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Chapter 1: New Looks

	 

	Ash St. Labrie sat down in his office, the door locked and a guard outside.

	He settled the earphones onto his head, checked the volume, and then made sure the laptop’s camera was working properly.

	He glanced once at the door and frowned.

	He’d never posted a guard in his own clubhouse before, but the head of the club wanted it that way.

	Keeping his expression as neutral as possible, Ash joined the meeting.

	Only three others were there, and one of them was the head of the club. The man’s face was hidden, his voice distorted. It reminded Ash of all the news shows he’d watched in the nineties where some undercover cop had to protect his identity. Or a witness who was worried of being taken out because they had run their mouths about what they had seen.

	Rumor was that the head of the club was someone whose identity needed to be hidden. Even from those running the chapters.

	“Everyone’s here. Good,” the head stated.

	No one spoke.

	The situation was bad.

	“Are all the grab teams in their locations?” the head asked.

	Each man answered in the affirmative.

	“Excellent.” The screen expanded suddenly, and three more windows appeared. Each one showed three to five men. Ash recognized his own grab team, located in the dining room of a safe house in town.

	“We have three targets,” the head of the club continued. “I want all three to be hit simultaneously. They’re to be sent down to the New Mexico chapter, brought into Mexico and processed for rapid shipment to New England.”

	Ash cleared his throat.

	“Ash?” the head asked.

	“Why the runaround? Why not ship directly to the buyer?”

	“I’m taking a chance that Shane Ryan isn’t going to jump the southern border,” the head answered. “At least not yet. Cartels control the passageways down there. We’ve got a deal that allows us to bring the girls in so long as they can move product with us when they need to. It’s a win-win for both parties. And if Shane does try to push, he’s going to end up dead in a gutter. What’s imperative is we deliver the goods. We lose this client, gentlemen, and I will personally castrate everyone involved.”

	Ash felt his groin shrivel.

	He had castrated a few men before, and it was never a pleasant task. The idea of it happening to him turned his stomach.

	“Get me some merchandise to move,” the head concluded.

	The screen went dark, and the meeting ended.

	Ash was left looking at a blank screen. He took a deep breath, shook his head, and turned off the monitor. Getting up, he walked out of his office, nodded to the guards, and made his way to where the grab team waited.

	It was time to get the merchandise.

	 

	***

	 

	Salt Lake City, Utah

	 

	St. Labrie’s team moved on silent feet through the house. Two of the four men had once been professional burglars, a third had served in the Salt Lake City tactical response team, and the fourth had completed missions in Vietnam.

	All four knew what they were about and what had to be done.

	The club superseded everything, which was as it should be.

	The veteran pushed open a half-closed bedroom door with the barrel of his suppressed M4, saw two young boys asleep in their beds, and executed them both. The muffled shots sounded like nothing more than muted coughs.

	The former police officer made his way into the master bedroom, saw the mother asleep in the bed, and heard the toilet flush in the bathroom off to the left. As the father opened the bathroom door, the officer put two rounds in the man’s chest and a third in his head as the father stumbled into the doorframe. The mother let out a quizzical mutter, and the officer gave her three shots as well.

	In the third bedroom, the two burglars entered: one holding restraints, the other armed with a syringe. The blonde girl in the bed never moved as the needle slipped into her arm and her wrists were secured behind her back.

	In moments, the men were out of the house, moving to the vehicle parked down the street where the driver waited, engine idling.

	 

	***

	 

	Flower Mound, Texas

	 

	In a nice neighborhood just outside of Dallas, a grab team from the motherhouse waited inside of a large, newer home.

	They had been there for over an hour, waiting.

	They knew the family’s schedule, just as they knew the schedule of the neighbors.

	The grab team consisted of five men, all former law enforcement officers who had once worked for the Dallas police. They were quiet and professional. The kidnapping was work for the club.

	Nothing more and nothing less.

	When the target and her mother walked into the house, talking about the school day, the men moved into action.

	As the door closed, the girl was grabbed and sedated.

