gaze was filled with hate. She laughed, and her laughter followed Matron up the stairs.

The man in the suit slapped her. It wasn’t meant to leave a mark, only to get her attention.

“I’m the Director. I own and run the Club. Believe me when I tell you this. You will behave or you will die. Those are your only two options. Those blue eyes of yours inside that brown face make you a valuable commodity, but Matron was correct. There are a world of other girls out there.” He leaned in, his gray eyes boring into Eva. “We’ll open this door again tomorrow morning. When we do, you will speak and act with respect toward Matron. If you fail to do that, there will be consequences.” He looked at the attendant. “Number Eight, if this girl misbehaves again, I’ll make a gift of her to you and the other attendants. We’ll call it a bonus.”

The attendant had been holding Eva around the waist. He grinned as he slid a hand up to fondle her breasts.

“Thank you, sir. I’ll let the other men know.”

The gray eyes found Eva again. “Choose your fate, young lady. The girls here have their own rooms and eat well. Yes, they service our clients, but they’re not abused. Behave and live comfortably or die like a commonplace whore. You have the day to decide.”

The Director gestured toward Eva’s cell. The guard pushed her back in and shut the door behind her. There was a blessed minute of silence before the damn music was blasted again. Eva realized her blanket had been left outside the cell, leaving her with no protection from the constant chill.

Eva lowered herself to the mattress in the fetal position and wept, certain she was going to die horribly, or have her spirit broken, which would be a sort of living death.

Her situation was better than she knew. At that very moment, two brave men were on their way to free her.
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TEARS OF REGRET
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Meghan Chaplin texted Mike Murphey before showering to ask him to join her for breakfast. When she checked her phone, she was surprised to see Murphey hadn’t responded. That was unusual, as they usually communicated to each other in the mornings, and ate breakfast together whenever they worked the same early shift.

Chaplin left her apartment after sending off another text. Again, there was no response. She ate alone at their usual place, then went to work. Murphey was a no-show, and he wasn’t answering his phone.

Chaplin left the building during her morning break and drove to Murphey’s apartment. After entering the lobby, she ran into Murphey’s neighbor. The man, Curt, was a friend of Murphey’s who worked from home. The two jogged together in the morning. Curt was heading out to take a break and grab a coffee. He was aware Chaplin was Murphey’s lover. Curt and his girlfriend had joined the couple for dinner several times.

“No, Meghan, I didn’t see Mike this morning. I figured he was sleeping in or had to go into the office early.”

“He was due to start work at eight, but he never showed or called to say he wouldn’t be in. He’s also not answering his phone.”

“He probably overslept. He mentioned the other day that a problem at work was keeping him awake nights.”

Chaplin gave Curt a guarded look. “Did he say what the problem was?”

“Nah, he never talks shop with me. I understand. As federal agents, you guys deal with some hush-hush, top secret, need-to-know basis, information. Although, I got the feeling something was really bothering him.”

“I’m going up to talk to him.”

“Tell him I’ll expect to see him in the morning. It was boring running all by myself.”

Chaplin took the elevator up to Murphey’s floor. When the doorbell went unanswered, she began knocking loudly on the door. There was no response.

“My key,” Chaplin muttered, as she remembered Murphey had given her one several months earlier. He also had a key to her apartment, and there had been talk of moving in together.

Chaplin used the key to enter. She smelled the blood before her eyes spotted Murphey’s corpse. The body was at the rear of the small apartment, in the bedroom. Murphey was lying back on the bed. The cause of death was a single gunshot wound to the temple. The weapon used to fire the fatal shot was on the bed beside him, in the palm of his open right hand.

Suicide. The word flashed through Chaplin’s mind even as she rejected the idea and sank to her knees in tears.

“Oh, God, no, Michael. Oh God. What did I do?”

Chaplin knew Mike Murphey wouldn’t have committed suicide. Someone had murdered her lover. His death occurred within hours of her conversation with Ed Johnson. Ed Johnson, who she would have trusted with her life. Chaplin now feared that trust had cost Murphey his life.

Chaplin took out her phone to report the death. Her words came out in gasps as tears ran down her cheeks, and a desire for vengeance blossomed.
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ATTACK!
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Flory woke from his drugged state, still feeling drowsy. There were two beds in the room. Henry had taken one, De La Cruz the other. Flory spent the night on the floor between them with his ankles and wrists taped together. Along with being tired, he was sore, and complaining of a stiff neck. Henry cut him free of the tape so he could urinate and shower.

Henry and De La Cruz had been awake for an hour, had showered, and Henry ventured out to return with breakfast sandwiches and coffee from a nearby fast-food restaurant.

The shower and a cup of coffee helped Flory’s lethargy, but he had no appetite. He stirred to full wakefulness when Henry explained his role in the plan to attack the Club.

“You want me there? Why?”

“Because the guards already know you. If they see you driving up to the gate, they’ll believe you’re there to sell a girl.”

“But I’ll be alone. I have no reason to go there unless I’m doing business. Those people aren’t my friends.”

“You’ll have someone with you. De La Cruz will be wearing a wig and a dress to fool them. If he keeps his head down, they shouldn’t get suspicious.”

Flory looked over at De La Cruz. “You’re going to wear a dress?”

“It’s not my idea, but it will work.”

“And what if it doesn’t work? The attendants will shoot our asses.”

“That’s right,” Henry said. “So it will be in your best interest to make the guards believe everything is all right.”

“I’ll have a weapon with me,” De La Cruz said. “You’ll be the first to die if you try to warn the guards.”

Flory hung his head. “I’ll do what you say. I just want this day to end, so I never have to see you guys again.”

Henry and De La Cruz exchanged glances. Flory wouldn’t be seeing anyone again. No matter what happened.
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Henry and De La Cruz spent the next two hours getting ready for their assault on the Club. That included stealing the white Honda and retrieving the trail camera. The guards who arrived for their shift at six p.m. the previous day left the Club at six a.m. the next morning. Four other guards, driving vehicles Henry had never seen before, took their place. It appeared there were at least twelve attendants working twelve-hour shifts on four-man crews. That was good news. Four men was a manageable number, especially when the first two would be taken by surprise.

The trail camera had also filmed the arrival of two separate clients to the Club. One was a limo with three men in it, the other was a single man who arrived driving himself in a gray Mercedes. De La Cruz cursed upon seeing them and said he hoped none of the men had abused Eva.

The white Honda leaked oil and stank of cigarettes. De La Cruz had driven it to the area where the Club was while Henry sat in the rear with Flory. The plan was for Flory to drive up to the gate a few minutes after ten a.m. It was not too early and not too late. If everything went well, they would have control of the Club within minutes, and Eva would be free.
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De La Cruz parked in the same driveway they had used the day before. Everyone stepped out of the Honda.

De La Cruz gave Henry and Flory a warning look. “I’ll punch anyone who laughs at me.”

He stripped down to his boxers and put on the dress. It was bright pink and buttoned up to the neck, hiding De La Cruz’s chest hair from view. His hairy lower legs still showed, but they would be out of sight while he was seated in the car. The wig was next. Its synthetic hair was long, dark, and curly.

De La Cruz looked down at himself in disgust. “I hope I don’t die wearing this.”

“You won’t die,” Henry said, while fighting and losing the battle to smile. “The plan will work. We’ll make it work.”

Flory was told to get behind the wheel, but De La Cruz held on to the car keys.

Henry’s smile disappeared as he looked De La Cruz in the eyes. “Let’s go get Eva.”

“Yes.”

They shook hands, separated, and De La Cruz slipped into the passenger seat, as Henry moved into position.
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Flory’s voice croaked when he stated his name into the intercom at the Club. As usual, there was a pause, followed by the words, “Wait there.”

As expected, two men came from the right side of the house. They were dressed in dark clothes and wore black masks that covered the lower portion of their faces. Black knit caps were pulled down low, leaving only their eyes visible. Numbers, printed in white, were on the right side of the shirts and on the front of the knit caps. One man wore the number five. The other man wore a two.

Attendant Number Two gazed through the gate at them. Flory held his hands up where they could be seen, to let them know he wasn’t holding a weapon. Number Five unlocked the gate and opened it. He then instructed Flory to drive in.

Flory drove through the open gate and stopped the car. Number Two was aiming his rifle at him while looking in at De La Cruz. De La Cruz kept his head down. All the attendant could see was a pink dress and a head of curly dark hair. De La Cruz wore a face mask similar to the ones the attendants wore. Henry would do the same, to keep their faces concealed from cameras.

After closing and locking the gate, Number Five aimed his weapon at the back of the car and told Flory to pop open the trunk. That was when all hell broke loose.

Henry had been lying in the trunk waiting to hear the guard give the command for Flory to open it. He fired six shots through the trunk at the spot where the voice had come from. Grunts of shock and pain let him know his rounds hit home.

At the same time, De La Cruz brought up a gun he’d had hidden in the folds of the dress. He shot Attendant Number Two in the face and chest as the man had been opening his mouth in surprise. The guard’s astonishment could have come from hearing Henry’s shots, or from the sight of De La Cruz’s masculine countenance beneath the wig. The shocked expression left Number Two as his face went slack. De La Cruz’s first round had passed through his brain, killing him instantly.

An elbow slammed against the side of De La Cruz’s head. The impact stunned him and knocked his wig sideways. It was Flory. He jumped out of the car after striking De La Cruz to claim the rifle dropped by Number Two. Flory straightened up with the rifle in hand and a look of glee, eager to kill his captors.
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Henry clambered out of the trunk with his ears ringing. His gun had a sound suppressor attached, but the shots had still been deafening in the confines of the trunk, particularly given his sensitive ears.

Attendant Number Five was lying on his back, blood spreading around him, and his rifle on the ground behind his head. His eyes and teeth were clenched tight against the agony of his wounds. Two rounds struck him in his stomach, one in the upper chest, and a fourth ripped open his left cheek. Henry ignored him and looked for greater threats, knowing there were two more guards.

