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Cruel and cold is the judgement of man,

 Cruel as winter, cold as the snow;

But by-and-by will the deed and the plan,

Be judged by the motive that lieth below.

—Lewis J. Bates, American Poet
(1832-1915)


PART ONE


Introduction

Harvester.

 


GILBERT MANFORD may look like just another
middle-aged tattooed ruffian who spent more time behind bars as a
young lad than in elementary school. But the six-foot two, husky
lumberjack of a man possesses skills. Unique skills for hire.

G-Man, as he’s known in certain circles, is a
“harvester.” Not of mature crops in the field or of valuable organs
from living creatures. He harvests information; secrets held in
confidence by humans. And he’s one of the best in the business.

A cooking torch is his preferred
method of motivation for information extraction. It’s remarkable what a person will
reveal to avoid having more of the bottoms of their feet blistered
and charred like a hot dog at an evening weenie roast.

Sometimes, if G-Man takes a liking
to his victim, he spares them the initial blow torch torture and
instead persuades them with his fist hammered into their abdomen.
The punches start with bare knuckles, but soon escalate to the use
of knuckle dusters. One for each fist. And not the typical brass
knuckles, either. Rather, a custom carbon fiber weapon with
puncture blades for increased motivation.

Then there are those who receive both. And some even
worse. Often not because they have more information to surrender,
but simply for G-Man’s pleasure.

Freddie “Fredster” White—a meth head and low-level
drug dealer in Tumble City—became one of those poor bastards when
he tried to burglarize the wrong house. G-Man’s.


Prologue


Tumble City.Early Spring.

Green Groves
Neighborhood.

 


“Ahhhhh!” The veins in his skinny neck swelled, appearing they could
burst. The sock jammed into his mouth muffled the agony. Not that
anyone would hear, anyway. The rundown bungalow scheduled for
demolition was part of an urban-renewal project. The structure was
so dilapidated, not even strung out druggies dared venture into it,
making the location perfect for G-Man to conduct his
business.

Clothesline encircled Freddie “Fredster” White’s
thin wrists and ankles, binding him spread eagle with nails driven
into the filthy hardwood floor. He had struggled so hard, the rope
shredded his skin, mangling the muscle beneath. A few more violent
tussles, and he might sever his right hand from his arm.

The stench of the charred meat on Fredster’s body,
mixed with fresh piss and shit, wafted through the air, but didn’t
bother G-Man.

The disposable polypropylene jumpsuit covering his
T-shirt and jeans made a crinkling noise as he reached his
latex-gloved hand toward Fredster’s gag. Yanked it out of his
mouth.

Wide-eyed, trembling in pain, Fredster gazed at him.
His mouth moved, but nothing other than red saliva came out.

“The time has come to finish the
task.” G-Man reached inside the plastic suit and drew the tactical
knife from its sheath on his belt. “Leave my trademark.”

“P-p-please…” Fredster waggled his
head.

“The As-sas-see-nos,” G-Man
enunciated assassino with the best Italian accent he could
muster.

The reputation of Tumble City’s
violent Italian gang ignited cringes even among hardened criminals.
Particularly their so-called gruesome trademark way of handling
traitors.

He stooped at Fredster’s side. “If anyone rats them
out, steals from them, or crosses them in any way, the Assassinos
cut out their heart while they’re still alive.” He skimmed the tip
of the blade across Fredster’s scorched chest. “You tried to steal
from me, Fredster.”

“I-I didn’t take
anything—”

“Only because I came home in time
to stop you.”

“I didn’t know. I swear on my
mother’s eyes, I didn’t know.”

“The Assassinos stuff the cut out
heart, sometimes still beating, into their victim’s mouth. Then
pour gasoline into the victim’s open abdominal cavity and set it on
fire.”

Fredster shuddered.

“Do you know where the Assassinos
learned that? From me!” G-Man plunged the blade of the tactical
knife into Fredster’s chest. With both hands on the handle, he
dragged the knife around Fredster’s chest.

The sound of snapping rib bones interspersed with
god-awful high-pitched screams radiated through the ramshackle
bungalow.

Blood splattered the plastic pullover covering
G-Man’s head and shoulders, the scene nothing short of a gory
slasher flick. The sticky red fluid rolled off the disposable
plastic and dripped onto the plastic boot covers protecting his
leather work boots.