	The mother was shot twice in the head, laid onto a sheet of plastic, and the body removed for dismemberment and dispersal.

	 

	***

	 

	Lordsburg, New Mexico

	 

	The grab team consisted of three men and one woman. Brutal and efficient, they grabbed the grandmother and the target as they walked toward their car after a trip to the manicurist. The grandmother managed a single scream as she reached for a small .38 hammerless pistol in her purse.

	One of the men grabbed her by the head and snapped her neck, letting the body fall.

	The target fainted, and one of the men injected her with a sedative for good measure.

	As the proprietor of the nail salon raced out to see the commotion, the team had already closed the doors of their Suburban and were fleeing the scene.

	There would be no usable footage from the security systems, and the plate number, which the owner of the shop had gotten, would prove to have been stolen from another vehicle of the same make and model.

	Three targets acquired.

	The club would reach out to the buyer and offer the girls at a discounted rate.

	A happy customer is a paying customer, and the club liked its money.


Chapter 2: Disappointed

	 

	Shane looked down at his knapsack and sighed.

	He had the barest of essentials packed away, but the one item he wanted to bring—his .45 Colt—had to stay behind. He doubted he’d be able to find a firearm in Mexico. To hunt down a black market dealer wouldn’t be the challenge. Getting the weapon without ending up dead was.

	“You seem preoccupied, my young friend,” Carl said from behind him.

	Shane nodded and chuckled. “Yeah, you might say that.”

	“You are worried about weapons,” Carl continued, stepping forward so Shane might see him. “Logistics, as it were.”

	“Yup.” Shane took out his cigarettes, shook out the last Lucky from the pack, and lit it. Exhaling through his nose, he added, “Most of what’s in there are cigarettes. Whiskey, food, clothes—I can find all that in Mexico. Not too sure about Lucky Strikes, though.”

	“Are they so important?”

	Shane snorted. “How can you even ask that?”

	“There was a time when you were quitting,” Carl said softly.

	“She was still alive then, too.” Shane didn’t hide the bitterness in his voice. He picked up Cannery Row by John Steinbeck, held the book gently for a moment, and then slipped it into his bag. “No reason to quit smoking. Sure as hell, no reason to quit drinking.”

	Carl didn’t reply, and Shane sighed.

	“I’m sorry, Carl,” Shane said. “I’m not in a good mood.”

	“There are no apologies necessary, my young friend. None at all.” Carl smiled. “Now, I wanted to ask if there are any other further instructions you had before you left.”

	Shane shook his head. “You know the deal. Anyone looks funny, scare them off. Anybody breaks in, give them to the dark ones.”

	Carl frowned. “Do you think that will be necessary?”

	“I sure as hell hope not,” Shane stated. “Thing is, I’m pretty sure Blood and Silver’s going to be gunning for me soon if they’re not already about it. Protect the fort, Carl. Keep everyone safe. No one should be in here. Everyone living who mattered is dead, and only the dead who matter are here.”

	Carl nodded.

	“Come on.” Shane picked up his bag. “Let’s go outside and sit on the front steps like we did when I was a kid. I miss that, sometimes.”

	“You were often scared when you were younger,” Carl pointed out as they left the room.

	“I had good reason to be.”

	“Yes, it was not a pleasant time in the house,” Carl admitted. “But you had your parents.”

	“Still do,” Shane muttered. “They’re here. Somewhere.”

	“Do you think the house will ever give them back?” Carl asked after a moment.

	Shane looked at him with surprise. “No. I don’t think it would be good if they did.”

	“Why not?” Carl asked.

	“Look at me,” Shane said, coming to a stop. “Look at my scars. What do my eyes say, Carl? Am I the teenager who went off to the Marines? Same kid who shipped out to Parris Island?”

	“No,” Carl answered.

	“No. Not even close.” Shane started down the steps. “I don’t think my parents would want to look in my face. They’d see who I’ve become, and that’s not anything they would want, and it sure as hell isn’t what I want.”

