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“I’m a little concerned about Grandpa.”

John Tyler ate dinner with his daughter Lexi. She was rarely the type to express worry out loud. In many ways—including this one—she was her father’s daughter. “Why?”

“He’s seemed a little . . . I don’t know . . . off? At least since his birthday.”

“It might just be turning seventy-eight,” Tyler said. “Hitting a big number can be a memento mori.”

Lexi paused with a bite of pasta halfway to her mouth. She smirked, and the expression reminded Tyler of his ex-wife Rachel. Thankfully, Lexi inherited most of her looks from her mother, though her auburn hair came closer to Tyler’s short black mane—minus the gray parts at least. “A memento mori? Really, Dad?”

“It was in one of those books you wanted me to read.”

“You actually read some of them?”

“Until I ran into terms like memento mori, yes.” Out of her concern for her grandfather, Lexi recommended a couple of books on dealing with aging parents. Tyler thought they sounded ridiculous and were the exact sort of things someone wrote to brag about at fancy dinner parties, but he bought one anyway. Three mercifully short chapters in, he’d confirmed his own suspicions and needed to look up a few words in the dictionary.

“At least you tried,” Lexi said.

They ate at Valentino’s, a venerable Italian restaurant near Special Operations Classic Car Repair, the shop Tyler owned. With the fall semester in swing at the University of Maryland, Lexi had resumed living in an off-campus apartment with two of her friends. She reduced her hours at her internship and went back to helping Tyler with the balance sheet, something he’d never shown any acumen for. Valentino’s was a popular place with good food, but the decor proved lacking compared to more expensive places. Still, it made for a nice and convenient meal. “I wouldn’t worry,” Tyler said.

“I think he’s in a funk,” Lexi insisted.

“Why?”

“He seems a little sullen . . . even grading on a curve for Grandpa. Plus, he hasn’t offered to go to the range with me in weeks.”

“Well,” Tyler said, “if he doesn’t want to go shooting, something may actually be wrong.” A few years ago, Zeke Tyler moved into a retirement community called Evergreen Acres. Owing to his gregarious nature—a trait not passed down to his son—Zeke may have been the most popular resident. He also owned enough guns to hold off a Russian battalion and usually enjoyed regular trips to shoot them at a range.

“Is he in good health?” Lexi asked.

Tyler shrugged and set down his fork. The spaghetti Bolognese was good, but this conversation sapped his appetite. “As far as I know,” he said. “Of course, your grandfather hasn’t exactly been an open book when it comes to these things.”

“Now I know where you get it.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Tyler sipped his iced tea while Lexi worked over her linguini with meatballs. Only three of them came with the meal, but they were massive. “He doesn’t really tell me about his health, but as far as I know, he’s doing fine.”

“You don’t think he’s been a little out of sorts?”

“If he is, he’s been out of sorts the entire time I’ve known him,” Tyler said. “All fifty-three years.”

Lexi blew out a breath and pushed her plate away. “Are you going to see him soon?”

“Tomorrow. I’m starting late at the shop.”

“And you’ll actually pay attention to how Grandpa seems?”

“Yes.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Are you just agreeing to get me to stop talking about it?” Lexi said.

“Yes,” Tyler admitted.

“Dad . . . I’m being serious. I think he needs to talk about something.”

Tyler massaged his temples. “I don’t think he and I have ever had the sort of conversation you’re describing.”

Lexi snorted. “Men. Christ Almighty.” Their waitress, a middle-aged woman with a bun of brown and gray hair, returned to freshen their teas and promised to drop off two carry-out boxes. “Are you really going up there tomorrow?”

“I think you might kill me if I don’t,” Tyler said.

Lexi grinned. “Thanks, Dad. I hope it’s nothing, but I worry about Grandpa up there.”

“Are you kidding? He has the run of the place. He’s gone from Navy master chief to everyone’s friend, and I really don’t know how he did it.”

“Just because he makes friends doesn’t mean he can talk about things easily,” Lexi said.

“Fine.” Tyler put up his hands. “I’ll even ask him if something is wrong . . . for all the good it’ll probably do.”

“Let’s hope it does,” Lexi said. “Even old stoics like Grandpa need a little help every now and then.”
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Dirk Bracker knew the pieces were finally falling into place.

It had taken a long time—many more years than he wanted or expected—but his revenge campaign against Ezekiel Tyler was about to go live. Dirk’s longtime friend Marco De Fazio sat across the table from him. They enjoyed some good whiskey in Marco’s office tucked away in the back of his restaurant. “I want to hear it again,” Dirk said.

“All right.” Marco tapped the screen of his iPad a couple times, and then their doctored interview played.

“I’m here with Irina Malkin, a former Soviet intelligence officer during the nineteen-eighties,” the modulated tones of podcaster and provocateur Big Vinnie Velvet sounded. “She has a few interesting things to say about her country and ours during this time. Irina, thanks for joining me.”

“Sure,” a female voice answered. It carried the hint of a Russian accent. Bracker wondered if she’d been one of the gifted spies and linguists who could turn it on and off as needed.

“Can you tell me what you did back then?”

“Not really. Not most of it, anyway.”

“Do our spy movies get it right?” Vinnie asked with a chuckle.

No humor came across in Irina’s reply. “Rarely. It was a different time.”

“I presume you know American officers and agents who did the same work as you from the other side.”

“Of course.”

“Have any interesting stories?”

“I’m not sure I can tell you any of them,” Irina said. Dirk liked her insistence on this point. The woman still lived in Russia, after all, and even though she’d been out of the game for ages, some of her former KGB spymasters currently enjoyed high positions in the Russian government. Her caution made sense—and it would heighten the reveal later.

“All right,” Vinnie said. “I’m not trying to get you in trouble back home.”

“I need another vodka.”

“While you get it, let me ask you this . . . do any of your American counterparts stand out?”

“There was one man. He was in their navy. I’m not sure he started out in intelligence, but we crossed paths quite often for a few years.”

“Can you tell me about him?” Vinnie prompted. For someone who was normally a bellowing buffoon, Vinnie played this one straight. He’d been fed the other side of the interview and told to tone his schtick down a few notches. Dirk wasn’t convinced the man could actually do it until hearing this for the first time earlier.

“His name was Ezekiel Tyler,” Irina said. “We met at some diplomatic function in the early ‘eighties.”

“Was he trying to get information out of you?”

“Of course. I was doing the same to him. The Soviet Union loved to recruit beautiful women to be spies. American men couldn’t resist.”

“Could this Ezekiel Tyler?”

She chuckled. “No. It only took him a few weeks to fall into my bed.”

“Wow. I imagine things like this happened back then, though, right?”

“Sometimes,” Irina said. “Zeke turned into a valuable asset.”

“Wait.” Surprise crept into Vinnie’s voice. “This guy who was in the Navy and ended up your lover . . . he fed you information?”

“Yes.”

“Classified information about the United States?”

“Yes.”

“This is kind of a bombshell. Why come forward with this now?”

“I’m an old woman,” Irina said. “I don’t care if I burn bridges.”

“Do you know if Zeke Tyler is still alive?” Vinnie asked.

“He is.”

“Well, we here at the Big Vinnie Velvet Show are going to follow what happens to him. This man needs to be brought to justice, and we’re going to hold the government accountable. Sons of bitches let us down in a lot of ways. Let’s make sure they do their jobs at this late juncture.” Vinnie went a little off script there, but he’d toed the line until then. He probably also needed to sound something like his usual self to the millions of idiots who listened to his podcast five days a week.