As Gilbert Manford proceeded with his trademark
death torture, copied by the Assassinos, he often wondered why he
delighted so much in torturing and murdering people. How he and his
sister could have turned out so differently.

They both grew up with the same parents. Both
endured the same corporal punishments at the hand of their father
blistering their bodies with a leather belt. Yet, she grew up to
write children’s books. For the FBI, no less.

It’s the old nature or nurture conundrum. Maybe his father’s
violence nurtured his nature,
the way he was born. Had his father enjoyed the pain inflicted on
the bare skin of his children with each lashing of the leather
belt? Had G-Man one-upped what his father started?

Regardless, Gilbert couldn’t deny
the strobes of ecstasy pumping through his veins, engorging his
ego. Should this person live or
die?

The life or death decision summoned
a sensation of godlike power unlike anything else. Not even
orgasmic pleasure could compare. And when the victim begged, cried,
apologized, and promised they’d never tell—as Fredster had done, as
they all had
done—the reward was that much sweeter.

Even if the Assassinos were blamed—credited?—and he
took precautions not to leave DNA or fingerprint evidence, murder
was risky business. Far riskier than harvesting.

Cops focused more attention and resources on murders
than assaults, which were more common in Tumble City than
convenience stores on every corner. Even if the assault involved
brutal torture, little effort was invested in bringing the
perpetrator to justice. Unless the victim was rich and famous. Or a
politician. Law enforcements’ efforts to hunt down assailants
diminished to a mere shrug, especially if the brutality involved an
offender with a rap sheet longer than his arm. At least that had
been G-Man’s experience.

Before setting the derelict structure ablaze, he
staged the area with empty food cans, an old sleeping bag, and drug
paraphernalia. Even placed a rickety shopping cart next to
Fredster. Made it appear the homeless meth addict had crossed the
Assassinos. After cutting out his heart, the gasoline poured over
him ignited the bungalow; a scene that had become all-too-familiar
and wouldn’t give arson investigators or homicide detectives the
need for a deeper look.

At least that was G-Man’s logic.




Chapter One

 Donatelli’s Italian Restaurant.

December
20th.

 


“Patience paid off.
I’ve got it worked out,” G-Man said to the
muscular man seated across from him in the private section of the
ritzy Italian restaurant.

Gilbert Manford hit the harvester
jackpot the day Boris Barkov, aka Mr. B, offered him a contract.
Once completing the assignment for the badass international arms
dealer, Gilbert would be revered as the harvester king. At least that’s what
he told himself.

Fulfilling the contract presented complications. And
risk. More than any Gilbert had ever attempted. Mr. B’s project
consisted of two parts.

Part one: retrieve a top secret
cipher from a federal agent. Nothing new there. Except retrieving
the cipher hit close to home. Involved his sister. His
dead sister and her
surviving family.

Part two: eliminate two people.
Although assassin for hire
was not his area of expertise, Gilbert had
murdered for money. And sometimes killed just for the helluva it.
But this time, the targets were upstanding citizens, not criminals.
Nevertheless, Gilbert was up for the challenge. At least that’s
what he told himself.

“A week ago, you said you needed
until February to fulfill both parts of your contract.” Mr. B’s
second-in-command—a giant of a man known as Crusher—cocked a
manicured dark brow. “What’s changed?”

“I’m the best harvester in the
business. You said that to me the first time we met.” Gilbert
sipped the glass of wine, then flashed a toothy smile.

“I believe something about your
continued breathing was also mentioned.” Crusher’s thick fingers
stroked the side of the wine goblet. The dim light caught sparkles
from the cluster of diamonds on his finger that looked as
impressive as one of Tom Brady’s Super Bowl rings.

“How about an early Christmas
present?”

Emotionless, Crusher stared at Gilbert.

“We never discussed my
fee.”

“You were given a generous
advance.”

“With the project about to be
complete, I think it’s appropriate to further discuss the financial
arrangements.”

“Mr. B aims to keep his confidants
happy.”

Aims.
Appropriate word for one in the business of arms dealing. Gilbert
withheld a chuckle.

“Given the right person and the
right situation, his generosity has no bounds.”

“No bounds? Are we talking a
blank check sort
of no bounds?”

“Within reason,” Crusher replied
without hesitation.