	“What do you think you’ve become, my young friend?” Carl asked gently.

	Shane remained silent until they reached the front door.

	“A killer, Carl,” he said, stepping out into the sunshine. “That’s what I’ve become. And there are times when I like it.”


Chapter 3: News of the World

	 

	Constantine Agios stood by his sink and finished washing the cast-iron skillet.

	He held it up, gave it his customary inspection, and nodded with satisfaction. Taking up the red-and-white checkered dishcloth, he dried the skillet and set it down on the stove. His nostrils flared as he caught scent of the coffee on the stove and turned his attention to it.

	He lifted the copper dallah up from the flames, let the foam of the cardamom and coffee settle, and then returned the dallah to the burner once more. He repeated the process twice, finally pouring the brew into a demitasse. In silence, he carried the cup to his sunroom, where he could sit and look out over his property.

	Settling into his chair, a great carved masterpiece of the early Renaissance, Constantine sought the sight of Ms. Gillian’s school. He knew, of course, that he could turn on the cameras, that they would show him the school in high definition. All access roads leading up to the property were carefully monitored, but nothing was quite as satisfactory as simply looking through the windows on a clear day and seeing his property.

	Of seeing his power.

	Constantine sipped his coffee, enjoying the heat of the liquid and the sharpness of it on his tongue.

	The dead woman was nearly done, although she didn’t know it.

	She had almost gathered enough of the dead for him, though she didn’t know that either.

	She believed that it was all for her.

	And why wouldn’t she?

	Killers, for the most part, were egocentric. She never would have believed she wasn’t the only killer, living or dead, in his employ.

	Constantine shifted his position slightly and glanced at the framed sketch hanging on the wall to his right.

	It was a rendering of the machine.

	The perfect machine. Powered by the dead.

	Perhaps he would decide what to do with it once all the souls had been gathered.

	Or he might merely admire it.

	The future, like so many other aspects of his life, was clouded.

	But the fact that he would complete the machine was undeniable.

	It was written in the blood of innocents, as it should be, and that simple fact caused his smile to broaden.

	 

	***

	 

	Anais flicked the light switch up and down.

	Nothing happened.

	None of the lights in the room worked.

	Anger flared up, and Anais stomped across the floor, the old boards creaking beneath her feet. The refrigeration unit at the far side of the room ran weakly, struggling to keep the contents cold enough. Usable.

	Something flickered off to the right, and as she turned, she thought she had caught a glimpse of a shape. Nothing more than a shadow darting off into a corner.

	The sight of it chilled her and brought her to a stop.

	She had seen it more than once in the past week, and each time, it had become larger, the room growing colder. As she stood there, unwilling to move, Anais saw her breath form in front of her as goose bumps rose on her exposed skin.

	Something was inside her home.

	Something unwanted.

	The sensation was reminiscent of how she felt when she stood in front of Ms. Gillian, but there was no excitement to this feeling.

	Only fear and distrust.

	A belief that worse things were waiting for her.

	“Who’s there?” she demanded, her voice cracking as she spoke.

	No one answered her.

	Clenching her hands into fists, Anais turned around, eyes probing the depths of each corner, every place where someone, or something, might hide.

	“Are you a ghost or what?” Anais snapped. “You gotta tell me. You need to let me know so I can, I don’t know, send you on your way or something. Isn’t that what happens?”

	The floor creaked behind her, and Anais whirled around, teeth clenched.

	At the far end of the room, one of the windows had frosted over, and as she watched, a single word was written on it.

	No.

	Anais’ breath caught in her throat, and she tried to move, but fear kept her frozen. The urge to race from the room erupted within her, and she fought to keep control of herself.

	“You have to do what I say,” Anais hissed through clenched teeth. “I’m alive. I’m in charge.”

	“No.” The word was a whisper in her ear, cold air around her.

	Then warmth returned to the room, and Anais found herself shaking.

	The light flickered to life, the refrigerated unit thrummed, and Anais realized something she didn’t want to admit.