Seeing Flory bring up the other guard’s rifle to kill De La Cruz, Henry fired three rounds at Flory. One round missed as it sailed between Flory’s chest and bent right arm. The other two burrowed holes between Flory’s ribs, with one exiting out the other side of his body. Flory jerked spasmodically with his finger on the rifle’s trigger. A three-round burst escaped and chipped the surface of the driveway.

Flory remained on his feet. Henry sent a final round into his forehead, ending him, while completing his contract.

De La Cruz recovered from the elbow strike and was moving over to sit behind the wheel. He had tossed away the wig.

Henry took the rifle from Flory’s dead hands and passed it to De La Cruz. A look back at Number Five revealed a still form. The man died from his wounds.

“Two down, two to go,” Henry said. “We’ll get in that house and take the fight to them.”

“Hell yeah,” De La Cruz said. He was securing the seatbelt as he spoke.

“I’ll be right behind you,” Henry said, and moved to claim Number Five’s rifle.

Tires skidded in a shriek of rubber as De La Cruz placed the car in gear and stamped on the gas. The Honda Accord was no one’s idea of a sports car, but it would reach a high enough speed to batter down the pair of wooden doors at the Club’s entrance.

De La Cruz braced himself as the vehicle hit the first of three stone steps. The airbags went off as the car’s momentum carried it up the stairs and the front bumper crashed open the doors.
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Henry followed closely behind the car, looking for targets. De La Cruz volunteered to drive the vehicle into the house, knowing in the aftermath he would be vulnerable. The crash left him rattled, with the airbag’s impact adding to it, and he was strapped into place by the seatbelt. If anyone fired at the car, he’d be a sitting duck.

An attendant with the Number Seven on his chest was poised to fire at the vehicle when Henry sent a burst from the rifle his way. Two rounds ripped open wounds on the man’s left arm as a third round struck his rifle, causing him to drop it. Henry scanned for the fourth guard and saw a woman with long white hair running away down a short hallway to his left.

Matron.

He ignored her and shouted to De La Cruz. “Are you okay?”

A hissing sound erupted as De La Cruz used a knife on the airbag. The thing had failed to deflate on its own.

“I’m good. How many guards are left?”

Henry sent another three-round burst at the wounded guard, killing him as he tried to make it up a staircase.

“There should be one more, and I spotted Matron. I think she was unarmed. She probably won’t remain that way.”

De La Cruz stepped from the car and shed the pink dress. His jeans and shirt were on the rear seat of the vehicle. He dressed hurriedly, leaving the shirt unfastened.

Henry pointed in the direction Matron had gone. There was a small bedroom on one side of the hall and a powder room on the other. At the end of the hallway was another corridor. A door was open on the left, revealing a flight of stairs leading downward. Music drifted up to them. It was big band music. The kind that had been popular during World War Two.

On the right was another door. It had four deadbolts and a keypad. There was also a camera aimed at it.

De La Cruz pointed at the keypad. “I’ll get past these locks. They’re probably to keep the girls from escaping, including Eva.”

“Do that, but you be careful. I’ll go hunting for that final guard and any other threats.”

Henry went left with his back pressed against the opposite wall. Other than the first few steps visible beyond the open doorway, there was blackness. That darkness made a perfect spot for a shooter to lie in wait.

When he was past the threat, he moved to the other side, shot out his hand, and flipped on a light switch he’d spotted. A light in the ceiling illuminated the complete staircase. When nothing else happened, Henry got low and risked peeking around the doorframe. The steps led down to the basement, but all he could see was a few feet of concrete floor. He wondered about the music but decided that mystery could wait. It seemed unlikely the last guard would hide in the basement, then leave a door open and music playing to attract attention.

“I’ll check down there last,” Henry told De La Cruz.

De La Cruz nodded his agreement as he went to work on opening a second lock. Neither man was aware how close they had come to finding Eva.
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DECISION POSTPONED
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Eva hadn’t heard the gunshots over the music, nor had she heard the sound of the doors shattering. But she had detected a tremor from the car’s impact. So had Matron, who’d been about to open the door on Eva’s cell. Eva had been dreading seeing her, knowing it meant she had to make a decision. She could become an obedient sex slave or remain defiant and be handed over to the guards as a plaything. Either option meant she’d suffer. Eva, starving, exhausted, and cold, was tempted to give in to Matron. If she did so, she would spare herself the immediate degradation of the guards gang-raping her, while also being allowed to eat and sleep.

She told herself she would never give in, but there was a part of her who knew it was a lie. She was terrified of being handed over to the guards, and she was so hungry, so very desperate for sustenance and rest.

When the house shook, Matron turned and bolted up the stairs, the guard following, leaving Eva to wonder what was going on.

Maybe it’s a good thing, she thought. And at least it gave her a reprieve from having to choose between two horrible fates.
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Attendant Number Four had been with Matron. The two-way radio on his belt vibrated, letting him know someone was calling. That had been Number Seven. Number Four paused and answered as he and Matron left the stairs. Out of habit, Matron flicked the light switch for the basement into the off position, then kept moving, entering an adjacent hallway. Number Four watched her go and spoke into his two-way.

“What’s going on, Aaron?”

“Jake and Del are dead, man. The bastards who killed them drove a car into the house. Get your ass back up here now.”

The call ended. There was gunfire seconds later, then Matron came running back.

“Aaron is dead! I saw a man shoot him.”

Number Four freed his weapon, intending to fight the attackers. Matron grabbed him by the arm.

“Stay with me.”

“What about the Director?”

“He’s on his own,” Matron said. She reached into a pocket of her dress and took out the key that would unlock the door with the four deadbolts. When she input numbers into a keypad, the door unlocked completely. She locked the door again using the key, and headed up a flight of wooden steps to the area where they housed the girls, with Number Four following her.
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After leaving De La Cruz, Henry came across the Director in his office. The man had been standing in the doorway holding a shotgun that had a strap attachment dangling from it. The Director sent a blast his way and seemed unprepared for the weapon’s recoil, as he tottered backwards.

The pellets tore into the wall where Henry had been. Henry had dropped to the floor while firing. One round passed through the Director’s lower right calf, with another taking a chunk of flesh along the side of the same leg, just above the knee. The Director howled and stumbled backwards.

Henry was up and running. He peeked around the doorframe and saw the Director lying on his back atop green carpet. The shotgun was still in his hands, but it was pointing upward. Blood was leaking from his wounds and the man’s gray eyes were wide with fear.

The Director was adjusting the shotgun’s angle when Henry kicked the weapon. The shotgun went off, sending pellets into a wall to the left of an oak desk. Henry gripped the shotgun’s barrel with his left hand while sending a vicious kick between the man’s legs. The Director let go of the shotgun, moaned, then vomited while leaning on his right side.

Henry flipped him over and used a zip tie to bind his wrists. A second zip tie bound his ankles. Henry kept an eye on the doorway and spoke to him while putting on the restraints.

“Eva Castillo. Where is she?”

The Director released moans of pain but no words as he rolled onto his side. Henry raised the shotgun and brought the butt of it down on his forehead. The Director’s eyes lost focus before the eyelids closed and he passed out.

Henry left the office, passed through the kitchen, and checked the final room on the home’s first level. It was the space used by the guards and had the monitors connected to the cameras. Flory had been wrong. There were cameras inside the house. One monitor displayed a view of the hallway where Henry had left De La Cruz. The locked door De La Cruz had been working on was sitting open. The man had gotten past the locks.

After shutting down the cameras and disabling the controls on the front gate, Henry ran back the way he had come, eager to aid De La Cruz, who would be going up against the remaining guard. Despite the urgency he felt to rejoin De La Cruz, Henry paused before the open doorway leading to the basement. The music was still playing down there, but he had heard something else. He had heard a shouted voice.

“Is someone down there?”

“Yes! Are you the police?”

The Director’s shotgun was hanging by its strap across Henry’s back. Henry used the sturdy barrel like a hammer to batter at the keypad beside the open door, ensuring no one could lock him in the basement.

He returned the shotgun to his back and hurried down the steps, his gun poised to fire. The music grew louder the closer he got to the source. The sound came from a pair of speakers that were connected to a computer tablet. Henry touched the tablet’s screen, and it lit up, displaying information. He hit a button, ending the music.
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Eva was relieved to have the music shut off, but she backed away from the door of her cell as Henry came closer. With his mask on, Eva feared she was looking at an attendant.
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Henry had detected the movement coming from the middle cell and used a flashlight to see better. Eva’s distinctive blue eyes stared back at him.

“Hello, Eva. I’m here to free you. I came with Fernando De La Cruz.”

“Fernando? He works for my uncle.”

“That’s right.”

Seeing Eva was naked, Henry grabbed the blanket off the floor and fed it through the bars in the window. Then he studied the cell door. There was a keypad on the wall beside it. Taped to the bottom of the keypad was a piece of paper with four numbers written on it. There were also words—Opens all cells. Henry input the numbers into the keypad and heard a click as the door lock disengaged.

Before opening the door, Henry removed his mask, as Eva was still looking at him fearfully.

“You can call me Eight,” Henry said, and swung the door open. Eva stepped out, relief showing on her face, as she clutched the blanket to hide her nakedness.

“Where’s Fernando?”

“Upstairs, and he’s alone. I need to go help him.”

The sound of a rifle firing drifted down the stairs, followed by three answering gunshots and the screams of women.

“De La Cruz?” Henry said, and bolted up the stairs, with Eva following.
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A MEETING OF PROFESSIONALS
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Tanner learned of Murphey’s death from a text sent to him by Robyn Dyer. He was certain the agent’s “Suicide” had been staged to conceal a murder. Ed Johnson, or whoever was behind Specter, was cleaning house and limiting their risk of exposure.