Marco turned the iPad over so the screen faced his massive desk. This was an impressive office with three guest chairs, a long couch, a coffee table to match the desk, a wet bar, and soundproofing tiles on the walls. Marco’s restaurant had a reputation for hiring pretty woman, and while Dirk had never asked his friend if he took advantage of any, the office lent itself to an affirmative answer. “You think it’s good?” Marco wanted to know.

“Your people did a hell of a job,” Dirk said. “Who did the actual interview?”

“Some outlet in eastern Europe. We took a little creative license on some of the questions and . . . tweaked her answers here and there.”

“Was she talking about Zeke Tyler in the real piece?”

“No,” Marco acknowledged. “She didn’t really name names. We found some other interviews she’s done and isolated common words and sounds. You can make ‘Ezekiel’ out of someone saying ‘easy,’ ‘key,’ and an isolated el sound. Just takes a little smoothing on the back end. ‘Zeke’ just requires roughing up the S from ‘seek.’ It’s amazing what AI tools and a good audio engineer can do these days.”

“What if it sounds a little off?” Dirk pressed.

“She’s not a native English speaker. Besides, people will focus on the allegations, not a small imperfection in a pronunciation.”

“And the original piece . . . could someone find it?”

“What do you think?”

“I actually want to know what you think. You seemed leery of using Vinnie.”

“He’s a boor,” Marco said.

“He’s a megaphone.”

Marco frowned. “An expensive and potentially volatile megaphone.”

Dirk put up his hands. “Vinnie cares about money and subscribers. I think those are the only things he really believes in. We’re paying him well, and his stupid show will get more popular. I’m not worried about him. You’re not shopping for a discount on tablecloths, my friend.”

“Have you listened to his show?”

“No,” Dirk admitted.

“I did . . . for a half-hour or so. Couldn’t tolerate any more. I can’t imagine how anyone thinks this guy is smart. He’s a moron who repeats himself a lot.”

“He’s a megaphone,” Dirk said again.

Marco showed a small grin. “Fine. We’ve come this far.”

“Exactly,” Dirk said. “Now, it’s time to get the word out. Phase one is underway.”
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Tyler realized he was putting off the inevitable.

He’d gone out for a morning run. Instead of the usual two miles near his house in Baltimore’s Mount Washington neighborhood, he kept going and added a third. He bought the house from his father more than a decade ago, and thinking about it made him realize he needed to see his dad today. Tyler had planned to anyway, but now he wanted to know if Lexi’s suspicions were correct.

Once he returned home, Tyler drank water and did a series of body weight exercises. After a shower and clean clothes, he put away a mug of black coffee. Going to visit his father had never been among his favorite things to do. Seeing the man himself was fine. Tyler just didn’t care for where he lived. Evergreen Acres billed itself as a retirement community for active adults. When Tyler visited, he saw a lot of the former and not much of the latter. It struck him as a nursing home with pickleball courts, and the thought of his dad living there was depressing.

Tyler got on the road and made the drive to Bel Air. Most morning traffic headed into the city, so his commute northeast proved easy. Tyler drove past the courts and other outdoor exercise areas and parked his dark green Oldsmobile 442 in a visitor’s spot. His dad lived in the far right building, and he’d picked it because the tree cover made it easier to defend.

Zeke answered the door without a smile. Typical for him. After a quick exchange of pleasantries, the two headed to the main building to get some breakfast. It didn’t take long for Tyler to realize Lexi was right. Something was a little off about Zeke. He seemed outgoing enough as usual. People greeted him by name, shook his hand, and even the staff knew him. For as gregarious as he was in public, Zeke had always been more reserved in private. Today, however, an extra layer of reticence clung to him. Only someone who really knew the man would pick up on it.

Tyler opted not to do it in the restaurant, however. They enjoyed pleasant if perfunctory conversation over coffee and breakfast. Each ordered bacon, eggs, and toast. After finishing their meals, they walked back to Zeke’s building. “You ever try pickleball, Dad?” Tyler asked as they passed yet another set of courts.

“Couple times,” he said.

Normally, he would have offered his opinion—probably an uncharitable one. Instead, Tyler prompted, “And?”

“It’s fine.”

Tyler didn’t say anything else until they were back inside Zeke’s apartment. The old man brewed a half pot of coffee because neither of them would ever refuse a cup. Zeke carried two mugs into his living room. It was as spartan as the rest of the place. Only the necessary furniture and equipment. For a man who spent thirty-plus years of his life on bases, ships, and submarines, it probably felt like enough. Tyler appreciated his father’s approach even if he didn’t share it. “Thanks.”

Zeke grunted and sat in a recliner. He owned a matching couch which Tyler already sat on. “What’s on your mind?” Zeke asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You must have something you need to say. All morning, you’ve been squirming like you have a live cricket in your shorts.” Zeke sipped his java, and steam tickled his wire-rimmed glasses as he looked over the mug at Tyler. “I guess it’s because you want to talk to me about something.”

Tyler took a healthy drink of his coffee and sat the mug down on a coaster. There were two on the coffee table, of course—no need to put any extra ones out. “Lexi’s worried about you.”

“Lexi is?”

“I am, too,” Tyler clarified. “You haven’t really seemed like yourself in a while. Ever since your birthday party, you’ve been a little withdrawn.”

“I turned seventy-eight.”

“And you’re in good enough health to keep going for a while. It’s not a milestone. What’s going on, Dad?”

Zeke didn’t answer for a few seconds. “You think you can save everyone regardless of the circumstances.”

“I’m not trying to save you,” Tyler said, “and this isn’t about me.”

“We don’t really have this kind of touchy-feely relationship,” Zeke said.

“I know. Why do you think I’ve been squirming like I have a cricket in my shorts all morning?” The hint of a smile turned up the corner of Zeke’s mouth. “You want me to buy you some art supplies?”

“What the hell for?”

“Painting really helped me.” His father harrumphed, but Tyler kept talking. “I thought it was bunk at first, too. Give it a try. You certainly have the room to set something up.” When Zeke didn’t reply, Tyler stood and walked to the small table where his dad’s recent birthday cards were stacked. He found the one with the photo of the blonde woman. “Does this have something to do with Anna Kournikova’s mother here?”

Zeke snorted. “Irina was nobody’s mother.”

“Not a denial, Dad.”

“I know it’s not.”

Tyler set the card back down and took his seat on the couch again. “Tell me about her.”

“I knew her a lifetime ago,” Zeke said.

“You’ve kept in touch over the years?”

“More or less.”

“I presume she’s retired, too?” Tyler said.

“Has been for years.”

“Why don’t you invite her to visit?” Zeke snorted. “I’m serious, Dad. If she can put up with your monosyllabic attempts to avoid a conversation, she’s a keeper.”

“She’s a world away.”

“Go for it. She’s bound to be better than your last girlfriend.”

Zeke grunted. “Don’t remind me.” Tyler bought his father’s house because the old man wanted to move in with a woman. They shacked up for a while, but the whole thing sputtered out, and Zeke ended up in a small dwelling for a few years before moving to Evergreen Acres.

“It’s never too late to be happy,” Tyler said.

“Thanks for trying, son, but I know you’re not good with these sorts of conversations. I’ll be all right.”

“At least go to the range with Lexi. If you don’t make plans to soon, she’s going to start showing up every morning.”

“Fine.” Zeke chuckled. “I will.”
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After getting the call he’d been expecting, Dirk Bracker dialed De Fazio.

“It’s happening,” he said.

“This morning?”

“Yeah . . . and soon.”

“Wow,” Marco said. “The FBI acted quickly.”

“We’d been feeding them little bits of information for a while,” Dirk said. “The interview with Irina was the last straw . . . and an enormous one. They couldn’t ignore it.”

“There’s no way they’ve finished an investigation by now.”