	She was terrified.

	 

	***

	 

	The phone rang, a soft, gentle snippet of a piece by Bach, and Ronald knew it was Anais.

	He picked up the cellphone without looking, swiped the screen, and said, “Good morning, Anais.”

	“Hey.”

	Ronald’s good humor vanished at the tension in her voice. “What’s wrong?”

	She let out a shuddering breath. “There’s a ghost in my house.”

	Ronald frowned.

	“It won’t leave me alone,” Anais continued. “I told it to go. That it had to tell me its name so I could help it go.”

	If the woman hadn’t sounded so frightened, Ronald would have laughed at the simplemindedness of Anais’ effort.

	“I’m afraid,” Ronald replied gently, “that it doesn’t quite work that way. We would have to find what the ghost is attached to and remove the item from the home. I trust this is a new situation?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Are you all right?” he asked.

	Anais let out a nervous laugh. “Just afraid. Kind of worried about what it might do to me. I know our employer, what she can do.”

	“Indeed,” Ronald agreed, pleased that Anais hadn’t used Ms. Gillian’s name over an unsecure line.

	He never knew who might be listening. He doubted the club would ever be intelligent enough to install listening devices in his tech without him knowing, but Ronald didn’t want to risk it. Being foolish would put Ms. Gillian in harm’s way, and that was something he would never do.

	Ronald straightened up. “I was going to make myself a pot of tea. Do you think you can hold on until I’m done, or is it serious enough that it necessitates me to forgo my drink?”

	“I can hold on.” Her words rushed out, and Ronald could sense her anxiety.

	Anais was afraid of the ghost but more fearful of disappointing him and Ms. Gillian.

	A soft, sympathetic smile crossed his lips. “Well, if you cannot, simply go to our meeting place in Manchester and text me from there, all right?”

	“I’ll stay here,” Anais replied. “I won’t let a ghost drive me out of my home.”

	“Excellent,” Ronald said. “I’ll be quick about my tea. I promise.”

	“Okay.”

	He ended the call and stood up. Crossing the room to the kitchen, he went about the long-practiced motions of making his tea, enjoying the ritual almost as much as the drink itself. As he stood by the stove, waiting for the kettle to boil, he wondered who Anais might have brought home at some point.

	He had no doubt she was telling the truth. She had some curious items in her home, any one of which a ghost could have attached itself to. In addition to that, she had spent a significant amount of time working as a mortician, and the dead were known to latch onto the living during that process.

	Ronald could only hope that the ghost would be easy to see and even easier to deal with. He didn’t want any sort of distraction. Blood and Silver were due to call at any time and present a new arrangement in an attempt to mollify Ms. Gillian. Ronald could only imagine what they might attempt, and that intrigued him. Most of the time, the club was brash and boring.

	Occasionally, they did something exciting. Ronald hoped this would be one of those times.

	The kettle whistled on the stove, and he smiled. Turning off the burner, he poured the water into his teacup and hummed as steam curled up toward the kitchen’s ceiling.

	The day was full of possibilities, and Ronald was looking forward to seeing what they were.


Chapter 4: Mexico

	 

	Shane could remember the last time he was in Mexico.

	He moved along slowly through the Puebla International Airport terminal, enjoying the hustle and bustle around him. He had little reason to think anyone would recognize him in Mexico.

	Shane knew there was always a chance, and while he listened to the conversations around him, he sought out the sound of his own name.

	Nothing came back to him.

	He walked out of the airport and stepped off to one side. The scents of Mexico wrapped around him, embracing and welcoming him.

	He was twenty-three when he had last been here.

	Twenty-three and on leave after reenlisting in the Marines.

	A smile spread across his face, and he walked toward the line of taxis. He hailed one, and the driver, a squat man, stepped out. In a deep, thick voice, the man asked, “American?”

	“That I am,” Shane replied in Mexican Spanish.

	The driver chuckled, saying in Spanish, “But at least you can speak the language. Where to, my friend?”