It might have worked if there were only federal agents investigating, as they would be limited by law with what actions they could take. As a Tanner, he had no limits, not when it came to dealing out justice to the guilty.

Tanner was feeling a pang of guilt himself over Murphey’s death. He had to assume his involvement had caused someone to act rashly. If so, it meant Murphey had told someone about their conversation. Whoever that person was, they had betrayed Murphey, leading to his death.

Tanner was through lurking in the shadows. The time to act had arrived.

Johnson had at least one known accomplice. It was the older man whom he had met in secret with inside the home improvement store. Tanner had followed him and learned his name was Garcia. He also knew where he lived. He went there to confront him and arrived in time to witness the man’s abduction.

He was in the parking garage after having arrived at Garcia’s building, when he saw an elevator open, and three men step off. Garcia was one of those men.

A pair of young men were flanking Garcia, with each gripping one of the older man’s arms. They used a remote to trigger the side door of a black van, which slid open. Garcia was forced inside the rear of the vehicle with one of the men, then the other one slammed the door and climbed behind the wheel. Before doing so, he tossed away a cell phone. Tanner assumed it was Garcia’s.

Tanner had his hand on the handle of his door, about to open it and rush toward the van. He changed his mind and followed the vehicle instead. Maybe the men would lead him to the person responsible for Mike Murphey’s death. He stopped long enough to pick up Garcia’s phone, hoping the device would prove useful.
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They were in Arlington, Virginia, a half hour later, after an earlier accident on Arlington Boulevard delayed their progress.

The van’s driver smoked cigars. Tanner came close enough once in an adjacent lane to see him puffing away. His calmness revealed his level of professionalism. For him, abducting a man was just another day’s work. That didn’t mean he was a criminal. The two men could be federal agents of some kind, however unlikely it seemed, given that they were breaking the law. But it wouldn’t be the first time those sworn to uphold the law broke it. Many times they did so to have power over others and soothe a fragile ego, or to profit in some other way. There were also those wearing a badge who answered to a higher authority. When they broke the law, they did so in the cause of doing what was right. The Chief of Police of Tanner’s hometown was one such man. Chief Steve Mendez had even killed when the cause was just, rather than follow a law that would have set the guilty free.

Tanner decided he would tread carefully. His involvement and desire to solve the mystery of Specter had already contributed to Mike Murphey’s death. He didn’t want to use lethal force and discover he had killed federal agents.

The van entered an area of warehouses, paused before a metal gate, then drove inside a warehouse when the gate rolled upward. There was a realtor’s sign on the front of the building stating the property was available to lease.

Tanner parked his vehicle nearby and walked back to the warehouse. It was time to get answers.
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The two men who abducted Garcia were looking for answers as well. They planned to torture Garcia to get them.

Tanner entered the building by an unlocked window at the rear of the property, where the offices were. He left the office he was in and explored the others, along with the break room and the bathrooms. During his search, he heard voices coming from the wide-open warehouse area, but couldn’t make out the words. He could discern another distinct sound, as someone was ripping off strips of duct tape to use as bonds on Garcia.

Satisfied no one else was in the building, Tanner reached the end of a corridor that led to the warehouse’s main floor. From there, he had a view of Garcia and the men.

They had Garcia’s wrists and ankles duct-taped to a metal chair in the middle of the warehouse floor. Next to the chair was a card table that had the tape, a hammer, and a pair of pliers on top of it, along with the type of butane lighter used to ignite a flame on a gas grill. The tape and the tools had been created to make things or mend them, while the lighter could aid in cooking. Those were not the uses the two men intended them for. They were going to employ them as instruments of torture.

Other than the chair, the table, and the men, the building was empty. No one would hear Garcia’s screams.

Or so the men thought.
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Tanner was at the men’s backs, but he could see Garcia’s face. The older man was looking around with wild eyes and panting slightly, as fear and dread filled his mind. The man on the left, the cigar smoker, spoke to Garcia in a calm voice.

“This can go hard or easy, Garcia. Tell us where the money is.”

“I do that and you’ll kill me.”

The other man spoke while picking up the hammer. His voice carried a Midwest twang. “If you don’t tell us, we’ll make you wish you were dead. Give up the money now and save yourself some agony.”

“Who hired you? Was it Johnson?”

“We don’t know who hired us.” the cigar smoker said. “We were given the contract over the internet. Listen, my partner and I are professionals. We don’t get our jollies off hurting people, but we will make you suffer until you tell us where the money is. Save yourself the grief and just tell us now.”

“We could share the money,” Garcia said, hoping to bargain.

Midwest twang sighed. “Now, why would we do that? Once you tell us where the money is, we can just keep it all. But we won’t do that. This is a job to us. We agreed to get money from you and send it off to our employer, minus our fee. And we have a reputation for getting things done.” He raised the hammer. “We need to let you know we’re serious.”

The hammer moved in a blur and came down on the back of Garcia’s left hand. Tanner heard bones breaking from thirty feet away. One of cigar smoker’s hands muffled Garcia’s scream.

Tanner decided it was time to get involved. He left the corridor with his gun held up in a two-handed grip. The cigar smoker spotted him first, having turned sideways to cover Garcia’s mouth. He released Garcia while cursing and moved his right hand toward a gun holstered on his hip.

“Touch it and die!” Tanner said, as Midwest twang jerked his head around to gawk at him.

“Where the hell did you come from?” the man asked. He was gripping the hammer in his left hand, with his right hand hidden by his body.

“Let me see your hands or I start shooting.”

Cigar smoker had raised his hands above his head. He shouted a warning to his friend. “Don’t do it, Bobby! He’s got us dead to rights.”

Bobby didn’t listen. He spun around with a weapon in his right hand while lowering himself into a crouch. Tanner shot him three times while he was changing position. Two of the slugs struck Midwest twang in the back, while the third caught him in the side of the neck. Blood spurted from the neck wound, but the man was dead before he hit the floor. One of the shots that entered his back had ruptured his heart.

“Don’t shoot me! Don’t shoot me!” shouted the cigar smoker, who kept his empty hands high in the air.

Tanner approached him with his gun aimed at him and told him to get down on the floor. The man dropped to his knees, then lay flat on his stomach. Tanner reached down and plucked the gun from its holster. A pat down revealed a second gun in an ankle holster, along with a gravity knife. There was a money clip with five twenty-dollar bills, two cigars, a lighter, a burner phone, but no ID.

The dead man had the same items on him, minus the cigar and lighter. Their claims to be professionals seemed true.

“Sit up,” Tanner said. “We’re going to talk.”

The cigar smoker did so, stared at his dead friend, and shook his head in disgust.

“Stupid, Bobby. I told you he had us dead to rights.”

Garcia spat on the dead man. “It serves the bastard right for what he did to my hand.”

“Shut up, Garcia,” Tanner said. “I’ll get to you in a moment.”

“What? Aren’t you here to save me?”

Tanner spoke to the man sitting on the floor, who was gazing at him intently.

“What should I call you?”

“Um, call me Smith.” He was still staring, and then nodded. “You’re Tanner, aren’t you? I’ve always heard you had unusual eyes.”

“That’s right, I’m Tanner. Is it also true that we’re in the same business?”

Smith nodded. “I’m a hitter, yeah. Bobby and I started taking contracts after leaving the army. The army paid us to kill. We figured why not make some real money doing the same thing as civilians.”

“Hey!” Garcia said. “Tanner is it? Cut me free. I’ll pay you.”

“Get up, Smith, and use that duct tape to gag Garcia. I’m tired of him interrupting us.”

Smith got to his feet and grabbed the duct tape off the table. Garcia’s protests turned to mumbles as two layers of tape were wrapped around his mouth and the back of his head.

“Were you hired to kill Garcia after you got him to tell you where the money is?”

Smith nodded. “We tore his apartment apart and found ten grand. We were told he’d have a million more somewhere. Our fee was ten percent.”

“Why wouldn’t you have just kept all the money?”

“No. That’s not how we operate.” Smith looked at his friend’s body. “How we operated. If we agreed to do a job, we’d do it. And this seemed easy. All we had to do was grab up a guy and make him talk before killing him. If I’d known you were involved, I wouldn’t have come anywhere near it.”

“I’m not after the money, and I don’t want to kill Garcia. I do need him to talk about something else. As far as your employer, he won’t need the money either. I’m guessing he won’t be alive much longer.”

“You know who hired us?”

“His name is Ed Johnson. He’s a secret service agent. Garcia here used to be one too.”

Smith swallowed. “Secret service? Damn it. I don’t need to be involved in any government shit.”

“You’re already in it. By the way, did you kill someone else today? A man named Murphey?”

“No. Our last job was a month ago in Maryland.”

“I have a deal for you.”

“What deal?”

Tanner tossed his chin at Garcia. “Keep doing what you were going to do, only I’ll be asking the questions this time.”

“You mean keep torturing him?”

“If you have to. But Garcia, you’d be much better off if you told me what I want to know. If Smith doesn’t get it out of you, I will.”

Tanner reached over and unwound the duct tape covering Garcia’s mouth. The last few inches made a ripping sound as they came free of Garcia’s lips.

“Shit. That tape hurts.”

“It’s a tickle compared to what the hammer and pliers will do to you. Now, should Smith get to work, or will you answer my questions?”

“You told him you didn’t want to kill me. Is that true?”

“I want you alive. I don’t need you in one piece.”

Garcia wore an aggrieved expression. “All right, damn it. What do you want to know?”

“Did you kill Mike Murphey?”

“How do you know that?”

“You do Johnson’s dirty work. I figured he’d use you one last time before having Smith here take you out.”

“Murphey was talking to Homeland Security about Specter. I had to stop that.”

Tanner checked Garcia’s pockets. Along with a wallet and keys, he found the memory card Murphey had stolen from the car parked in the alley behind the hotel. The card contained proof the secret service had been lying about finding Specter’s mask there.

Smith stared at the memory card. “Is this about Specter? The one who killed Senator Gates?”