“True, but my source tells me a federal judge agrees they have enough to make an arrest on suspicion.”

“Excellent,” Marco said. “This is good news.”

“It is indeed. A team is getting ready to arrest Zeke Tyler in his apartment.”

Marco sighed. “I know we’ve been waiting for this and working toward it. Now, we need to deliver on the next part of the plan. How good is your source?”

“He or she knows what’s happening and when.”

“He or she, huh?” Marco chuckled. “You’re not going to tell me?”

“It’s best if only I know something like this,” Dirk said. “It can’t come back on you if something happens. I get your point about the next step. Your men are ready?”

“They’ve been practicing late at night,” Marco said. “As much as they can at least. They’ll be good to go when the time comes.”

Dirk nodded. Their plan took a long time to assemble, and it required more outside help than he would have liked, but things were in motion. His son—and Marco’s godson—Ralf would have his revenge for what Zeke Tyler did to him years ago. Dirk only wished it could have happened while Ralf was alive. His son’s suicide, however, set today’s events in motion. It was a paradox of vengeance. “And Kozlov?”

“He’s standing by.”

Lazar Kozlov represented the outside help Dirk wished they didn’t need, but putting some distance between himself and Marco and the operation was essential. It especially mattered for Marco because he carried more risk once events were in motion. All good plans required a degree of sacrifice or compromise, however. “All right. Let’s enjoy today, my friend. We’ll have Zeke at our mercy soon enough.”

“I’ve never felt especially merciful,” Marco said.
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Over the second cup of coffee, Tyler thought Zeke might finally talk to him.

“You don’t take no for an answer, do you?” the old man asked.

“Rarely.”

Zeke took a long, slow breath. “I’m getting old, son.”

Tyler grinned. “You are old, Dad. I’m the one who’s getting there.” He ran a hand through his close-cut hair. The styling changed little since he first went into the Army over thirty years ago. “I think I’m over a quarter gray now.”

Zeke pawed his own locks. His hair had grown thinner and wispier with age, but he retained a full head of it. “Let me know when you’re all the way there.”

Tyler drank more of the magic brown juice and set his mug down. “I do want to know how you’re doing.” He put up a hand before his father could protest. “I know you’re going to tell me we’ve never had this chat-about-our-feelings kind of relationship, and it’s true. I want you to be all right, though, so I’m willing to suck it up if you are.”

Zeke grunted and took his own swig of java. “Like you said, I’m old. I guess I have an old man’s regrets.”

“Like what?”

“Not important.” Zeke waved a hand.

The reticence didn’t surprise Tyler, so he pivoted to a different track. “What about the woman. Irina? Are you depressed about something with her?”

“She mentioned she’d been retired ten years.” Tyler didn’t remember seeing this in the card. Now, he wondered how often his father talked to this mysterious and beautiful Russian woman. If the pair met during Zeke’s days in the service, it posed a few uncomfortable questions Tyler didn’t want to get into today—or ever. “I’ve been out a hell of a lot longer, but once I retired, I stopped working. She left the military and stayed in government.”

“Stayed in government” was code for working with an intelligence service. Several of the men Tyler served with took this route. Agencies like the CIA loved to recruit special operators. The Russian services could draw clear lines back to the KGB. The Soviet Union sputtered to a stop when Tyler was a raw private, but speculation about current agents continued to this day.

Before he could say anything else, someone banged on the door.

“Expecting another guest, Dad?”

“No.” Zeke frowned. “The guy downstairs usually calls ahead if someone is coming up.”

“Want me to get it?”

“Nah.” Zeke waved a hand and stood as whoever waited in the hallway banged again. He opened the door, and four men surged in. Each wore navy blue jackets with FBI in bright yellow letters. They all stood a little north of six feet and looked like they’d come from the gym prior to arriving here.

“Ezekiel Tyler?” one of them asked.

“Yes?”

“You’re under arrest for suspicion of treason.” The agent forcefully turned Zeke around and took out a pair of handcuffs.

“What the hell is going on?” Tyler demanded as he stood. He assessed the situation. All four men were armed. They wore earpieces, so other team members stood ready somewhere else, perhaps as close as down the hall. Even if Tyler managed to subdue this quartet without shooting any of them—a hypothetical he found unlikely—he and Zeke wouldn’t make it past the parking lot, and Tyler could do little for his father if they slept in neighboring cells. He clenched his fists but restrained himself from taking action.

“Sit down, sir,” another fed commanded him. This one had sandy blond hair and a goatee he should have stopped trying to grow. His hand lingered near the pistol holstered at his side.

Tyler remained standing. “What are you doing to my father?”

“Sir, I need you to⁠—”

“I’m not a Collie you can command to sit, goddammit. What the hell is going on?”

“The Bureau has received credible intel about your father’s activities during the Cold War.”

“What credible intel?” Tyler wanted to know.

“Are you serving as your father’s attorney?” the blond said.

“No.”

“I would advise you to get him one, then.”

“I’m going to need one if you don’t start answering my questions. There’s no way you’re the boss of this shitshow. Where’s the agent in charge?”

As if on cue, Supervisory Special Agent Jason Hess walked into the apartment.

Hess looked like a slightly older version of the agent who’d been trying to get Tyler to sit down and be quiet, though he at least possessed the good sense not to attempt a goatee.

A little more gray intruded on his tan hair than the last time Tyler saw him. Hess was probably in his early forties, though he looked as fit as any of the other four men in FBI windbreakers. “Mister Tyler. We meet again.”

“I guess the ringmaster can only leave the trained animals unsupervised at the circus for so long,” Tyler said.

The younger agent read Zeke—now in handcuffs—his Miranda rights as another man held him against the wall. Hess stood between Tyler and the scene in the foyer. He appeared nonplussed by both the situation and Tyler’s assessment of his unit. “They’re just doing their job.”

“Arresting innocent old men is under the FBI’s purview now?”

“I hope your father turns out to be innocent,” Hess said. “I really do. Right now, however, we’ve received intelligence suggesting he sold state secrets to the Soviet Union in the ‘eighties.”

“Bullshit.”

Hess shrugged. “We’ll keep investigating.”

“You might have tried before you came here.”

“I thought the intel we had was sufficient to make an arrest.” Hess shrugged. “A federal judge agreed. We went through the proper channels . . . quite quickly, I might add.”

“This is a crock of shit,” Tyler said. “My father served honorably for almost forty years. If he’s a traitor, then everyone who wore the uniform is.” One of the agents led Zeke away. “I’ll call your lawyer, Dad,” Tyler shouted after him. The other blond joined Hess while the remaining two began searching the apartment.

“We have a warrant,” Hess said and handed the paper to Tyler before he could ask for it.

“Your father’s facing some very serious charges,” the younger version of Hess said.

“They teach pointing out the obvious in Quantico now? Who the hell are you?”

“Special Agent Patrick Zellhoefer.”

Hess held a hand out toward the chair. Tyler still stewed, but with a valid warrant, he couldn’t do much but seethe. He sat in the recliner, and Hess and his mini-me dropped onto the sofa. “Your father has a lawyer?” Hess wanted to know.

“Yeah.” Tyler had the man’s information somewhere. While he couldn’t pull the name, he knew the fellow overlapped with Zeke and retired from the Judge Advocate General’s office. Even if the guy happened to be a grade-A courtroom shark, however, Zeke faced long odds. The feds rarely assembled losing cases. Tyler would need to figure out what the basis of the so-called evidence was. His gut twisted at the thought of the Russian woman from the birthday card being involved somehow. Someone must have been setting his father up. Was Irina involved, or did she simply get taken along for the ride?

“He’ll get his day in court.”