	“Mansion Azul Cholula,” Shane answered.

	“Do you have any more luggage?”

	Shane shook his head and patted the strap of his knapsack. “This is it. I travel light.”

	“Apparently.” The driver grinned. “Climb in. I’m Juan, by the way.”

	Shane opened the back door and slid into the cab. “Just Juan?”

	“Of course not.” The driver laughed. “I am Juan Miguel San Diego de la Rocha.”

	“I’m Shane. Just Shane.”

	“So,” Juan Miguel said, buckling his seat belt. “Straight through or the scenic route?”

	“Scenic.” Shane smiled. “I haven’t been in Mexico for over twenty years. A drive around the city would be nice.”

	“Then, around the city, we shall go, Shane.” Juan Miguel shifted into drive and pulled away from the curb.

	As the man took out a battered pack of cigarettes, Shane smiled and drew his Lucky Strikes from his bag and shook one out.

	It felt good to light up a smoke.

	 

	***

	 

	The hotel was beautiful and quiet.

	And they didn’t mind that he paid them in cash.

	Shane sat down in a chair, took his boots and socks off, and enjoyed the cool fibers of the rug against his feet. His shoulders throbbed with tension, and it felt as though someone had clamped a vise on his lower back. Too much time on the airplane, he thought, and in the back of the taxi as Juan Miguel drove over roads in desperate need of repair.

	But Shane knew he had needed the ride despite the bumps and jolts.

	He was tired.

	It was a sense of exhaustion that went beyond the flesh and settled deep in his heart. He missed Jacinta. Terribly.

	On more than one occasion, he had been ready to pull the trigger; the only reason he hadn’t was he knew she’d be disappointed.

	Shane wiped his eyes with the back of his hands, stood up, and unpacked his bag. When he finished, he stripped down and went into the shower. For nearly half an hour, he stood beneath the spray of water, letting it wash over him.

	Finishing up, he stepped out, patted himself dry, and wrapped the towel around his waist. There was no need for modesty. None of the dead were around, so he didn’t have to worry about upsetting Eloise or getting scolded by Carl for being naked. He chuckled.

	Shane was about to sit down when he let out a groan. He went to the phone, looked up how to dial an international number, and put the call through.

	It rang twice before it was answered.

	“Hello?”

	“Hey.” Shane chuckled. “Happy birthday, stumpy.”

	Tom laughed. “Victor, it’s Shane!”

	Victor said something Shane didn’t quite catch, but Tom relayed it a heartbeat later. “He says hello.”

	“Hello back at him,” Shane replied, sitting down. “How goes the birthday celebration?”

	“It’s fine,” Tom answered. “Not doing a whole lot. Maybe going to order some takeout. Put a movie on.”

	“How’s Victor doing?”

	“He’s getting used to being blind,” Tom answered. “It’s hard, though. I got him an Audible account, so he gets to listen to his books.”

	“They good?” Shane asked. “Steamy romances, like the stuff you read?”

	“Nice,” Tom snorted. “No, still that dry history stuff. I don’t know how he listens to it and stays awake. I used to try and sit there with him, I just ended up falling asleep and snoring. But he has to wear headphones now. Bothers the hell out of him.”

	“Yeah, I can see that.” Shane rubbed his mangled left hand over his scalp, tracing the scars. “How’s work?”

	“Eh, it’s okay. I get some consultations, and the money’s okay,” Tom stated. “We don’t have to worry about starving or anything. You know that. What about you? How are you holding up?”

	“I’m surviving, at least trying to,” Shane said. “Down in Mexico right now.”

	“What? Why?”

	“Work,” Shane answered.

	Tom paused and then asked, “Do you have anything to do with the motorcycle gang that had a clubhouse burn down in New Hampshire?”

	“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Shane lied.

	“Huh. Arizona? Canada—”

	“I’m pretty sure I was trimming the rose bushes. Or grouting the bathroom tiles,” Shane interrupted.

	“Yup. You know,” Tom continued, “whoever is doing that should be careful about leaving behind trace evidence.”