“Yeah, but there is no Specter, not really. Isn’t that right, Garcia?”

Garcia nodded. “You already know everything, don’t you?”

“I don’t know all the players. Tell me who they are.”

“There are eight of us. And that was the problem. See, when we took a vote about whether or not to kill Gates, it came out a tie. Johnson hadn’t expected that, and it didn’t matter. He had already made a deal with someone to kill Senator Gates.”

“Who did he make the deal with?”

“I can make a guess, that it’s someone representing a foreign government, but a guess is all it would be. Whoever they were, they paid big to see Gates dead. Johnson said they sent him the money upfront. If Gates wasn’t dead before the first vice presidential debate occurred, then Johnson would die. Hey, Tanner. Senator Gates was a scumbag. Someone should have put him down a long time ago. Killing him did the country a favor.”

Tanner asked Garcia to name the eight members of Specter. Garcia was one, along with Ed Johnson, and Meghan Chaplin. As Mike Murphey suspected, Supervisory Special Agent Vernon Southern was another member of Specter, along with Special Agent Alva Enochson, Special Agent Chris Haws, and two others who were assigned to duties other than personal protection.

Tanner gathered more information, then he asked Garcia about the money. Garcia said he wouldn’t give it up.

“I need it. I’m getting old and I want to live life easier. That money will let me do that. I served my country in the Marines and the secret service. The small pension they give me is a joke. I’ve told you everything I know. Let me keep the money.”

Tanner looked over at Smith, then nodded. Smith plucked the pliers off the table and went to work on Garcia’s already injured hand. Garcia screamed as the fingernail on his index finger was ripped away.

“I’ll give you the money! You can have it!”

Smith went back to work, removing the fingernail on Garcia’s thumb. “This one is payback for spitting on Bobby.”

Garcia’s face was pale, and wet from crying tears birthed in agony. When he recovered enough to speak, he instructed Tanner in how to access an account online. There was nine hundred and ninety thousand dollars in the account. Added to the ten grand Smith and his partner had found, and it appeared Garcia had been paid a million dollars. Tanner wondered how much money Ed Johnson had made. It was likely more.

He verified Garcia’s password by transferring a thousand dollars into one of his own bank accounts he kept offshore. The transfer went through in seconds, then Tanner made a second transfer, placing the money back in Garcia’s account.

Tanner stared at Smith. “You tore off Garcia’s fingernail for spitting on your partner. I can imagine what you’d like to do to me.”

Smith shook his head in a vehement gesture of no. “You killed Bobby in self-defense after warning him not to try anything. That’s different from spitting on his corpse. Besides, you’re Tanner. I know my limits. I would die if we ever tangled.”

Tanner took out his gun. “Turn around.”

“Ah shit,” Smith said. “Tanner. I swear. I won’t come after you. I wouldn’t even know how to find you.”

Tanner used his free hand to make a swirling gesture with a finger, telling Smith to turn around. Smith did so with a sigh.

“God, I wished we’d never taken this job.”

“Put your hands behind your back.”

“What?”

“I’m not going to kill you. I’m taping your wrists and ankles together to slow you down. Afterward, I’ll be taking Garcia with me. We’ll be gone by the time you free yourself.”

“Thanks, man. And I swear, I won’t come after you. Bobby took a stupid risk and paid for it.”

After taping up Smith, Tanner left the warehouse. He returned with his car, cut Garcia free of the chair, then made him get inside the car’s trunk. Garcia was insisting he should be allowed to ride inside the car when Tanner punched him between the eyes three times with his gloved fist. Garcia went limp as he lost consciousness.

Tanner input the information about Garcia’s bank account into the phone he’d taken off Smith. He held it up for the man to see.

“Added to the ten thousand you found in Garcia’s apartment, it’s a million dollars. We’ll call it compensation for your partner.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah.”

“Holy shit. You’re one of a kind, Tanner. Do you know that?”

“Actually, I’m seven of eight.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” He tossed Smith the gravity knife he’d taken off him earlier, figuring the man would free himself in minutes.

Tanner drove away with Garcia in the trunk and traveled to the Chinese restaurant he’d eaten at the day he talked to Mike Murphey. After checking to make certain Garcia was still unconscious, Tanner went inside and ordered food to go. There was a coffee shop across the street, one known for its donuts. They also made a good corn muffin. Tanner bought a thermos of coffee and two muffins. He drove to a park where he ate his beef and broccoli and watched several joggers run about a small lake, while young mothers pushed around strollers. He was envious of the joggers, as he had gone without his usual run that morning.

After having a cup of coffee and reading on his phone for an hour, Tanner figured enough time had passed and went back to the warehouse. Smith was gone along with his van and the body of his dead partner. All that remained were pieces of tape, the chair, table, tools, and the dead man’s blood.

Tanner needed a place to wait until he could arrange a meeting of Garcia’s fellow Specter conspirators. The empty warehouse was as good a place as any other.

He took out Garcia’s phone, found it was unlocked, and began looking through it. When Garcia regained consciousness, he’d find out how to contact the other members of Specter and arrange for them to have a meeting. But this time, there would be a Tanner attending.
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HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT
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Ted Dalton drove toward the Club in eager anticipation. When he was working, he went by the designation of attendant Number Six. Dalton deliberately left his cell phone behind when his shift ended, so he would have an excuse for returning to the Club hours later.

He knew of the ultimatum the Director gave Eva. If the stubborn girl refused to obey Matron again, then she would be handed off to the attendants.

Dalton wanted Eva. If she was gifted to the attendants, he wanted to get his share of her as soon as possible. By claiming to have forgotten his phone, he hoped to not come off as too eager to rape an underaged girl. But what the hell, the Club’s clients raped underaged girls all the time. Offering such young and tasty flesh to wealthy perverts was the Club’s specialty. If Eva, or Bianca, as Matron had named her, continued to be difficult, Dalton was going to take advantage of that.

He pulled up to the gate and input the correct code to make it swing open. Nothing happened. When he tried the intercom, no one answered.

What’s going on? he thought, then he wondered if all the attendants were busy enjoying Eva and had said to hell with their duties. He couldn’t blame them. But then, that wouldn’t explain why the gate wasn’t opening.

Thinking he had entered the wrong code, Dalton was about to try again when he looked through the bars of the gate and saw a shoe. He let his car drift forward a bit and realized the shoe was attached to a body. That body was attendant Number Five. Nearby was the corpse of Number Two, and there was a third man, a guy dressed in jeans and a blue T-shirt. Looking past the bodies, Dalton saw the tail end of the white Honda De La Cruz had turned into a battering ram to break through the Club’s doors.

Dalton reached for his phone to call the Club, then remembered he had deliberately placed it near the toaster in the kitchen, so he had an excuse to return.

He left his vehicle blocking the gate, scrambled up on its hood, stepped on the roof, and climbed on top of the gate, to drop clumsily onto the other side. He was a brute of a man. His climb over the gate had been awkward, but he’d made it by using his car like a ladder.

He didn’t have the AR-15 he normally used, since that was locked up inside the Club. He did have his Glock 19, which he carried in a belly band holster. Dalton brought out the weapon after landing on the other side of the gate.

He moved past Number Five, Number Two, then looked down at Flory, recognizing him as someone who had brought them girls before. He’d also noticed the attendants’ rifles were missing.

Dalton listened intently as he moved into the house, heard nothing, and spotted the body of Number Seven. He cursed. He had liked Number Seven, whose real name was Aaron. Dalton was about to claim Seven’s rifle when he saw that the weapon was damaged. A round had struck the trigger, leaving behind a stump.

Gunfire erupted. The sounds had come from somewhere above, where they kept the girls. Dalton was heading down the corridor when he heard footfalls ahead. He leaned back against the right-hand wall and had his weapon raised to fire. No one came into view, and then he heard someone running up a flight of stairs.

No. It sounds like more than one person.

Dalton kept going, following the sound. Whoever attacked the Club had no idea he was there. He could use that to his advantage and play hero.

He grinned. If he saved the Club from an attack all by himself, he was certain to be rewarded. Along with money, maybe he’d be given one of the girls as a gift. Dalton reached the end of the hall and saw that both the door that led upstairs and the one leading to the basement were sitting open. Hearing voices coming from above, he crept up the stairs. His steps were cautious, slow, but his heart was beating fast, and his mouth was dry. He’d get one shot to play the hero. If he failed; he’d die.
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The footfalls Dalton heard had been Henry and Eva rushing up from the basement to give aid to De La Cruz.

There was a wide opening at the top of the stairs that had no doors. They saw living room furniture, a flat screen television, but no windows. The windows were bricked over, which Henry recalled seeing when he circumnavigated the home the previous day.

The doorway on the other side of the room was narrower and sitting open. There was a woman there. She wore only a pair of pink panties and sat on the floor while leaning against the wall. Her head was down and dark hair concealed her face, but not her sizable breasts. Henry checked her hands for weapons, saw none, then called out to De La Cruz.

“Fernando?”

“I’m good, Eight. The last guard is down.”

The woman on the floor peeked up at Henry through her hair as he entered the room.

“Please don’t hurt me.”

“It’s all right. You’re safe now.”

Henry and Eva found De La Cruz standing over the body of Number Four. Nearby were eight teenaged girls dressed in lingerie. Without exception, they were beautiful, and also terrified.

Henry lowered his weapon and spoke to them. “We’re not here to hurt you. You’re free now.”

De La Cruz went to Eva, looking her over, and wincing at the condition she was in. The girl was dirty, clutching a filthy blanket around her, and appeared gaunt.

“Your uncle sent me to find you. How are you, Eva?”

Eva smiled. “I’m safe, thanks to you and this other man.”

Henry looked around. There were cubicles lining two walls that had beds in them. They were the girls’ quarters. A bathroom was visible through a doorway on the left. There was a pair of vanities with double sinks and four toilets. A second bathroom had a sign on it which read: Reserved. It was what the Club’s customers used. The door was padlocked from the outside.