Tyler shook his head and put his thoughts into words. “Someone is setting him up. There’s no chance my dad was a traitor. None. I don’t know who, but somebody wants him to go down.”

“Why?” Zellhoefer asked.

“Hell if I know,” Tyler admitted. “I imagine in thirty-odd years of watching over young sailors, my dad had to discipline a few.”

“This would be a very impressive revenge campaign,” Hess said.

“I’ve seen one or two of those.” Last year, a trafficker acquainted with a man Tyler took down launched such a campaign against him. Four of Tyler’s friends from the Army got killed along the way. This particular operation seemed smaller in scope, but the stakes were Zeke’s life. “If I’m right, whoever’s framing him won’t care about a trial. My father won’t make it there.”

“We’ll keep investigating,” Hess said again. Both men stood.

“A word?” Tyler said to the senior agent. Hess nodded to Zellhoefer, who walked out of the room and through the still-open front door. “I’m sure you’re going to look into all this, but I will, too.”

“You’re not a trained investigator. We don’t need you going rogue, Tyler.”

“Don’t arrest my father, then.”

“Too late. He’ll be well cared for in lockup.”

“He’d better be.”

“Is that a threat?” Hess said.

“No, but this is.” Tyler leaned closer and lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. “If anything happens to my father in your custody, I’ll come to your house and gut you an inch at a time.”

Hess met Tyler’s stare for a few seconds and then turned away. “Nothing’s going to happen to him.”

“For your sake, I hope you’re right.”

Hess left the apartment. Two agents remained, and each had added several things to evidence bags—including the card from Irina. Tyler muttered a string of curses which would have made his father proud and then stalked out the door.
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After the events of the morning, Tyler still needed to work.

He was the boss, so he could have simply not gone to the shop. However, he knew no direct action of his could benefit his father. There was no one to pursue, stop, or shoot. He required information and had to contact his father’s attorney, and both calls for help could be made anywhere. Besides, Tyler’s employees deserved to know what was going on. They put up with a lot working for him, and now he would be shoving even more onto their plates.

Special Operations Classic Car Repair sat at the corner of Harford Road and Northern Parkway. It had been a gas station in a prior life, and while the separate car wash building was gone, the main structure served its new purpose well after a few renovations. Three service bays allowed Tyler and his team to move cars through quickly. The removal of the outbuilding created more parking for cars waiting to be worked on or picked up.

It was twelve-thirty when Tyler walked in. No customers sat in the waiting area, but all the bays were full. Both of the regular employees leaned over the front bumpers of muscle cars. Tom “Smitty” Smith had been Tyler’s boss for a while until Smitty and Son burned down. When Tyler opened his own place, Smitty was his first hire. The second was a fellow veteran named David Ortiz who had proven himself both with a wrench and a pistol since Tyler brought him on.

Tyler rapped on a window and waved them both into his office. “What’s up, boss?” Ortiz asked when the pair walked in.

“I know I ask a lot of you guys sometimes,” Tyler said.

“We’ve been on a pretty normal streak for a while,” Smitty said.

“I’m afraid it’s ending. The FBI came to my dad’s apartment this morning and dragged him away.”

“What the hell?” Ortiz wondered.

“Something about charges of him being a traitor forty years ago.” Tyler took in and released a deep breath to keep his anger and annoyance at low boils. “It’s bullshit. Someone is setting him up, and I’m going to need to figure out what’s going on and who’s responsible.”

Smitty nodded. “We understand.” He was about ten years older than Tyler. Most of his hair was silver by now. In addition to being an excellent mechanic, Smitty was better at working the counter and dealing with customers than Tyler could ever be. He also grumbled during some of Tyler’s extracurricular activities, but there was no hint of sourness today. “We’ll cover things if you have to be away. Family first.”

“Whatever works for you, boss,” Ortiz added.

“Right now, I need to start making sense of all this. My dad’s in FBI custody. I have to call his lawyer, and I’m going to need Lexi to poke around some things. I’ll do work around here when I can. Maybe we get choosy about the jobs we take on until this mess is behind us.”

Smitty gave a thumbs-up, and both men got back to work. Tyler’s first thought about looking up his dad’s lawyer was to hunt for a Rolodex. He had one, of course, but Lexi constantly calling Tyler an old fuddy-duddy for using it compelled him to create online contacts for the relevant people and businesses. When Zeke moved into Evergreen Acres, Tyler added the names and numbers of relevant people to contact about his dad. Now, he hoped he’d created one for this very necessary call. As he scrolled through the list, Tyler wondered if he would ever become comfortable with technology. It all felt intrusive to varying degrees.

After a moment, he found the entry for retired Captain Edward Wheeler and dialed the number. “This is Wheeler.”

“Captain, my name is John Tyler. You know my father Zeke.”

“I hope you’re not calling with bad news. I’ve had enough for a while.”

“I hate to pile on, then,” Tyler said. “My dad is alive and all right . . . mostly, anyway. The FBI arrested him this morning.”

“What?”

“Something about him being a traitor for the Russians in the ‘eighties.”

“Christ Almighty,” Wheeler said. “If I had to pick a thousand sailors I thought might have been on the take, your dad would have been number one thousand.”

“I appreciate it, sir,” Tyler said, “but right now, I think my father needs a lawyer more than anything.”

“I’ll give you my email address. Send me the information, and I’ll go see how our friends at the Bureau are treating him.” He rattled off a Gmail address.

“Will do.” Tyler ended the call, typed a quick summary of the morning’s shitshow, and sent it to the email Wheeler provided. Like Zeke, Wheeler was retired and a senior citizen. How often he practiced law and if he retained any investigators were variables Tyler couldn’t solve at the moment. Finding someone he could trust to do the digging was essential, so he called Lexi. He got her voicemail. She was probably in class. He left a message and then looked over the schedule of coverage and jobs at the shop.

A few minutes later, Lexi’s photo and name popped up on Tyler’s phone. “What’s up, Dad? It’s not like you to call now.”

“I need your help.”

“Excel again?”

“No,” Tyler said. “The FBI arrested your grandfather this morning. I’m sure it’s all bullshit, but he and I are both depending on your research wizardry right now.”

“Are you at the shop?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Lexi said.
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Big Vinnie Velvet lived and worked at what must have once been a farm somewhere outside of York, Pennsylvania.

Dirk Bracker lost track of where they were several minutes before he and Marco arrived. Good thing the driver knew where he was going. Metal gates parted at the SUV’s approach, and they headed down a long unpaved road toward a large house. There was plenty of open space broken only by a few trees whose leaves ran the color gamut from greenish-yellow to deep red. Dirk figured the stretches of dirt and grass were once crop fields, now fallow because Vinnie didn’t care about planting anything. It took away from the beauty of the place which was otherwise considerable. The enormous waste of land annoyed Dirk, who had plenty of experience leasing fields to people who could work them.

A security guard who looked like he could have played middle linebacker in the NFL patted Dirk and Marco down in the foyer. The house featured hardwood floors throughout. Considering their age and character, they were probably original to the old house. The rest of the interior was not. Dirk’s wife used to watch House Hunters and home renovation shows, and this place could have been on there. Modern metal fixtures gleamed under LED lights. Marble countertops told visitors the host was a big deal.

Vinnie joined them in the kitchen a few minutes later. Like his moniker stated, he was big, though it was more in width than height. A chair at the table groaned as he sat. “Nice to meet you in person. You’re Dirk?”

“I am. My friend here is Marco.”

No hands were offered or accepted. For all the mild pleasantries, everyone recognized this meeting represented a transaction as part of a larger arrangement. “I’m always all right to meet another Italian.” Vinnie smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Still, I think you could have sent this shit to me in email.” Despite his crude way of talking, Dirk had to admit Vinnie had a great voice for radio or podcasting.