Gilbert’s heart beat faster. That little island
paradise he had always dreamed of was finally within his reach. He
could almost feel the warm sand between his toes, the taste of
salty air caressing his face, and see the bronzed women attending
to his every whim…

“You’re getting too far ahead of
yourself, G-Man. At the start of this meeting, I asked what has
changed since the last time we met when you said you needed until
February.” Crusher eyed the Rolex wrapped around his thick wrist.
“It’s the twentieth of December.”

Gilbert sat taller. Blinked a few times to rid his
imagination of the naked beauties surrounding him. Cleared his
throat, leaned forward across the table, and whispered, “The
perfect storm has arrived, both figuratively and literally.”

“Perfect storm?” Crusher cocked his
thick brow and set his clean-shaven square jaw, skepticism
radiating.

“Collateral damage.” Remaining
seated in the private booth, Gilbert performed a visual survey of
the upscale restaurant. Bow tie-wearing waiters tended to the every
need of their customers dressed to the nines. Adding to the
sophisticated ambiance, classical music played softly in the
background of the low hum of conversations. Although no one was
within earshot, he kept his voice just above a whisper. “Their
deaths will be chalked up to collateral damage.” His focus drifted
across the table into the public area of the restaurant
again.

Still no one within earshot.

“The FBI agent will appear as the
target.”

Crusher curled his lips inward and grunted.

Gilbert flashed his best smile of superiority. Time
to stroke the big man’s ego. “You’re the one who gave me the idea.
Remember the heads up you gave me that night we met?”

He raised his brows, held them there.

“You said the two parts to the
project were more related than they appeared.”

“I never said that.”

Gilbert rocked his head side to side. “Not exactly
those words, but I got the meaning.”

“Out with it.”

“Collateral damage. I have it all
worked out. My sister’s books were published by the
FBI.”

“FBI? Are you sure?”

“My sister was one of those covert
FBI agents who work like a regular citizen, have a regular job, and
a regular family. She’d been involved with the Feds for at least
three years, that I know of.”

Crusher sipped his wine.

“And I know her FBI contact lives
in Tumble Lake.” He eyed Crusher, reminded of the heads up. “Of
course, you already knew that.”

“Your sister’s books mean nothing
without the key to decipher the hidden messages. This
contact you speak of has
the cipher?”

“I’m positive.”

“Positive? How did you arrive at
that conclusion?”

Gilbert shifted in the booth. “My sister would take
one of those tiny computer disks with her every time she went to
Tumble Lake. I never saw her return with it. So she must have given
it to her contact.” He offered a smile as if what he was about to
say would redeem him. “Since the contact was her publisher, like
you said, the books would mean nothing without the cipher. Not even
to the FBI.”

Seeming satisfied with Gilbert’s explanation,
Crusher asked, “Do you know the identity of the agent?”

“Not yet, but I will.” And for
that, Gilbert counted on his late sister’s husband. Prayed, for
both of their sakes, he would know his wife’s contact. Hell, they
had spent enough time at Tumble Lake. Surely, the guy would have
noticed who his
wife frequently contacted in that mountain town.

“I trust you will.” Crusher offered
a fleeting smile.

“The FBI agent will look like the
target.” Gilbert sat up straighter, his confidence renewed to
continue sharing his plan. “When part one of the project is
fulfilled, then collateral damage will take care of part two.” He
leaned back, draped his arms on the top of the booth, and
beamed.

“And if the FBI grabs you, will you
spill your guts to save your own hide?”

“Never. My lips are sealed. Mr.
B.’s name and the details of our agreement are safe with
me.”

More skepticism.

“Don’t worry that Hollywood hitman
face of yours.” Gilbert tapped his index finger against the side of
his head and grinned at the middle-aged muscle man. “I have it all
worked out.”

“For your sake, I hope you
do.”

“Trust me.”

“I trust no one and Mr. B only
trusts me. That’s a bit of free advice for you as well as a
warning.”

Gilbert gulped a dry swallow.
Warning? Hell no. More like a threat. A death threat. Death threats
came with the territory; the unwritten fine print of all harvester
contracts. Spill your guts to the cops, or anyone else—anyone else
at all—and your guts will be spilled. Literally.

Although the untimely demise of targets had been
discussed countless times with many other clients—as it had been
with this one—the tacit threat against his own life unnerved him.
No matter how many times he had sensed it before, it still sent
sobering chills ripping through him. Maybe more so this time.