Henry pointed at Number Four and spoke to De La Cruz. “He fired on you?”

“He was hiding behind the girls,” De La Cruz said. “If I hadn’t spotted his shoes, he would have killed me. I moved to the left as he pushed past the girls and fired three shots into his chest.”

“He should be the last of the guards.”

De La Cruz nodded in agreement, but he and Henry were wrong.
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The lone woman sitting against the wall was Matron. She’d shed her white wig, mirrored sunglasses, and clothes to blend in with their captives. Matron was thirty-one, but knew she looked younger. And no, she wasn’t as beautiful as the girls, but her near-naked state lent her an air of vulnerability and helped sell the lie.

Hearing one of the men telling the girls they were free was a relief. Until she heard that, Matron wondered if they weren’t there to steal the girls for themselves. Anger flooded her when she heard the shorter man saying they had attacked with the express purpose of freeing Eva. Matron had grown to despise Eva. Before the shooting started, she was going to let the guards have the blue-eyed bitch for a plaything. Eva could have licked her boots and Matron would have told the Director she had remained defiant. The girl was worth money. That was true. But Matron would have sacrificed her cut of the profit for the pleasure of seeing Eva suffer.

Movement from outside the doorway caught Matron’s eye. She wondered if it was the Director, since he was the only other person in the Club whose whereabouts she was unsure of. It wasn’t the director. It was one of the attendants, Dalton. Matron didn’t know why he was at the house when he wasn’t on duty, but she’d never been happier to see him.

The fool was leering at her breasts, but then he looked up, saw her face, and realized who she was. Dalton had seen her without her wig and sunglasses several times, just as she had seen him and the other attendants without their masks.

Matron held up two fingers, letting him know how many men there were. Then she pointed at herself, while mouthing the words, “I’ll distract them.”

Moving slowly, she eased out the flat blade she had concealed beneath her right buttock. If she could injure or kill one of the men, Dalton could kill the other one.

Dalton nodded in understanding. After taking in a deep breath, Matron released a wail of despair.
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Matron’s cry of despondency attracted the attention she’d hoped for. She pretended to weep while begging Henry and De La Cruz not to hurt her.

De La Cruz approached her. “It’s all right. You’re safe.”

Matron hugged herself as she rose to her feet. She held the knife in her right hand, while using her left arm to block De La Cruz’s view of it. Matron struck when De La Cruz was a foot away. She brought the blade around in an arc aiming for De La Cruz’s throat. De La Cruz shot out his right hand and grabbed Matron’s wrist, but her knife opened a cut above De La Cruz’s right collarbone before ending its momentum by nicking the side of his neck.

Dalton rushed past the doorway as Matron was thrusting her blade. Seeing Henry, he began firing.
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Henry and Eva had been standing together to the left of the other girls. Henry had holstered his weapon to place the girls at ease, but he’d kept his hand resting on it. The weapon left his holster when Matron made her sudden move, but De La Cruz was blocking his shot.

Henry shifted the weapon toward Dalton when the man rushed in, but he didn’t fire. Had he done so, his rounds would have struck the man. However, Dalton already had a bead on him. Acting on instinct, Henry dropped to the floor and dragged Eva down with him. Dalton fired, his shots passing above Henry, before he adjusted his aim and fired again. His rounds struck the spot where Henry had been. After hitting the floor, Henry rolled away from Eva and fired three shots at Dalton while looking upside down. The first bullet missed. The second tore a chunk from Dalton’s left ear, and the third nicked his shoulder. Henry continued to fire, his aim improving, he placed two rounds along the right side of Dalton’s chest. Dalton collapsed with a grunt and fumbled his gun.

Henry leapt up and looked over at De La Cruz. De La Cruz had squeezed Matron’s wrist hard enough to force her to drop the knife. He placed a foot on the blade and had his weapon out. He called to Dalton, who was on his knees and looking down at his chest wounds.

“Hey, asshole!”

Dalton looked up. “Call an ambulance. God, it hurts.”

“I can fix that,” De La Cruz said. He fired a shot and hit Dalton in the head.

The girls made various sounds in response to the violence, ranging from mews of distress to one, a redhead of about sixteen, speaking out loud.

“Yes! Die, you piece of shit.”

Henry noticed Eva pointing at the woman who’d attacked De La Cruz.

“That’s Matron! See those scratches on her left cheek? I gave those to her.”

Matron shook her head. “No, a client did this to me. I’m a victim like you.”

The redhead spoke up again. “I’ve never seen you before, but I know that voice. She is Matron. That white hair must have been a wig.”

Eva let go of the blanket she’d been keeping wrapped around herself and charged Matron. After punching her in the face and hurting her hand, she decided kicking would be better. Eva’s first kick struck Matron’s left knee, making it buckle. Then she grabbed Matron by the hair and forced her onto her back. Sore hand or not, Eva hit her again. The other girls rushed over to get their share of payback. Matron was kicked, punched, scratched, elbowed on the side of the head, and spat upon.

By the time the girls ran out of steam, Matron looked like she’d been in a horrible car wreck. One eye was swelling shut, her nose was broken, blood leaked from dozens of scratches, two fingers were dislocated, and a kick to the head delivered by Eva had rendered her unconscious.

De La Cruz approached Eva, holding a robe. “Put this on.”

Eva shook herself as if she were coming out of a trance, then accepted the robe from him.

Henry spoke to the girls. “Someone might have reported hearing the gunshots. If the police show up, we’ll have to leave you. But you’re safe now.”

The redhead pointed down at Matron. “That bitch has a partner, an older man who always wears a suit and a mask.”

“He’s been handled,” Henry said.

The redhead smiled. “I’m Brenda. Thank you.” Her smile faded. “I’ve been here for eight months. I was grabbed off the street in Richmond with my friend, Callie. Matron told me Callie was sold to someone. Is there any way to find her?”

Henry stared down at Matron. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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THE RIGHT SHOE, THE RIGHT MAN
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Garcia regained consciousness and began banging on the trunk. Tanner opened it and let him out.

There was a knot on his head where Tanner struck him, and his damaged left hand was swollen.

Garcia moaned. “I’ve got one hell of a headache.” He held up his left hand in front of him. “And oh, you wouldn’t believe how much this hurts.”

“Sit on the floor, Garcia. There’s only one chair, and it’s mine.”

Garcia sat with his legs splayed out in front of him and looked around. “I smell food. Can I have some?”

Tanner tossed a bag at him. It contained two egg rolls.

“These are cold.”

“You wanted food. That’s food.”

“Why are we still in the warehouse?”

“Some of your friends are working today. I’ll wait until they’re free tonight to contact them.”

“You’re going to meet with them?”

“That’s right.”

“Why?”

“I want the full story. Right now, all I have is your version.”

“I told you the truth. I even admitted I killed Mike Murphey. I didn’t want to do that, you know? But… it seemed necessary.”

“That’s what Specter does, right? They kill people who they think it’s necessary to kill.”

“Are you really that hit man, Tanner?”

“I am.”

“And you’re going to lecture us about killing people?”

“There won’t be a lecture. I came here to learn the truth about Specter. Call it professional curiosity.”

Garcia bit into one of the egg rolls, shrugged, and finished it along with the second one.

Tanner’s phone vibrated in his pocket, then stopped. It vibrated again and stopped again. It was an unfamiliar number. Henry was calling.

“I’m going to walk away so I can take this call in private, Garcia. If you try to get away, you’ll have more than a sore hand and a lump on your head.”

“I hear you,” Garcia said.

Tanner answered the third call on its seventh ring, after having moved out of Garcia’s hearing range.

“What’s up, Eight?”

“I’ve completed that work I started in Washington, but I’ve gotten involved in something else. That will be ending soon too.”

“How soon?”

“Maybe another hour or so.”

“What is it you’re doing?”

Henry explained about meeting De La Cruz and helping him to find Eva.

“How is the girl?”

“She wasn’t raped, but they withheld food and sleep to make her obey.” Henry laughed. “That didn’t work. The girl fought back.”

“What’s this De La Cruz like?”

“He’s a good man to have watching your back. It was his idea to find Eva. He figured he owed it to his boss.”

“The cops could be on their way there. Someone would report hearing gunshots.”

“They came and left. De La Cruz and I moved the bodies from the driveway and propped up the front doors to make everything look normal. When a patrol car drove past, the driver didn’t notice anything out of place. The properties here are spread out. They’re probably not certain where the shots came from.”

“That brothel, that Club, it’s possible someone inside local law enforcement could be granting them protection.”

“I’ve thought of that. I’m going to call the regional FBI office before I leave. It’s a federal matter anyway, as some of these girls were abducted and driven across state lines.”

“I have an idea. You’ve heard me mention Robyn Dyer, yes?”

“Lawson’s girlfriend?”

“Yeah, and she’s also a special agent with the FBI. I’ll call her and tell her about this club. She’ll know who to trust and the best way to handle it. Just make certain you don’t leave any evidence behind the feds can use to identify you.”

“The girls have seen our faces. I’m sure they’ll lie if we ask them to.”

“Possibly. I’ll wait an hour before calling Robyn. That should be enough time for you to clear out of there.”

“Before I leave, I’m going to get information out of the man who ran this place. They sold some of the girls. He’ll know where they are.”

“He’ll want to hold on to that information so he can bargain for a lighter sentence.”

“I’ll make him see that’s not in his best interest.”

“I’m glad I’m not him.”

“How’s it going in DC?”

“It’s been interesting. I know who and what Specter is.”

“Yeah? It’s more than one man?”

“It is. But it was one man who killed Senator Gates. It’s someone you know.”

“Someone I know? You’re talking about one of the secret service agents I met?”

“No. The man is a former agent, and an ex-fellow employee of yours at the office building you guarded.”

“Are you talking about Alfredo?”