“Maybe,” Dirk said, “but we’re old school.”

Vinnie snorted. “You’re certainly old. My guess is you’re both pushing seventy, am I right?”

“More or less,” Marco admitted.

Vinnie nodded and tapped the tabletop. Dirk slid a folder across. He’d sent everything via secure file transfer also, but part of being old school involved delivering crucial materials in person. “Ezekiel Tyler. He goes by Zeke. Long career in the Navy, served with distinction, yada yada. There’s only one problem.”

“Let me guess.” Vinnie leafed through the papers. “He messed around with some broad he shoulda stayed away from.”

Dirk shrugged. “In a manner of speaking, you’re right. Her name is Irina Markov. You’ve already lent your voice to a doctored interview of her.” Vinnie bobbed his head once, and Dirk continued. “She was a Soviet spy until the country collapsed and kept working in the same capacity for the Russians. She was also in a clandestine relationship with Zeke Tyler.”

“So?”

“So they shared information,” Marco said. “We presume Irina told Zeke some things from her side, but we don’t care.”

“You think this Zeke turned traitor for his girlfriend.”

Dirk spread his hands and made his best attempt at a collegial smile. “It’s the story you’re going to help us tell.”

“All right.” Vinnie closed the folder. “Why’s this so important to you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your guy has been retired longer than I’ve been alive. He’s almost eighty. I’m sure there’s no statue of limitations on espionage, but still . . . locking up an old man can’t be high on the feds’ priority list.”

Dirk wanted to correct Vinnie and tell him it was a statute of limitations, but he refrained and focused on their reason for coming to the house. “Zeke got my son Ralf kicked out of the Navy. Yes, it was a long time ago, and it was for some bullshit. Ralf did something wrong, but he could have been on bathroom duty for a month. Giving him the boot was extreme. I know Zeke Tyler pushed for it. It made things hard for Ralf afterward. He struggled to get a job. I thought things were all right, but after a few more failures over the years . . . he took his own life.”

“I’m sorry,” Vinnie said.

Dirk nodded. “My son wasn’t perfect. I’m not a fool. He didn’t deserve what happened to him, however, and I want to see Zeke Tyler pay for his part in it.”

“Why not do it before now?”

“I needed time to assemble a plan and resources,” Dirk said.

“I’m part of the resources,” Marco added. “Our fathers met during World War Two. His fought for Germany and mine for Italy. Our families have been friends ever since. When Dirk came to me with what he wanted to do, I realized I was in a position to help.”

“You’re mobbed up?” Vinnie wanted to know. Marco shrugged and offered no reply. “Fine. I get it. I think you put some good shit together here. My listeners are gonna love it. The fact it’s taken so long to even get this Tyler arrested is only gonna piss them off more.”

“You think they’ll do anything?”

“Hard to say. I’ve earned their trust because they think I’m telling it like it is. I’m saying things other people won’t. Shining lights in dark corners.” Vinnie waved a hand. “Some people are easier to gin up than others. If I make a good case . . . and I think I can . . . we might have a few people interested in taking independent action.”

“This is what we want,” Dirk said. For all Vinnie’s boorishness and bravado, Dirk found the moment of self-awareness refreshing. “You stoke the flames. We have other steps to our plan, but we want sentiment to go against the Tyler family.”

“I’m on it,” Vinnie said. “Starting with tomorrow’s show, I’ll bury them in crap.”
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Later in the evening, Dirk sat on the couch in Marco’s office.

They hadn’t gotten any updates on what happened with Zeke Tyler. By now, the man would have lawyered up—if he still had one. Even an attorney couldn’t do much with these charges except ensure his or her client got treated fairly. Movies and TV shows liked to show lawyers sauntering in, ordering their clients to stop talking, and putting a charge-or-release demand to the police.

There would be no lawyer heroics for Zeke Tyler.

A buzzer rang. With the office being soundproofed, knocking on the door didn’t work. Instead, a video doorbell announced arrivals and prevented the occupants from being surprised. Marco’s assistant waited. Dirk couldn’t remember the man’s name. Marco pressed a button, and the door opened with a brief electronic buzz. The assistant was a slender man in a tailored suit. He carried two folders, gave one to Dirk, and presented the other to his boss.

“What’s this?” Marco asked.

“An updated report on Ezekiel Tyler’s family.”

“Come on, Carlo . . . we saw this already.”

“I’ve done some more research. You know he has two sons. One works in finance out west. He has some money but nothing else going for him. The other son is local. He might be a problem.”

Marco flipped the page about James Tyler and stared at a photo of John. The dark, pitiless eyes made him glance away from the picture. “There’s not a lot here, Carlo. This guy spends twenty-four years in the Army, and you come up with a page and a half?”

“Keep going, sir,” Carlo said. “I compiled those notes from the only version of John Tyler’s file I could find. It’s heavily redacted, but we can see he went into the Army as a mechanic, became a special operator with the Green Berets, and deployed four times to combat zones. He’s won most of the medals someone could get for their service.”

“So why did he leave?” Marco asked.

“The official answer is redacted and probably classified, but it looks like there was some issue with his last commanding officer.”

“He’s one guy,” Dirk said as he leafed through the file Carlo assembled. “It’s an impressive CV, but he’s a fifty-three-year-old Army retiree. What is he going to do?”

“Please see the last couple pages,” Carlo said. “It took me a few hours to make some connections. A reporter named Veronica Fitzgerald wrote an article about some unnamed retired special operator who saved her life and has done a bunch of other stuff. Taken on his old unit. Gone up against a cartel. Busted up a human trafficking ring. The most interesting is toppling the corrupt leadership of a little North Carolina city called Beauregard.”

Marco scowled. “So?”

“So we can place Tyler in Beauregard. He went there for a car show and got arrested. Apparently, the police did those sorts of things. It’s kind of a long story. I think this Veronica followed Tyler back to Maryland and wrote an article about him . . . even though she never names him in the piece.”

“It could be about anyone.”

“It could not. Maryland is home to several bases and a fair number of military retirees, but I’m convinced her article was about John Tyler.”

Marco closed the folder and leaned back in his massive chair. “All right, let’s say it was. We presume he’s done all this Rambo shit over the last few years. So what? Like Dirk said, he’s one guy. I got a few here, and we have more. He ain’t getting his father out or getting to us.”

Carlo cleared his throat. “With respect, sir, I think several other people had similar thoughts about John Tyler, and the thing they have in common now is they’re all dead.”

“This is good work, Carlo.” Marco tapped the folder with his finger. “I know you’re looking out for me. Thank you. Let me talk it over with Dirk.” When the assistant left, Marco asked, “What do you think?”

Dirk shrugged. “He’s one man. He’s past his prime. There’s nothing in his file to suggest he’s an investigator, so I don’t know how he would figure out what happened. Even if he somehow does, he’ll be going up against a bunch of guys who are younger, faster, stronger, and trigger-happy. What’s he going to do?”

“I like your assessment, my friend,” Marco said.
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“This is a mess, Dad.”

Lexi joined Tyler at the shop about forty minutes after their call ended. A few minutes after five o’clock, they left and kept working at his house. Lexi used the laptop which Tyler’s former employers issued him. When he retired from the Army, he caught on with a private company called Patriot Security. Most of the work he did fell under umbrellas like executive protection, but the firm still issued him a laptop configured by a bunch of former red team guys. While most of what the machine could do went well over Tyler’s head, Lexi had become proficient in many of its interesting—and illicit—capabilities.

“You find anything yet?”

“Nothing definitive,” she said. “As far as I can tell, the FBI arrested Grandpa, and they’re holding him locally. There’s nothing on a court docket yet.”