“Surely, my reputation for keeping
tight lips proceeded me. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be sitting here. And
as far as your advice to trust no one, I already trust no one.”
Gilbert flashed a cheesy smile. “Mr. B and present company
excluded, of course.”

“Mr. B will want details before you
make a move. That means you don’t step one foot into Tumble Lake
until Mr. B approves your plan. Is that understood?”

“Of course.”

“Now give me a date. When will
this perfect storm occur?”

“Before Santa wiggles his fat ass
down your chimney.”

“Mr. B knows Santa well,” Crusher
said with a slow-moving smile. “You pull this off by December
twenty-fifth, and I guarantee Mr. B will make sure the fat man
leaves something extra in your
stocking.”

Gilbert raised the goblet and tipped it at Crusher.
“I’m counting on Santa to stuff my stocking with plenty of digital
green.”

 


• • •

 


THE NEXT MORNING.

DECEMBER 21st.

“Change of plans? What do you
mean?” Gilbert pressed the cell phone against his ear, worry
tightened his features.

“Mr. B knows what you did,” Crusher
said, threat underscoring is words.

Gilbert’s breath caught in his throat, mind replayed
everything he had done since their meeting last night, which was
nothing other than mentally rehearsing the details of Mr. B’s
projects. “Did…? Uh, what are you talking about?”

“Merchandise. The last delivery was
short.”

“Delivery? What delivery?” Gilbert
asked, honestly clueless. He rose from his favorite leather
recliner, picked up the remote, and muted Good Morning, America. “I
came straight home after we met at Donatelli’s last
night.”

“You’re a courier. You deliver
merchandise—packages—for B and G enterprises, do you
not?”

Fuck. Busted. Big Time.

“The delivery you made earlier this
month was missing a package. Somewhere between the warehouse and
the delivery address, the load lightened. A package
disappeared.”

“Uh, I can explain.”

“Did you not know that Mr. B is the
B in that business?”

Gilbert about shit his pants.

“You stole from Mr. B.”

“I-I didn’t know.” Sweat beaded
Gilbert’s forehead. He paced in front of the eighty-inch
wall-mounted TV in his living room. “Honest to God, I didn’t know.
I was going to—”

“Shut up. Listen. Mr. B is a
generous and forgiving man. Get the cipher and your thievery will
be forgiven.”

“I’ll be in debt to
him—”

“I wasn’t through.”

“Okay. I’m listening.”

“In exchange, Mr. B demands a
demonstration of your loyalty.”

“Anything. You name it.
Anything…”

“Proceed with your
perfect storm plan,
except after you acquire the cipher, do not fulfill part two of the
project.”

“You want me to go through
everything, then let the targets live?” Gilbert mashed up his face.
“Why? Why go through all of that for nothing?”

“Wayne Tumble. Remember that
name.”

“What? Who the hell’s Wayne
Tumble?”

“Find out. Do some research. Once
you do, concoct a believable story about Wayne Tumble and why he
wants the small town mayor and her brother-in-law out of the
picture.”

“Color me stupid, but I don’t get
it. Is this Wayne Tumble thing some kind of a test?”

“You could call this entire
project, both parts, a test. Mr. B wants to see how well you
follow instructions as well as how creative you are when dealt
last-minute changes and under extreme pressure.”

“I might need more
time.”

“No. Proceed exactly as you told me
you would last evening.”

“Well, not exactly, considering the hits are off
and I’m supposed to remember the name Wayne Tumble and come up with
a story about why he wanted the mayor and fire chief dead.” Gilbert raked his
fingers through his thick beard. “Why would I need a story if the
hits are off? I don’t understand.” But in his gut, which twisted
into a strangling knot, he understood. Something was wrong. Very
wrong. He was being set up. But why? And exactly what was the set
up? Was it revenge for the merchandise he liberated a few weeks
ago?

“It’s in your best interest to also
keep in mind Mr. B’s generous offer regarding the missing
merchandise.”

He rolled his eyes.

“I told you before, G-Man, I like
you. So I’m going to share something with you; something I’m not
sure I should even mention.”

Gilbert perked up. Held his breath.

“Not all is what it seems. Keep
that in mind.” Crusher paused before adding, “Your life may depend
on it.”


Chapter Two

 Earlier that Same Year.

Shortly After Sunrise.

Tumble Lake Ranger
Station.