“That’s him. Alfredo Garcia. When you were taking aim at Flory, he was firing at Senator Gates.”

“Alfredo? I’ll be damned. You know, when he entered the lobby that night, he was breathing heavily. I thought he was nervous about having the secret service around. He was out of breath from having me chase him. I also remember seeing that female agent, Chaplin, stare at Alfredo several times. I guess they know each other.”

“Agent Chaplin is a member of Specter.”

“And what about her partner, Mike Murphey?”

“Murphey’s dead. Alfredo killed him because Murphey was getting close to figuring out what was going on.”

“But wait, I don’t get it. Alfredo has worked the night shift as a guard for years. Are you saying he just happened to be at the right place that night?”

“I think it was the senior agent’s idea to have Alfredo handle the contract. The two of them were working together for money. The other members of Specter weren’t aware of what was going to happen. Or maybe they were. I don’t have all the answers yet. I’ll get them later tonight.”

“How did you figure out Alfredo pulled the trigger?”

“That was thanks to you. You told me Specter had a paint stain on the bottom of his shoe. At first, I thought a secret service agent named Ed Johnson was the shooter, because he has shoes with the same stain. But Johnson was at the hotel on the night the assassination happened. Then I remembered you said the stain was on Specter’s right shoe. Johnson’s left shoe had a stain. A while later, I saw Johnson and Alfredo Garcia having a meeting. I followed Garcia home, broke into his apartment when he wasn’t there, and found the correct pair of shoes.”

“Alfredo is Specter. I never would have guessed.”

“He’s a member of Specter. I’ll be meeting the others soon.”

“Would you like some company?”

“You want to fly in from Florida?”

“I’m in Virginia. I could drive to DC in about five hours.”

“I think you should be here for this. You may have to deal with Specter again someday. Call me when you’re finished in Virginia, and we’ll make plans.”

“I’ll do that. And hey, are you looking forward to your big day, Saturday?”

“That was Sara’s idea.”

“But it will be fun.”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic about it.”

“Should I be?”

“It’s a big deal.”

“I guess you’re right, especially considering who I am.”

The call ended. Tanner had been watching Garcia the whole time. The older man had wisely stayed seated on the floor.

He looked up as Tanner walked back over to him. “I have to take a leak.”

“Get up. The bathrooms are toward the rear.”

Tanner gestured for Garcia to walk ahead of him. The man looked back over his shoulder.

“What are you going to do to me, Tanner?”

“I’ll leave that for your friends to decide.”

“Some of them will be pissed off. They didn’t know about the money.”

“How many didn’t know?”

“Most I think.”

“Maybe they’ll consider you unfit; the way Specter considers some politicians unfit.”

“They won’t kill me. Unlike Gates, I don’t seek power over others and pretend to be a man of the people.”

“I guess we’ll find out. And remember, Ed Johnson already tried to have you killed.”

They reached the men’s room. Garcia appeared worried by Tanner’s words as he pushed the door to enter.
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NO DEAL!
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Henry was inside the office in the Club where he’d left the Director. Matron was there as well. De La Cruz had hauled her there over his left shoulder. The injuries Matron received from the beatdown the girls gave her had left her too dizzy to walk. That unsteadiness was the result of a serious concussion.

De La Cruz’s right shoulder had been slashed by Matron’s knife, but the wound, although long, wasn’t deep. One of the girls had experience with first aid and treated the cut, along with the nick De La Cruz had on his neck. Matron and the Director hadn’t received care. The Director’s leg wounds had stopped bleeding, and so had the many scratches Matron had.

The woman looked a mess. The girls had done quite the number on her. Matron’s real name was Sylvia. The Director called her by that name after De La Cruz dumped her beside him on the office floor.

Henry and De La Cruz had their masks on again, not wanting the Director to be able to identify them, should he be allowed to live. Matron could identify them, but she’d have to be alive to do it. She would not be identifying anyone. She had tried to kill De La Cruz.

Eva had followed them to the office, with the other girls staying close behind. The redhead, Brenda, had kept the girls calm and patient. Brenda said she wasn’t leaving until she knew where her friend, Callie, was. Two of the other girls mentioned names of friends they’d known who had also been sold to someone else. The Director would have the answers they needed. Henry intended to get the information out of him.

De La Cruz and Eva led the girls away. They had witnessed enough violence, and they had sure as hell been subjected to it during their time at the Club. One of the “girls” was a woman of twenty. She looked no older than fourteen. Another girl was fourteen. She’d been abducted and brought to the Club when she was only eleven.

De La Cruz asked a question before shutting the door behind him as he left. “You got this?”

“Yeah. I’ll do whatever it takes to find out everything he knows.”

De La Cruz nodded after staring Henry in the eye. Henry would have no problem torturing the Director. His only difficulty would be in restraining the desire to kill the man for the misery he’d inflicted on children.

The Director had been cut free of the zip ties restraining him and was seated behind his desk. His leg wounds had him limping, but they weren’t life-threatening.

Henry had checked the desk and found a .38 revolver in a bottom drawer. There had also been ten thousand in cash, along with a pint of bourbon. He left it all where he’d found it, after emptying the gun of its bullets.

Henry held a knife and stood over the Director. Matron was still on the floor. When she wasn’t moaning from her injuries, she was begging for someone to call an ambulance. Her words were slurred, as they came out of a mouth with broken teeth and swollen lips. Given the amount of abuse she’d taken, she needed an ambulance and a skilled medical team. That was too bad for her.

The Director held his head high. “You want information from me about our clients. I won’t give it to you, not unless we reach a deal.”

“What sort of deal?”

“You’ve won. That’s obvious. You have the girls, the product. I have the client list and the contacts. Make me a partner and things can continue on here like they always have.”

“You think we did all this to get to the girls?”

“Didn’t you? They each generate a fair amount of cash each week, and you only need to keep them fed and obedient. It’s a fantastic business. Much better than the drug trade I used to be in. And there’s less risk.”

“I’d say you’ve had your share of risk today. By the way, what’s your name?”

“Joseph. And yours?”

“Joseph, you’re under the wrong impression. We didn’t break in here and kill your guards to get to the girls. We came here to free the girls.”

“Free them?”

“That’s right.”

The Director sagged. “Oh, you’re that type.”

“I’m that type. I’m also the type who will put you through sheer hell to find out what you know.” Henry placed a laptop on the desk before the Director. “Access the files I need.”

“I won’t do it. If you’re not interested in becoming partners, that means you’ll be leaving me for the authorities to deal with. The information I have is valuable. I’ll get a sweetheart deal by giving them our client list. If I play things right, I may even walk away clean, or be given a few years of probation.”

Henry’s knife flashed and opened up a cut across the Director’s left cheek. The man hissed in pain as he leaned back. After touching his face, his fingers came away covered in blood.

“Bastard!”

Henry cut him again on the opposite cheek.

“I’ll slice you to ribbons if I have to, but you will give me the information I want.”

Blood leaked from the wounds and dripped from the director’s chin. He spoke in a quicker and higher-pitched tone while staring at the knife.

“I won’t go to prison. I did time when I was younger. It was hell, worse than anything you’ll do to me. You care about these little bitches, fine. Let me make my deals with the cops. The girls will still be found and set free. Right? Yes?”

Henry opened the laptop. “Access the files I need. You’re running out of time.”

“Running out of time? What’s that mean?”

“It means I will kill you and let the feds’ computer experts get the information out of that laptop. It might take them a while, but they’ll get it.”

The director shook his head, sending drops of blood flying from his chin. “The information is encrypted. I’m the only one who can retrieve it.”

“I don’t believe that’s true.”

“It is true. And it’s why you won’t kill me.”

Henry moved away from the desk and over to Matron. Judging by her eyes, she was barely aware of her surroundings because of her severe concussion. Henry stepped behind her, yanked her into a sitting position using her hair, and slid his blade across her throat. The arterial spray from the fatal wound traveled over ten feet to splash the front of the Director’s desk.

Henry held Matron until she ceased thrashing, then let the body drop. The Director’s face had gone stark white. He held up a hand when Henry grew nearer.

“Don’t kill me.”

“It’s your choice. You know what I want.”

Trembling hands, which were stained red from touching tattered cheeks, opened the laptop and began working away at the keyboard.

[image: ]


Henry left the office twenty minutes later with the laptop and paper copies of the needed information. He would leave all of it in the living room for the FBI to find.

De La Cruz and the girls were already in the living room. De La Cruz had removed his mask again, as had Henry. The girls were eating sandwiches and watching a movie on TV. Henry saw that the girls had on regular clothing, including Eva, who they had bought clothes for the previous day.

De La Cruz met Henry at the living room’s entrance and gestured back at the girls. “We located their clothes in the basement. There were several sets belonging to girls no longer here.”

“They’ll be located… the ones still alive. These bastards were selling girls to people they knew might kill them.”

“What did you do to that Matron bitch and that old bastard?”

“Matron is dead. I left the Director alive. He’ll spend the rest of his life locked up, and it’s something he fears.”

Henry told De La Cruz about FBI Agent Robyn Dyer.

“She’ll help these girls and make sure the information is followed up on. I guess that’s all we can do.”

“I’m taking Eva with me. She doesn’t need to have a bunch of feds questioning her.”

“Yeah. Where are you headed, back to New Jersey?”

“Paterson. I’ll have Eva back home by tonight. First, I’m going to call her uncle.”

“Have the other girls asked to make calls?”

“They did, but we couldn’t find their phones and they don’t know the numbers. They all had their contacts saved on their phones. The FBI will help them reach their families.”

De La Cruz gestured Eva over as he placed a call to her uncle.

“Mr. Castillo. This is Fernando. I have someone here who would like to speak to you.”

De La Cruz handed his phone to Eva. She spoke to her uncle in Spanish.

“Thank you for sending Fernando to find me. I love you, Tio Juan.”