“They might not make all of those public,” Tyler said. “I’m sure there’s some national security interest to cite.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Not much we can do at the moment. Your grandfather’s lawyer knows what’s going on. He’s retired JAG, so he won’t let the feds do one of their railroad jobs.”

“What a bunch of bullshit. Someone is responsible for this.”

“I know,” Tyler said. “You’re going to help me figure out who it is.”

“Then what?”

Tyler grinned. “I’ll make sure they don’t do it to anyone else.”

Lexi went back to work, her fingers tapping the keys rhythmically as she did things Tyler would equate to sorcery. “There’s considerable chatter in conspiracy circles,” she said after a few minutes.

“Isn’t there always?”

“Probably. I mean they’ve picked up on Grandpa’s arrest.”

“Already?”

“Somehow, yes,” Lexi said. “There must be people who watch for stories like this. Of course, they’re saying he’s a traitor and all that shit. Some of them are also blaming the government for only catching onto what happened now instead of thirty-five or forty years ago.”

“Not surprising,” Tyler said. “When you don’t know how anything works . . . especially your own government . . . all you can do is yell with other idiots.”

“Do you think any of these people would try anything?”

“The FBI is holding your grandfather. They’re not going to let anything happen to him. The agent in charge and I had a conversation about it.”

Lexi chuckled in spite of the gravity of the current situation. “I’m sure that went well.”

“He and I understand each other,” Tyler said. His phone buzzed, and Sara Morrison’s picture and number filled the screen. After rescuing her from men in his old unit about three years ago, Sara and Tyler dated for the next two. It was an unconventional start to a relationship, but it was good while it lasted. While her official title was long and occasionally changed, Sara remained a high-ranking senior executive at the Pentagon. “Hello?”

“Tyler, I heard what happened. I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t imagine SECDEF wants you calling an accused traitor’s son.”

Sara snorted. “I don’t believe that for a second. Bad shit is going on.”

“We’re working on trying to figure it out.”

“You and Lexi?” Sara asked.

“Yeah.”

“Come up with anything yet?”

“Nothing definitive,” Tyler said. “A bunch of wackos have picked up the story. Someone must be stoking the fires there.”

“I pulled official copies of your father’s files,” Sara said. “Something or someone sinister is behind this. I only met your dad a few times, but there’s no way he was selling us down the river.”

“What good does pulling his files do?”

“What if whoever’s going after him has the ability to alter them? There are still copies available, of course, but no one can find the ones I grabbed.”

“I appreciate it,” Tyler said.

“I know at one time, I frequently called you a knight-errant,” Sara said. “Whatever you find here, I hope you succeed on your quest. Let me know if I can help . . . unofficially of course.”

“Of course. I will. Thanks.”

“Sara?” Lexi wanted to know after Tyler ended the call.

He nodded. “She pulled his official records. Apparently, we’re not alone in thinking someone is orchestrating all this.”

“I hate to sound like a conspiracy theorist.”

“Sometimes, people really do conspire. It’s just not very often.”

Lexi drank some coffee, and then her fingers went back onto the keys. “Let’s see what we can find out.”

“Let’s,” Tyler said.
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Despite the late hour, Zeke filed into the courtroom.

It was well past normal operating hours, so no one waited on any of the benches. The sign on the door proclaimed a closed session, and the two young men with guns would enforce it. Edward Wheeler sat at one of the attorney’s tables. He stood as the guards herded Zeke forward. Walking in shackles wasn’t easy. It made Zeke feel like some of the less mobile residents of Evergreen Acres who shuffled along.

“Zeke,” Wheeler said. “Christ, what happened?”

Before Zeke could answer, one of the guards barked, “You got five minutes.”

“I have as long as I require.”

“You got⁠—”

“Do you know which Amendment to the Constitution guarantees a speedy and fair trial?”

“What?”

“Not a hard question,” Wheeler said. “Pick a number between one and twenty-seven. You can even rule out the first and second. Most people know those.”

“What’s your point?” the guard wanted to know.

“My point is I’ll take all the time I need to ensure my client gets his Constitutional rights, and if you try to infringe on them in any way, I’ll name and shame you in my appeal. We clear?”

The guard’s beady eyes flickered between Wheeler and Zeke. Eventually, he shrugged. “Fine.”

After the man walked away, Zeke said, “Name and shame?”

“My granddaughter says it.” Wheeler chuckled. “She works in social media. Let’s talk about these charges. There’s no way you’re guilty.”

“Of course not.”

“Is someone attempting to frame you?”

“They must be. I can’t imagine a clerical error or some other mistake getting this far.”

“You’re accused of basically the most serious crime in the republic,” Wheeler said. “This isn’t going to be easy. You’re not walking out of here tonight. I don’t even know if I’ll be able to get you bail. Basically, I’m going to make sure they treat you fairly and don’t railroad you.”

“If I really am being set up,” Zeke said, “whoever’s doing it won’t want this to go to trial.”

“I’m not really into investigations these days.” Wheeler frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “My law license is still active, but I only work for people I know. Other than a part-time secretary, I let all my staff go a couple years back.”

“I’m sure my son and granddaughter are on it.”

“You’d better hope they’re good,” Wheeler said. “You sure you want to roll with me? I can probably recommend someone who has a team to dive into everything.”

“And will charge me an arm and a leg,” Zeke said. “No, thanks. We know each other, Ed. I’m sticking with you.”

“You got it, Chief.”

The prosecutor—a tall slender woman in a sharp navy pantsuit—arrived a few minutes later, and then the bailiff announced the judge’s arrival. Following a quick iteration of the stand-sit dance, they got down to business. The judge was a middle-aged man with thick brown hair and horn-rimmed glasses. “Let’s get through this,” he said. “It’s late. I appreciate the government’s interest in moving quickly.”

“Your honor, Mister Tyler is accused of very serious crimes committed from the mid-nineteen-eighties through the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991. We are presenting charges of espionage, conspiracy, computer fraud and abuse, theft of government property, and unauthorized disclosure of classified information.”

“So noted.” The judge turned to Wheeler. “Counselor?”

“Thank you, Your Honor. Edward Wheeler, Captain, US Navy, Retired for the defense.”

“How does your client plead?”

“Not guilty to all charges,” Wheeler said.

“Miss Young?”

“Considering the nature of the accusations, the prosecution requests Mister Tyler be remanded into custody.”

The judge bobbed his head and focused on Wheeler again. “We’re hoping for bail, Your Honor. Mister Tyler was never accused of anything during his nearly forty years of honorable service, and these charges coming out decades after the fact is more than a little suspicious.”

“Mister Wheeler,” the judge said, holding up a hand, “you can editorialize later. I’m inclined to agree with the prosecution here.”

Wheeler sighed, and so did Zeke. He knew this was a strong possibility, and now he wondered if whoever trumped up these fake facts would have someone waiting for him in prison. “We request a minimum security facility, your honor. Mister Tyler is seventy-eight years old and poses no current threat to the national security of the United States.”

The prosecutor piped up. “He is charged with⁠—”

“These alleged crimes happened before you were born, Miss Young,” Wheeler said. “The nation with which my client allegedly conspired has been consigned to the dustbin of history. What’s the threat?”

“Very well, Counselor,” the judge said. “You’ve made your point. The transfer to a minimum security facility will take place tonight under the joint purview of the FBI and the marshals.” With a bang of the gavel, the hearing came to a close. Two burly guards came to collect Zeke.

“We’ll meet tomorrow and start planning a defense,” Wheeler said.

Zeke grunted a reply. He hoped he made it to a meeting tomorrow. If someone came for him tonight, he would be prepared. Seventy-eight or not, he would put up a hell of a fight.
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Dirk Bracker called Marco De Fazio despite the late hour.