 


“What’s this?” Although he knew damn well what it was, he had to be sure. Had
to hear the words from her own mouth with his own ears in a
face-to-face meeting. He raised his cell phone, the life-altering
text she sent displayed on the screen.

She brushed her long, sandy blonde hair over her
shoulders, perfected her posture, and swallowed hard. “Now is the
time for all good men to come to the aid of their country,” she
said, reciting the line often used in beginning typing classes. But
this was no typing class and wasn’t for beginners. The phrase was a
top secret code with far-reaching, irreversible consequences.

They stood facing one another on the porch of the
simple log cabin. Wooden stairs led to the upper level that the
forest rangers used as a fire lookout.

Pine trees seasoned the air. Songbirds welcomed the
new day. Dew-kissed wild flowers glistened in the warming sun as
they swayed in the gentle breeze. Yet nature’s tranquility did
little to ease the gravity of the situation.

She forced a smile. Cleared her throat. “Rumor has
it you’ve been seeing Mayor Tumble.”

“Not really seeing her. We’re not dating or
anything like that. I just hang out as much as possible at the
trading post to talk to her.”

“Sounds high school boyish, JB. Not
like you. Not the way a confident, mature man would seek the
company of the woman of his desires.”

Busted. He glanced down at the wooden slats on the
porch, hoping to hide the blush warming his cheeks before
confessing, “It’s complicated.”

“Life is complicated. That’s a
given, not an excuse. Do you intend to turn the seeing into dating, or something like that, at some point?”
she asked, using his own words to poke a little fun at
him.

“I’d like to, but…” He let a slight
shrug and tilt of his head finish his sentence.

“Martha’s been gone a long time,
JB. Chief Tumble even longer. You two would make a dynamite
couple.” She bit her lip as tears welled. “Life’s too short
to—”

“You don’t have to do this, Kat.”

“Yes. I do. I have no
choice.”

“There’s always the choice of
eliminating the problem—”

“No!” She set her jaw.
Glared.

He rolled his lips inward. Planted his hands on her
slight shoulders. “I wouldn’t be a good friend to you, Kathleen, if
I didn’t tell you, I think you’re making a grave mistake.”

“My life. My choice,” she snapped,
flicking his hands off her shoulders. “I expected you to support
me. I need you to
support me, JB.”

“Your wish is my command, Kat. I’m
just concerned about you and feel obligated to share my opinion.
Once I set this in motion,” he waved his phone in the air, “there’s
no turning back.”

A landscape of desolation on her face, her voice
soft, “I understand.” She turned her back to him, opened the thick
wooden door, and stepped inside the cabin.

He swiveled his head, surveying the area. Satisfied
they were still alone, he followed her inside. Closed and latched
the door.

Aside from a metal bed frame against the back wall
and a wooden picnic table in the middle of the room, the interior
was barren.

She strolled to the bath towel-sized sash window and
stood in front of it. “Wormhole window,” she said, shooting a quick
glance at him before rolling onto her tip toes and reaching up.

Unable to keep his mouth from gaping, he watched as
she danced her fingers across the top of the wooden window frame.
Used her fingers like tweezers to pluck out the micro SD card
stashed in a carved out hole.

“Here’s the backup of all my
stories and their corresponding ciphers.”

Eyes narrowed, he raised his head,
pointing with his chin at the window. “That’s been your
safe storage location all
these years?”

“You told me to hide it where no
one would look. You said to not even tell you and just give you a
clue in case…” She turned her head, blinking away the gathering
tears.

Pretending he didn’t see her pain,
he hammed up a cheerful face and upbeat voice. “Wormhole window in our woods…?” He
scratched the side of his head. “If something happened to you, I
was supposed to find your hiding place based on that sentence as my
clue?”

Her full lips curved into a
short-lived smile. “I figured you’d know in our woods to mean this cabin. But
stashing something this important under a floorboard or in the
hollow metal tube of the bed would have been too Hollywood.” She
glanced over her shoulder at the window. “Just plain
hole window seemed too
obvious. So I added the worm
to introduce a bit of Einstein theory in case an
unauthorized person read the clue.”

“I might have needed Einstein to
help me figure it out.”

They both let out a forced laugh.

He stepped closer, draped his arm around her
shoulders, and gave her a tender squeeze. “Are you sure you don’t
want to think about this a little longer?”