Eva handed the phone back to De La Cruz when she was done. There were tears of happiness running down her cheeks.

“Yes sir,” De La Cruz said, in answer to a question. “I’m not sure I would have succeeded without his help.” De La Cruz listened, then offered Henry the phone. “Mr. Castillo wants to speak to you.”

Henry took the phone. “Hello.”

“You call yourself Eight?” Juan Castillo’s voice was rich and conveyed confidence, along with a Spanish accent.

“Yes. I’m Eight.”

“I am in your debt, Eight. If you need anything, just ask. My family went through hell while Eva was missing. It’s beyond relief to know she’s safe and headed back to us.”

“I was glad I could help, but you have Fernando to thank for her return.”

“That is a fact. The man will be rewarded.”

The call ended and Henry handed De La Cruz back his phone. “I don’t know how much Castillo is paying you, but I’d expect a substantial raise.”

De La Cruz grinned. “I’d rather have more responsibility. Juan Castillo is a wise and important man. I can learn a lot from him.”

“No doubt.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Back to Washington. There’s some business there I have to see to.”

“Another contract?”

“Something different involving giving help to a friend.”

De La Cruz offered his hand. “I consider you to be my friend. Thank you for everything.”
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Henry explained to the girls that the FBI was on their way to the house.

“They’ll help you reunite with your families. Ladies, we would appreciate it if you didn’t give them a description of us.”

Brenda, the redhead, spoke up. “We’ll tell them you kept your masks on.” She cocked her head. “Why did you take them off when you were around us?”

“We didn’t want to frighten you,” De La Cruz said. “You’ve had enough masked creeps to deal with.”

The girls laughed. It amazed Henry they maintained the capacity to do so, given all they’d been through. It was a good sign, indicating they would eventually be all right.
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Along with items for Eva to wear, Henry and De La Cruz had brought extra clothing along for themselves. Henry had gotten some of Matron’s blood on him. De La Cruz’s shirt collar was stained with his own blood. Their old clothing was burned in the home’s fireplace. As Henry watched the flames consume the fabric, Tanner called and let him know that local FBI agents were minutes away from arriving at the Club.

Robyn Dyer had explained the situation to a friend of hers in the Bureau. Along with FBI agents, there were medical and psychological experts en route. The abused girls would need counseling and treatment for the molestation they endured.

Henry had used the Director’s laptop to send off copies of the Club’s client list and records to the email addresses of several reporters. Those records did not include the names and photos of the abducted and abused girls. He had recognized several of the names on the client list. One of them was a congresswoman.

Eva kissed Henry on the cheek as she said goodbye. She and De La Cruz had a seven-hour drive ahead of them, while Henry would reach Washington in less than four hours. He and De La Cruz claimed two of the vehicles belonging to the dead attendants and drove away from the Club. They spotted five unmarked vehicles with red lights flashing on top. The cars were speeding toward the exit on the other side of the highway that would allow them to reach the Club.

Henry answered the toot of De La Cruz’s horn with one of his own when De La Cruz took an exit an hour later to stop for gas. Henry continued on. His car had a full tank, and the trip to DC was shorter than De La Cruz’s excursion to Patterson, New Jersey.

It was time for the legendary assassin “Specter” to meet the true legend, Tanner. Henry was looking forward to seeing how his mentor handled the confrontation. One thing was certain, in any conflict between the two, Specter would always come out the loser.

Henry drove along Route 81. He was headed north to DC, where it all started.
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HOUSE CLEANING
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Alfredo Garcia revealed to Tanner the process for calling together a meeting of Specter. It involved leaving a message in the draft folder of an email account. Those involved in Specter checked the folder several times a day.

Tanner left a message stating it was urgent they assemble to discuss the matter of Mike Murphey’s death. Specter’s meetings took place in a wooded area where there was an old double-wide trailer. The property belonged to Agent Vernon Southern. His grandfather had left the three hundred acres to him years ago. The old man had bought it back in the 1960s at a bargain price.

The land was near Leesburg, Virginia. Leesburg’s population had grown thirty percent over the last decade. If the trend continued, Agent Southern’s property would become valuable to land developers. For now, he used the trailer as a hunting and fishing cabin. And at times, it became the headquarters of Specter.

There was no Specter. Not in the sense that he was one person. Specter was a subculture of the secret service and other such agencies such as Britain’s Paramilitary and Diplomatic Protection unit, the Republican Guard in France, or the Security Police in Japan.

The assassin, Specter, took the blame for the actions of men and women acting contrary to their duties. In the US, when a politician was deemed to pose a danger to the country, those involved in Specter took a vote to decide if the person should live or die.

As Garcia said, the vote to eliminate Senator Clayton Gates came out a tie. According to their established rules, a tie vote should have meant no action would be taken against him. However, Ed Johnson had already accepted money to kill Gates. Knowing Garcia was in favor of eliminating the man, he convinced him to act against the will of the other members of Specter and assassinate Gates. The million dollars he offered Garcia had something to do with his agreement.
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Henry arrived at the warehouse around six p.m.

Tanner had told him to wear a mask and to say little around Garcia. Henry had been disguised when he’d worked with Garcia as a night security guard at the office building, but the man could recognize his voice.

When Garcia asked who Henry was, Tanner told him the truth.

“Specter is a myth, but Tanners aren’t. The first Tanner was around a hundred years ago. I’m the seventh. This man is the eighth. He’ll take my place when I retire.”

“Retire? Paid killers retire?”

“I plan to do so someday. If you’re wondering if there’s a pension plan, there isn’t.” Tanner looked at Henry and smiled. “Maybe we should start one.”

“We always thought Tanner was a myth too,” Garcia said. “You know, I think the idea for Specter might have begun with the Tanners. From what I hear, the first man to use the Specter identity had grown up in Detroit before moving to Asia after World War Two. Wasn’t there a Tanner active in Detroit back then?”

“You know your history. Tanner Two operated out of Detroit.”
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Garcia gave them directions to reach the trailer on Southern’s property. They had first gone back to Garcia’s apartment building to get his car. Seeing an unfamiliar vehicle at the trailer might place someone on alert.

Garcia said their meetings always took place outside around a brick firepit. The first one to arrive would start the blaze. The old trailer could keep you out of the weather, but the thing stank. Vernon Southern had gone fishing once and left the fish out after being called back to Washington for an emergency.

“He hadn’t returned to the trailer for weeks,” Garcia said. “That was during one of the hottest summers on record. You can imagine how bad that old fish made the place smell. That was three years ago, and it’s still ripe in there.”
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Henry was concealed from view in the shadows beneath the trailer when the first of Garcia’s co-conspirators arrived. It was the owner of the property, Supervisory Special Agent Vernon Southern. Southern was black, thirty-nine, tall, and maintained the athletic build of a swimmer. He’d competed as a swimmer while in college and missed qualifying for the Olympic trials by less than a second.

Southern and Garcia only had time to greet each other when two more agents appeared. They were Chris Haws and Alva Enochson.

Enochson asked Garcia why he called the meeting. Her short blonde hair appeared white in the fire’s glow.

“Do you know why Murphey killed himself? Did he kill himself?”

“I’ll explain when the others get here. They should be here soon.” Garcia looked around after speaking. He knew Henry was at his back and that Tanner was somewhere close by. Both men had weapons trained on him.

Three more agents arrived, including Meghan Chaplin, whose eyes were red from crying over Mike Murphey’s demise.

Chaplin was gazing about. “Where’s Ed Johnson? That son of a bitch owes me answers, and he’s been ducking me and ignoring my calls all day.”

“He’ll be here soon,” Southern said. “He was called into a meeting with the Director as we were leaving for the day.”

“I called him last night and told him Michael was getting suspicious and was looking for answers. There was also a Homeland Security Agent lurking about,” Chaplin said, then paused, as a memory of finding Murphey’s lifeless body flashed through her mind. “Ed Johnson and I were the only ones who knew Michael was investigating on his own, and now Michael’s dead from a staged suicide.”

“Why did you tell Ed about Mike?” Haws asked.

“I wanted to bring Michael into the circle and make him a member of Specter. That way, he would understand what happened and stop asking questions.”

“Is that what this is about? Mike Murphey?” Enochson asked. “I thought we were called here to discuss what happened to Senator Gates.” She pointed at Garcia, after noticing his injuries. “What’s happened to your hand, Alfredo? And is that a lump on your forehead?”

“I was tortured earlier by men sent to kill me. Ed Johnson hired those men.”

Several of the agents shouted the word, “What?” at the same time.

Garcia blew out a long breath. “I have a story to tell you. Let me tell it all before you start asking questions.”

“Does this concern Michael?” Chaplin asked.

“It does,” Garcia said. “It also concerns the assassin named Tanner.”

Chris Haws’ face screwed up in confusion. “Tanner? You’re saying he’s real?”

“I’m real,” Tanner said. He stepped out of the darkness beyond the firelight, holding a rifle and wearing a black mask. “We’ll shoot anyone who tries to shoot us.”

“Us?” Southern said.

“Us!” said Henry. He had come out from beneath the trailer when all eyes had been on Tanner. The secret service agents realized they were at a disadvantage despite their numbers. They were armed, but their weapons were holstered, with most beneath a jacket or coat. In Chaplin’s case, her gun was in her purse. They would never clear leather before Tanner or Henry could cut them down.

“What the hell is going on here, Alfredo?” Haws asked.

“This isn’t my idea. That man really is Tanner. The other one will be the next Tanner when he… ah… I guess retires. The Tanners are real, and they know about Specter.”

Chaplin took a step toward Tanner. “Did someone hire you to kill Michael Murphey?”

“I didn’t kill Murphey. Garcia killed Murphey on orders from Ed Johnson.”

Chaplin whipped her head around to stare at Garcia. There was hatred in her gaze.

“Tell your story, Garcia,” Tanner said. “Let your friends know the truth.”