“You have news?” Marco wanted to know.

“Zeke Tyler is being remanded to custody. The transfer is supposed to happen tonight.”

“Do we know where he’s going?”

“My source says the judge agreed to minimum security,” Dirk said. “He apparently doesn’t see an old man accused of selling secrets to a long-dead country an ongoing threat.”

“It’s not an unreasonable position,” Marco pointed out.

“I guess. We have all the possible destinations accounted for, anyway, and the likely routes mapped.”

“All right. Let me make a call or two.” Marco clicked off. Dirk held his cell phone as he looked over the possible places the feds might want to take Zeke. Years ago, Dirk’s grandfather told him people and operations were most vulnerable on the move. It made sense, and with the muscle on Marco’s payroll, they could get Zeke Tyler before he ever reached his destination.

Dirk studied the location on his map. He’d done the old-school thing of printing one out and using push pins to mark locations of interest. Zeke’s current quarters—a holding cell inside the FBI building—got a blue pin. Green, yellow, and red ones indicated federal prisons with increasing security levels. Dirk hoped the judge would have sent Zeke to whatever passed for a gulag in the area. However, a trip to such a place would have been made under heavier guard. A minimum security destination worked out well. There would be less resistance.

Marco called back a few minutes later. “My people are ready. They’re getting into position.”

“Excellent. I just thought of another perk to this plan.”

“What?”

“Zeke Tyler’s son will come under suspicion,” Dirk said. “With his experience and training, he’ll be the FBI’s first stop. They might even arrest him and sideline him long enough for me to get my revenge.”

“One step at a time, my friend. Let’s get the old bastard first. Then, you can tell me about all the ways you want to abuse him.”

“His death will be long and full of pain and suffering. Ralf deserves no less.”

“I agree,” Marco said. “We’ll have him in a few hours.”
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Tyler’s phone buzzed and vibrated in his pocket, rousing him from an unexpected nap.

It was nearly ten o’clock. Tyler had been hopped up about his dad’s arrest all day, and he must have gotten tired after Lexi left. Ortiz’s name and image showed on the screen, and Tyler answered. “Just checking in, boss,” Ortiz said. “How are you doing?”

“Been better.”

“I can imagine.”

“There’s a lot to unpack. Lexi is helping me. We’ll figure it out, but it’s going to take us a while.”

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

“Right now, I think I need a distraction. I’m going to head to the shop and catch up on some work. My availability is probably going to be shitty until we get this mess sorted out.”

“I’ll go in, too,” Ortiz offered.

“You don’t have to.”

“Maybe not, but I want to. Off the books.”

“I can’t ask you to volunteer your time, Ortiz,” Tyler said.

“It’s my time, boss. I’ll see you there.”

“I’ll take care of you at Christmas.” Tyler ended the call, changed into an older pair of jeans and a shirt he didn’t care about, and then headed to the shop. The drive was easy at this time of night. Tyler’s phone went off again as he drove along Northern Parkway a few minutes from his destination. This time, Wheeler called.

“We had a hearing tonight,” the attorney said. “It went about as expected.”

“I guess you mean it didn’t go well,” Tyler said.

“Considering the charges against him, your dad wasn’t walking out of there tonight. He’s been remanded to custody, but it’ll be at a minimum security facility.”

“Did he tell you he thinks someone has gone to a lot of trouble to frame him?”

“He did.”

“It’ll be easier to get to him in a place where the guards think they don’t have to keep a close eye on everyone.”

“He’s not going to be in there with a bunch of killers,” Wheeler said.

“Some white-collar asshole will still take a nice payday to file down a toothbrush and try to shank my dad in the shower.”

“I don’t see it happening.”

“I don’t see him going to trial,” Tyler said. “Can you stay on this?”

“I’m in it for the long haul,” Wheeler said. “Your dad is one of the best I served with.”

“All right. Thanks.” Tyler clicked off. He tried to find a good song on the radio, but his sour mood prevented him from liking any of them, so he powered it down. Ortiz’s truck already sat in the lot when Tyler arrived. He walked in, set a half pot of coffee to brew, and looked at the work schedule.

“Everything good, boss?” Ortiz asked, wiping his hands on a towel whose stained surface would do little.

“My dad’s being remanded. I heard from his lawyer on the drive over.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Find whoever’s behind this and kill them,” Tyler said. He shook his head. “I feel powerless. I can’t do anything for my dad right now.”

“You and Lexi will figure it out,” Ortiz said. “Getting to the bottom of what’s happening to him is how you’re going to help.”

“Yeah.” Tyler appreciated the sentiment and the effort. He needed to get his hands dirty to avoid going crazy at the moment. A black Camaro SS sat in the third bay. “I’ll take the Chevy. These damn cars aren’t going to fix themselves.”
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The banging and clattering of his cell door jolted Zeke awake.

Two armed guards entered. “You’re getting moved,” one of them said. He was slightly smaller than his partner, but either could fill the entryway and blot out the light coming from the corridor. There was no clock in the cell, so Zeke didn’t know what time it was. He’d come back from the arraignment hearing and drifted off to sleep. “Van’s outside.”

Zeke stood as both guards secured him in handcuffs and shackles. “I’m too old to make a run for it,” he said.

“Standard procedure,” the same burly one said. Neither displayed a whit of friendliness or humor. They pulled Zeke to his feet and escorted him down the corridor and into an elevator. It went up one story to the ground level. When the doors parted, two men armed with long guns waited.

“Ezekiel Tyler for transport,” the guard said.

“Acknowledged,” one of the others replied. They both wore windbreakers advertising the agency they worked for over bullet-resistant vests. Zeke expected the FBI guy, but the other one worked for the US Marshals service. They led him down another corridor to a set of large double doors where another who could have played in the trenches of the NFL waited.

A quick paperwork check, and the doors opened. An FBI prisoner transport van waited at the curb. Zeke sighed. He was really going to jail. Even a minimum-security lockup could be a problem. This whole thing was a setup, but he couldn’t come up with who would want to do this to him. His active duty days were nearly three decades in the rearview. Someone must have used the time to amass the necessary resources.

One of the men who helped Zeke into the back of the van wore a watch. It was almost one AM. The pair belted him in place and secured his restraints. He couldn’t escape, but the rigging would also protect him in the event of an accident. Zeke remembered what he said to Wheeler a few hours before. If I really am being set up, whoever’s doing it won’t want this to go to trial.

A minimum-security prison presented a bunch of opportunities, but so did an unescorted transport. One sentry remained in the rear with Zeke, belting himself onto the opposite bench. An unadorned metal floor separated them. The other two occupied the front seats. The engine rumbled to life, and the van pulled out of the lot. There were no windows past the main passenger compartment, so Zeke needed to turn his head and look out the windshield to have any idea where they were headed. “What’s my destination?” he asked the guy seated opposite him.

“Prison,” the man said. His terse reply compelled Zeke to sit quietly, but the guard wanted to keep talking. “Not going to tell me how innocent you are?” When Zeke offered no response, the other fellow pressed him. “You hear me, old man?”

“Yeah.”

“Well? Let’s hear your sob story.”

“Would it matter?”

“No. Might pass the time a little faster.”

Now, Zeke wondered how far away their destination lay. If it were a short jaunt, this guy wouldn’t care about passing the time. “I’m sure everyone pleads their innocence.” Zeke shrugged as much as the shackles would allow. “I could, too. I never told those commies a goddamn thing I wasn’t ordered to.”

“Why are you here, then?”

“Someone wants me to be,” Zeke said.

After another moment of silence, the guard said, “This ain’t really passing the time very much.”