	“They definitely should,” Shane agreed. “They probably are. They probably have a couple of friends in the state police force as well as some local departments who kind of look the other way or lose stuff.”

	Tom muttered under his breath. “What is this person going to do if they get caught?”

	“Lie?” Shane yawned. “Cheat? Shoot his way out?”

	“How often do you think about killing yourself, Shane?” Tom suddenly asked in a soft voice.

	Shane swallowed hard. A flippant answer rose, but he squashed it down. “Too often, kid. I’m not going to lie. But hey, I called to wish you a happy birthday, not talk about my baggage, okay?”

	“Yeah. Okay.”

	“So, you seeing anybody or are you swearing off women like Frank?” Shane asked.

	Tom laughed. “No, I’m not seeing anyone, but I haven’t sworn off them either. And last I knew, Frank has a girlfriend.”

	“Does he now?” Shane asked, surprised.

	“You know, if you reached out to people a little more often, you might know what’s going on.”

	Shane nodded his head, remembered he wasn’t in the room with Tom, and muttered, “Yeah. You’re right.”

	“Anyway, thanks for the birthday wishes,” Tom said, and Shane could hear the smile on the boy’s face.

	“You’re welcome. I’ll probably swing by once I get back to New England.”

	“Oh yeah?” Tom asked. “When’s that going to be?”

	“I’m looking for some friends down here,” Shane lied.

	“Do they know they’re your friends?” Tom asked.

	“Nope.”

	“Be careful,” Tom warned. “You don’t have access to firearms, right?”

	“Yeah, that’s right.”

	Tom sighed. “Do me a favor then, call every day or every other day.”

	“Will do, birthday boy. Make sure you say hey to Victor again for me.”

	“He might want to talk to you,” Tom said.

	“Yeah, but I don’t want to talk to him,” Shane answered, keeping his tone as calm as he could.

	“I wish you two would get along more,” Tom grumbled.

	“I know,” Shane replied. “And I’ll always think the world of him for stepping up to take care of you. I just get irritated when he starts talking about history.”

	Tom laughed. “He always talks about history.”

	“My point exactly.”

	“All right, all right.” Tom laughed. “Thanks again, Shane, and reach out to Frank, I know he’d like to hear from you, too.”

	“Sure, stumpy, I’ll give him a ring.” Shane said his goodbyes and ended the call.

	For a moment, he stared at the phone in his hand, considered putting it down, but changed his mind.

	He dialed Frank’s number.

	By the third ring, Shane was ready to hang up when a woman answered the phone.

	“Hello?” The single word dripped suspicion and jealousy.

	Shane resisted the urge to pitch his voice high and pretend to be another woman.

	“Hi,” he said, “I’m looking to speak with Frank. I’m not sure if I’ve got the right number.”

	“No, this is his,” she answered, her tone relaxing. “He’s just in the kitchen finishing up some coffee. Who’s calling?”

	“Shane.”

	Her breath caught. “I’m sorry, who?”

	Shane frowned as he repeated his name.

	She cleared her throat and then muttered, “Hold on.”

	A soft rustling filled the handset, and after almost a minute, she spoke again. “He’s on his way.”

	“Shane?” Frank asked a heartbeat later. “Everything okay?”

	“Yeah.” Shane chuckled. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

	“Come on, man, you don’t call unless the world is falling apart,” Frank chided.

	Shane sighed. “Yeah. I guess so.”

	“Where are you? The caller ID on the phone says this is an international number.”

	“I’m down Mexico way,” Shane explained. “Doing a little research.”

	“I don’t want to know any more,” Frank stated in a voice a little too loud. “I’ve got a lot on my plate right now. I can’t get mixed up in any iffy stuff you’ve got going on.”

	“Understood.” Shane laughed. “Tom says hello. Told me to give you a call. Said you have a girlfriend now.”

	“Yeah, yeah, I do. You wished Tom a happy birthday?”

	“Yup.”