“I have, JB. Over and over.” Tears
glistened in her hazel eyes. “But I blew it. I wasn’t careful
enough. G-Man knows.”

Gilbert Manford aka G-Man. Asshole extraordinaire.
How siblings could be polar opposites baffled him. One worked for
the preservation of law and order. The other hell bent on
destroying it.

“In my humble opinion, the better
option would be to extract Gil from your life.”

“Forget it, JB. That option is not
an option, so stop bringing it up.”

“Kat, I know you promised your
dying mother you would take care of Gilbert. But what about you and
your family? Your mom wouldn’t want you—wouldn’t
expect you—to sacrifice
your life to save your brother.”

“You’re right. Absolutely right.
And I thought about it. A lot. Honest to God, I have. But the fact
is, if Gil knows, others like him might know; others capable of far
worse than Gil.”

He couldn’t argue. For all they knew, Gil had
already sold the information to someone else to keep from doing the
dirty work himself. Kat and her family could already be in grave
danger.

“This is the only way to ensure my
family’s safety.” She handed him the SD card. “The way I figure it,
if I’m gone, so is the threat to my family.”

Though his heart ached for her, he understood.
Thanked God he never had to make that decision. At least so far. He
pocketed the SD card.

She massaged her forehead. “Let’s get this
done.”

“Kathleen, although extreme, the
option of a new life for you, Brody, and Sierra in an
English-speaking foreign country is still on the table.”

A fleeting smile scampered across her face. “Thank
you, but no. I’d still be looking over my shoulder and worrying
every day that someone might kidnap Brody or Sierra to get to
me.”

“In over thirty years, I haven’t
lost a relocate-ee yet,” he said, just making up the
word.

“Indeed, your relocate-ee record is perfect. But
you never dealt with an operative, only civilians. And never
relocated any of them out of the country.”

“Which is exactly why this would
work. As secretive as the MTAF is, those who try to spy on us know
we only give new life starts to civilians. Never agents. And never
on foreign soil.”

Arms crossed over her chest, she stared out the
window.

“Think of Sierra.”

She turned and locked her eyes on his. “I am. That’s
why now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their
country.”

His heart sank. She remained
steadfast in her decision. “Very well. Do you have a preference
regarding how?”

“Car accident.” She bobbed her
head. “Easiest for all involved.”

He couldn’t disagree. “Where and when?”

“Here. Tomorrow.”

“Wow. No danger of reconsidering,
huh?”

“No need to prolong the
inevitable.”

“Very well. Short notice, but it
can be done.”

“Brody’s been tracking a sow with
cubs in the area and is planning a trip tomorrow morning. I’ll tell
him I want to make a change in the final draft of my book.” She let
out a stunted sigh, reached into her pocket, and pulled another
micro SD card. “I almost forgot. Here’s the latest version.” She
dropped the disk into his hand. “Staying behind to tackle a few
revisions will be the perfect excuse to drive separately. Plus, it
will guarantee he will take Sierra with him to give me peace and
quiet to edit. We’ve done meet ups like this dozens of times
before, so driving separately tomorrow will be nothing out of the
ordinary.”

“I’ll make the arrangements.” He
choked back tears and hugged her.

She squeezed him back, hard. Whispered, “Thank you
for all you’ve done for me, JB.”

He pulled back and stroked the side of her angelic
face. “Are you going to be okay, Kat?”

“Of course.” She kissed his cheek.
“I learned from the best.”

He bounced his brows, wondering if that were true.
Was there something more he could have done to prevent this drastic
measure?

“Promise you’ll keep in touch with
them.” She shrugged. “At least for the holidays.”

He thought of Kat’s five-year-old daughter, Sierra,
who he couldn’t adore more if she were his own flesh and blood. “Of
course.”

She turned, strolled across the cabin, and walked
out the door. Not once looking back.

Curiosity getting the best of him,
he attached the micro SD reader to his phone and inserted the disk
she just handed him. The Teddy Bear
Gnome by Missy Flynn opened on the screen.
He smiled. No doubt, Missy Flynn’s book—her last book—would once
again charm kindergartners and their parents alike.

He closed the book file and as he did, a message
flashed onto the screen. “Windows are the eyes of the sole,” he
read aloud. Grinned. This clue he understood. The jumbled words and
misspelling of “sole” were intentional. The sentence was the
cipher; the key to reading the message hidden in her last
children
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