Garcia started from the beginning, when Ed Johnson first made his offer to him. The other agents listened raptly, both fascinated and disgusted by the ex-agent’s words, and the revelations they carried.
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Johnson’s vehicle sped along the old dirt road leading to the trailer. The meeting he’d been summoned to by the Director of the Secret Service had been initiated by Thomas Lawson at Tanner’s request. He had to delay Johnson’s arrival to allow Garcia time to bring the others up to speed. To say the other agents weren’t happy was an understatement, although Southern and Haws had been brought in as accomplices in the Senator’s death after the fact and had known part of the truth.

Johnson told them he’d decided to kill Senator Gates despite the vote being even, because he felt strongly it was the right and just thing to do in order to protect the country. The man had failed to mention the fortune a foreign interest had paid him.

Southern and Haws had voted for killing Gates. Their reasons were honorable, as they had taken an oath to protect their country from enemies, both foreign and domestic. They had seen Gates as a domestic threat. Accepting money to kill the man was abhorrent to them. Added to that was Johnson ordering Mike Murphey’s death, to cover up his guilt.

Johnson left his vehicle and jogged over to join the others. His step faltered when he noticed Tanner and Henry. Haws and Southern rushed him. The beefy Haws pinned Johnson’s arms behind him as Southern reached beneath his jacket to claim his gun. It was a SIG-Sauer P229.

“Easy,” Tanner said. Southern took his meaning and held the gun up by its grip with two fingers, before tossing it away.

Johnson struggled, and Haws released him. Johnson pointed at Tanner, then Henry. “Who the hell are they?”

“They’re the assassin Tanner,” Enochson said. “The current Tanner and the next one. They’re real, Ed. They know all about us.”

Chaplin’s eyes expressed the loathing she felt for Johnson. “You ordered Michael’s death. You son of a bitch! Why did you tell Garcia to kill him? To cover your ass? Guess what? Your secret’s out.”

Johnson shook his head. “No! Meghan, you know me. I would never… I-I.” He looked at Garcia. “You told them everything?”

“It was that or have my head blown off by Tanner.”

Johnson stared at Tanner. “If you really are Tanner, why the hell are you involved in this? This has nothing to do with you.”

“I live in this country the same as you do. I wanted to find out why a United States Senator was murdered by those sworn to protect him. I found out it was to line your pockets with cash.”

“No!” Southern said. “That’s not how we operate. Specter kills only when it’s necessary and for the good of the country. I swear to you, Tanner. The rest of us knew nothing about the money. Chris Haws and I agreed to help only after it was too late to change anything. Gates was dead. All right. Then let Specter take the blame. Had I known Ed had betrayed his country… I would have killed the man. I still might.”

“He deserves to die,” Chaplin stated, her words dripping with hatred. “They both do, he and Garcia.”

Enochson sighed. “We’ll have to discuss that. I’m of the opinion they should donate the money to a charity and Ed can resign.”

Haws grabbed Johnson by the neck and shook him. “How much were you paid? And don’t you dare lie to us.”

Johnson said, “Ten million,” while Garcia said, “Two million.” Afterward, Garcia gawked at Johnson. “You said you were giving me half. You kept nine million for yourself?”

Meghan Chaplin stared at Tanner. When he met her gaze, she eased her right hand inside her purse. While doing so, she tilted her head in Johnson’s direction. Tanner took her meaning and sent her a nod of consent. When he glanced at Henry, he saw that his protégé had observed the interaction and had also understood Chaplin’s intention.

She moved closer to Johnson, easing behind him, and looked at Tanner again, then at Henry. They granted their permission with nods. Johnson noticed Tanner’s nod, saw that his gaze was directed to someone at his back, and turned his head in time to see Chaplin pull her gun from her purse.

“Meghan. Put the weapon down. Think about what you’re doing. I was wrong to kill Mike; I know that. We can all work this out.”

“You can’t bring back Michael,” Chaplin said.

Chris Haws heard the tone in her voice and backpedaled away from Johnson, whom he had been standing close to.

Meghan Chaplin fired eight shots into her ASAC. Johnson had been dead after the first bullet struck him, as the round punched a hole through his heart. After turning the weapon on a shocked Garcia, she fired four more times, emptying the magazine into his chest. Garcia groaned and pitched forward.

Henry took two quick steps and grabbed Garcia by the collar of his jacket, then yanked him rearward, causing him to fall onto his back. Had he not done so, Garcia’s head would have fallen into the firepit. Garcia spat up blood as he coughed, convulsed, then released his final breath.

Chaplin let the empty gun slip from her hand as tears flowed from her eyes. It grew quiet after the reverberation of the shots faded, with only the sound of the crackling fire interrupting the night’s silence.

Vernon Southern cleared his throat. “I hated seeing that, but it needed to be done. And now, Specter can go dormant again.”

“Until one of you finds a threat, right?”

“Yes. That’s exactly right, Tanner. We took an oath to protect this country. We’ll keep that oath no matter the cost.”

“Remember, if one of you is ever tempted to cross the line again. The Tanners will be watching.”

“Who are you to judge us?” another agent asked. “You’re killers.”

“That’s exactly who and what we are,” Tanner said. “Remember that too.”


EPILOGUE
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Tanner, as Cody, returned home to the ranch on Friday afternoon to a warm welcome from his family.

Lucas was wearing a football uniform, as he had joined a peewee league. The boy was tall, and he was powerful. Lucas’s coach told Cody that Lucas was the strongest boy of his age he had ever seen. Lucas had no trouble breaking through their opponents’ defensive line to get to their quarterback.

Cody had noticed his son’s above average strength and knew it came from his side of the family, which had the Gant genes. Many males in the Gant line inherited immense strength. Tanner’s cousin, Mr. White, was one of them. White’s strength was phenomenal. If Lucas matured to possess even a fraction of such strength, he would be exceptional.

Thinking of White, Cody asked Sara a question. They sat together on their rear porch, sipping on iced tea. Franny was in the kitchen with their daughters, Marian and Grace. The girls were “Helping” Franny make cookies and pies for the upcoming party.

“Are White and Jessica still coming?”

“They are. They’ll be here tomorrow and will stay until Monday.”

“I still think this is a lot of unnecessary bother, but I look forward to seeing them, along with several others who will be coming.”

“No one is bothered by it but you. Everyone is looking forward to it.”

“I still say it’s not that big a deal.”

Sara leaned over and kissed him. “You’re the big deal.”
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Cody slept late the next day. When he went downstairs, he saw that Sara and Franny had been busy. There was a banner hanging from the ceiling in the living room. He shook his head as he read the words on it.

HAPPY 50TH BIRTHDAY, CODY.

Fifty. He was fifty. Where had the time gone?

He thought back over his life, and of the many times he’d escaped or avoided certain death. In some ways, his reaching the age of fifty was a miracle. He’d never come closer to dying than the night the ranch was attacked and his family died. He’d been sixteen.

His father, stepmother, twin sisters, and a baby brother all perished in a span of minutes, followed by the destruction of the only home he’d ever known. And yet, he survived, thanks to Tanner Six, Spenser Hawke.

As if thinking of him had conjured the man, Spenser entered the living room and greeted him with a wide grin.

“Happy fiftieth birthday, boy! How’s it feel to be half a century old?”

“You would know better than I do.”

Spenser laughed and ran a hand through his hair. At fifty-eight, his dark locks were now all white.

“It’s not so bad getting older, and it sure beats the alternative.”

“When did you arrive?”

“About twenty minutes ago. And my God, Cody, but Lucas looks more like you every day. I see he’s also grown several inches since I’d last seen him.”

“Yeah. I think he’ll be taller than me.”

“Marian and Grace are beauties. And Grace looks so much like Sara too.”

Cody’s phone emitted a sound, letting him know someone was approaching the home. He accessed the exterior cameras and saw his brother, Caleb, was arriving. Seated in the passenger seat of his rental was Amanda Eriksen.

“Caleb’s here,” Cody said with a smile. And he realized he was glad Sara had gone to the trouble of throwing a party. He seldom saw his brother, or Spenser, or White, Jessica, and several others who would join them in celebration.

Yes. He was fifty. So what? It was just a number.

Cody reached over and clasped Spenser’s shoulder. “I want to thank you again for saving my life all those years ago. It’s been a life worth living, and I’m grateful for every second of it.”

“You’re welcome, boy. And I couldn’t be prouder of you if you were my own son.”

Sara entered the room. She hugged Cody while kissing him.

“Happy birthday. Caleb just arrived.”

“I know,” Cody said, then he kissed Sara again. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For arranging this party. You were right; it’s a big deal. Not because I’m fifty, but because it’s an excuse to bring everyone together.”

Sara beamed at him. “We’re all going to have such a good time.”

And she was right. The celebration lasted late into the night, and Cody couldn’t recall ever having a better time.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Some of you might have noticed that time in the Tanner universe is moving faster than it used to. There’s a reason for that. I’ve decided to end the series.

Tanner has been an absolute pleasure to write, and I think the series is something special. I don’t want that to change. If I kept writing it year after year, it would likely become stale and repetitive. That could be a reflection of my failings as an author, because I lack the talent or imagination to keep things fresh forever. However, I’m of the opinion it’s just the nature of things, and that characters and series, like real people, have a natural lifespan.

This is not the last book in the Tanner series. Let me repeat that. This is not the last book in the Tanner series.

As of now, I plan to end the series with Tanner Book 66, which I tentatively have scheduled for release sometime in 2026. But from this book, Number 57, until Book 66, you’ll notice time moving quicker in Tanner’s world.

I’ll be ending character arcs and, in some cases, ending the lives of longtime characters. Children will grow up, Tanner will grow older, Henry will assume the mantle of Tanner, and Tanner’s fate and destiny will be known.

I hope you come along for the ride. I promise it will be something special.

Cheers,

Remington Kane


TANNER RETURNS!
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AFTERWORD


Thank you,

REMINGTON KANE
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