	“Called him stumpy, didn’t you?”

	Shane laughed. “Of course I did.”

	“You’re a sweetheart, Shane Ryan.” Frank chuckled. “And speaking of girlfriends, how’s Jacinta? She there with you?”

	The smile fell from Shane’s face. “No. No, Frank. She…died.”

	Frank swore. “What happened? Why didn’t you tell me?”

	“I didn’t want to have a pity party,” Shane said, trying to keep his voice neutral and ignoring the first question altogether.

	“If you didn’t have Carl and Eloise…” Frank sighed. “I’d be really upset right now. And I’m angrier than I have been in a long time. You don’t bear that weight alone, Shane. You know that.”

	“I know,” Shane muttered. “Anyway, I was calling ’cause the kid said I should check in on you.”

	“He probably wanted me to check in on you,” Frank replied. “Does he know about Jacinta?”

	“No.”

	“Why not?”

	Shane hesitated before answering. “He doesn’t need to know. He hardly knew her, to begin with.”

	“Why doesn’t he need to know?”

	“He’s dealt with enough death,” Shane stated. “He doesn’t need my baggage, okay?”

	“Sure.” Frank paused, then muttered, “This stuff you’re researching, I know I said I’ve got a lot going on, but do you need me down there?”

	“No, I don’t,” Shane told him. “Honestly. Maybe when I get back to the States, there’ll be some junk I have to do, but down here, I should be okay.”

	“How do you figure?” Frank asked. “Come on, man. You know the local cops have guys who are dirty. Plus, the cartels have their hands in everything.”

	“Yeah, it’s just the same as Stateside, Frank,” Shane said. “But the thing is, I’m not going to have a problem. At least not with cartels and cops.”

	“Why’s that?” Frank asked, his tone one of incredulity.

	“Because I’m not going to stick out like a foreigner.” Shane glanced at his pack of Lucky Strikes. “Fact of the matter is, I’m going to blend right in.”

	“You’re going undercover?” Frank asked, his voice soft.

	“For a bit.”

	There was silence for a moment before Frank asked, “Are you going to find a weapon?”

	“Yeah,” Shane replied. “A knife. Some iron, too. I don’t need word getting around about me tearing apart some ghosts.”

	“Be careful, Shane,” Frank admonished. “You’re in a rough place.”

	“Yeah, I know.” Shane hesitated before he added, “If something happens, make sure the house is taken care of. Carl and Eloise, you’re the only one they trust. I can’t send Tom and Victor back there, Eloise’ll do more than just take Victor’s eyes.”

	“Okay,” Frank said. “I’ll take care of it.”

	“Thanks. Go have fun with your lady friend. Maybe I’ll get to meet her. Unless her last name is Glass.”

	“What?” Frank asked, confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

	Shane snickered. “Brady Bunch reference, man. Jan’s pretend boyfriend, you know?”

	Frank laughed. “Shut up. Call me. Soon.”

	“Will do.”

	Shane hung up the phone, took out a cigarette, and lit it. As he exhaled through his nose, he savored the sensation. He’d be buying a local brand soon enough, and he doubted he’d enjoy them as much as his Lucky Strikes.


Chapter 5: Salt Lake City

	 

	Anna Kong stood in the house by herself.

	The techs had finished gathering evidence. The bodies of the victims had been sent to the coroner.

	Only Anna remained.

	Her shoes, wrapped in protective casings to prevent any contamination, whispered as she walked through the upstairs hallway.

	She could visualize the precision of the assault.

	No more than five team members. No less than three.

	She stopped at the bedroom where the bodies of the two boys had been removed. Ages six and eight. Quick, merciful executions. Two shots to each head. The shooter hadn’t been taking chances or looking to make anyone suffer.

	In a way, it was oddly comforting.

	Anna continued to the next room, the master bedroom.

	Husband and wife. Father and mother.

	The man had been exiting the bathroom. Multiple shots had been needed to put him down, and the bullets he’d been shot with were a heavier caliber. Someone had used a .44. But not because he put up any sort of resistance.

	The man had been taller than average. Heavier, too. A few photographs around the house showed him to have once been in the Navy. Not a Seal or anything fancy, just a big man who wouldn’t go down easy with a nine-millimeter round.

	The wife hadn’t woken up. She had taken three shots. The same as her husband.

	Anna then went to the girl’s room.

	The only family member not killed on the spot.

	The only family member missing.

	Like the rest of the house, there was no sign of a struggle. The bed sheets and blankets hadn’t even been torn off. They had been pushed back.

	The girl was taken.

	Neighbors hadn’t seen anything, and the few who had security cameras were still in the process of sharing the footage.

	Anna didn’t think much would come of it.

	Whoever did this had been too good.

	Her phone rang, and she answered it. “Kong.”

	“Detective,” a man greeted. “My name is Agent Custer, FBI. Out of Salt Lake City field office.”

	“Yes?”

	“Are you expecting a ransom call?” he asked.

	“No.” She left the girl’s room and walked back down the hall. “Why, has one come in?”

	“No,” he answered. “I was going to tell you not to bother. Two other girls were grabbed around the same time.”

	“Same MO?” Anna asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Here?” she inquired, walking down the steps toward the front door.

	“No. New Mexico, and Texas.”

	“Not our team, then.”

	“Team?” Custer asked, confused.

	“This was a team effort,” she explained. “Well-thought-out. Planned. No casings left behind. Proper weapon for the father, who was a big man.”

	“That’s not the news I wanted to hear,” Custer grumbled.

	“Not the news I wanted to have to share,” she replied. “Do you need access to the crime scene?”

	“Yes,” Custer answered. “I’ll check it out later if you can clear it with your people.”

	Anna raised an eyebrow and shifted her phone to her other ear. “You’re not doing an official request?”

	“Not yet,” Custer stated. “There’s some thought regarding a mole within our office. Somehow, key information keeps getting out. It seems as though it’s being sold rather than given to any group in particular. So, for right now, this is a friendly peek for fellow law enforcement. That way, there’s nothing official on the books. No news to sell is good news.”

	Anna frowned. “You’ll be coming with a small team?”

	“Probably just myself,” he said. “I want to keep this as low profile as possible. I’ll go in, peek around, and then kick the info back to a friend of mine in Quantico. See if they can work something up while you do your groundwork.”

	“Okay,” Anna agreed. “I’ve got a radio unit out front. Tell him I said to let you in.”

	“Thanks,” Custer said. “I’ll give you a quick ring to let you know what I think when I look it over.”

	“I appreciate it,” she replied, feigning enthusiasm.

	She ended the call and slid her phone into her pocket.

	Anna didn’t want the FBI stepping in. It was her case, and while she didn’t mind working with the feds on a murder, they had a bad habit of taking over, even when leaving it with the locals would be better.

	Exiting the house, Anna nodded as she walked toward the officer standing by his vehicle.

	She would tell him about Agent Custer and ask that he keep an eye on the agent as well.

	This was, as far as she was concerned, her case and not the feds’.

	 

	***

	 

	Dane Custer finished his beer, picked up his phone, and hit one on the speed dial.

	“Go,” a voice said almost immediately.

	“Custer for Mother.”

	The line clicked twice, and then a deep voice spoke. “Go for Mother.”

	“Detective in Salt Lake City has a theory about the kidnapping and shooting. Believes it was teamwork.”

	“Hm. Evidence?”

	“I’m on my way there to check, see what’s available.” Custer paid his tab. “Options?”

	“If there is no strong evidence, leave the detective alone. Strong evidence, seize, suicide the investigator.”

	“Copy all.”

	Dane put his phone away. He had a twenty-minute drive to the crime scene. He wanted to know what, if anything, had been left behind by the grab team.

	Dane knew there shouldn’t be any trace evidence.

	He’d trained them all too well for that.

	Tucking his phone into his back pocket, Dane left to see the scene in the daylight.
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