“We could play punch buggy, but I’m pretty sure you’d win.”

The large guy grinned. The comment seemed to mollify him as he made no additional attempts to engage Zeke in conversation. The van cruised along the highway now. Judging by the mile markers and exit numbers, they were on the Baltimore Beltway. From here, the agents could take I-95 or I-83 to go basically anywhere in Maryland—or beyond. Zeke had no idea where the closest minimum security federal prison was. It had never been an important detail until now, and he hoped its relevance would be brief and quickly resolved.

The vehicle picked up I-95 South and headed into Virginia. Zeke stopped watching the road through the windshield. He rested his head against the unyielding interior of the van. Road vibrations, noise, and the occasional bump prevented him from falling asleep. It felt like they drove for hours, and maybe they did. At some point, the van eased off the highway and onto normal roads.

“About fifteen minutes now,” the guy in the back said.

Zeke resumed watching out the windshield. The transport neared an intersection. At this late hour, the light flashed yellow in their direction and red for the cross street. The van headed through, and a network of smaller roads crossed the one they were on. An engine roared from the left, and the next thing Zeke knew, something plowed into their vehicle. It slid sideways before rolling over completely once and eventually sliding on the passenger’s side until it crashed into something Zeke couldn’t see. The impact jarred him, and the restraints prevented him from doing much to protect himself.

The guard in the back remained in his spot thanks to the lap belt, but he wasn’t moving. His arms hung limp at his side, and his rifle lay somewhere near Zeke’s head. The driver also didn’t move. The other man up front groaned and unbuckled his seat belt. “Everyone all right back there?” he asked, his voice sounding rough.

“I think I’m okay,” Zeke said. “The guy back here isn’t moving.”

Someone yanked the passenger’s door open, and a single gunshot to the head finished the man off. Another shot did the same for the driver. The rear doors opened next. Despite being unconscious and posing no threat, the agent across from Zeke also took one right between the eyes. Blood sprayed onto the metal wall behind him, though the posture of his body didn’t change. Two men stood at the open doors. A wisp of smoke trailed from the shooter’s rifle muzzle. The other one climbed in and undid Zeke’s restraints with a key. It took a moment to open all of them. The newcomer—as burly as any of the sentries Zeke had seen—grabbed him with meaty hands and hauled him to his feet.

Zeke’s head and most of his body ached as the big man herded him toward a waiting SUV. It was a Range Rover. An older Suburban had plowed into the van, its front end crumpled and steam pouring from under the damaged hood. A total of three guys filed in with him. They wore all black with matching balaclavas. Without a word from anyone, the Range Rover hurried away from the scene on screeching tires. Zeke felt like he was in a fog, but he wondered who busted him out, why, and where they were taking him.

None of the potential answers were good.
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A loud banging from downstairs roused Tyler from his slumber.

He looked at the clock on the nightstand—just after 0500 hours. The racket continued, and Tyler realized someone rapped hard on the door. He couldn’t think of a good reason for anyone to be on his front porch between midnight and six AM. Tyler got out of bed and checked the monitor which displayed feeds from his security cameras.

A phalanx of men and women in FBI windbreakers waited.

While Tyler watched, Jason Hess pounded on the door again. Tyler headed downstairs and undid the locks. As he started to open up, someone shoved the door in all the way. Hess and crew stormed in. “Where is he?” the senior agent demanded.

“Who?”

“You know damn well who.”

“Sorry, my copy of your agency’s ten most wanted list is out of date.”

“Your father, goddammit,” Hess barked. The rest of his team fanned out, with a couple heading upstairs.

“He’s with you,” Tyler said, narrowing his eyes. “At least he’s supposed to be.” When Hess remained quiet, Tyler added, “Are you telling me your highly trained agents lost an elderly prisoner?”

“Where were you earlier?”

“You mind showing me a warrant considering you have people searching my house.”

“We’re looking for an escaped prisoner,” Hess said.

“You and I both took an oath to defend the Constitution,” Tyler said. “Unless something has changed since I last looked at it, there’s no prisoner-search exception to the Fourth Amendment.”

Hess grunted and hollered for his team to come back. As their footsteps grew closer, the FBI man asked, “Where were you earlier?”

“Earlier when?”

“Between midnight and one-thirty.”

“At my shop for most of it.”

Hess snorted. “Really? You work on a lot of cars in the wee hours of the morning?”

“When people arrest my father on bullshit charges, it tends to mess up my schedule. I wanted to get a few projects done considering my availability will be spotty for a while.”

“Why?”

“Really?” Tyler said. “You come here telling me you lost my father, and you expect I’m going to trust you clowns to find him? Get out of my house.”

“Anyone at the shop with you?” Hess wanted to know.

“As a matter of fact, yes. My employee David Ortiz was there with me. We both left a little after one, and I got back here sometime around one-thirty-five. You can check traffic cameras nearby . . . maybe try getting a warrant before you do.” Hess’s sour expression was his only response to the barb. “There aren’t too many direct routes from my shop to here.”

“We will.”

“Good. Feel free to do it from anywhere but my house.” A younger agent picked up a short stack of mail from the coffee table. Tyler snatched it out of his hand. When the man glared and reached toward a taser, Tyler said, “Go ahead. You might have me outnumbered, but I’ll break every bone in your face before your friends pull me off.”

“Enough,” Hess barked. “Team . . . outside.” Seven agents filed out the door. Hess remained in the living room standing a few feet from Tyler. “I don’t know everything yet, but someone busted your father out of his transport van. They used at least two vehicles . . . one to ram the van and the other to get away. No witnesses, and they picked a corner without a functional camera, so some planning went into this. You’re a planner.” Tyler didn’t take the bait. Like Hess, he could ignore a barb. “Three good men are dead.”

“I wasn’t involved,” Tyler said.

“We’re going to check your story.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

“There’d better not be any holes in it,” Hess said.

“And you’d better hope my father is all right,” Tyler said. “I tried to tell you this is some twisted scheme. Your men had one job, and they blew it. Now, we have no idea who has him, where they are, or where they’re going.”

“We don’t need you messing around our investigation.”

“Clearly you do. If the Bureau can’t handle a simple prisoner transport, I don’t hold out much hope for real work.”

Hess jabbed a finger, and it took all of Tyler’s restraint not to grab it and snap it. “Stay. Out of it.”

“Try doing your job . . . and remember what I promised you.”

Hess spun on his heel and left without another word.
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Lexi groaned as the alarm on her phone went off at 7:00.

She tapped the screen to silence it, rubbed her eyes, and sat up. Emily and Kim would be out of bed soon, too. The three tried to align their schedules as much as they could considering each chose a different major. Thankfully, it wasn’t Lexi’s turn to whip up breakfast. She’d set the coffee maker the night before, and the aroma of fresh java wafted down the hall and helped her get to her feet. A few minutes later, she poured her first cup.

Emily joined her a moment later and fixed her own mug. While Emily and Lexi looked a fair bit alike, Lexi envied her friend’s ability to roll out of bed and look terrific. “Morning.”

“Morning,” Lexi said.

Kim emerged and filled the kettle with water. “We still haven’t converted you?” Emily asked.

“I know,” Kim said. “I’m good at math, and I drink tea. So Asian.” Kim was half-Asian, the prettiest of the three, and always fidgeting with her long black hair in some way. As if reading Lexi’s thoughts, she ran a few fingers through it.

“How full is the kettle?” Lexi wanted to know.

Kim shrugged. “At least half.”

“I thought you were good at math.”

“Fine,” Kim said, her grin brighter than it should have been given the early hour. “Sixty-one percent.”

“Exactly enough,” Lexi said. She grabbed two instant oatmeal packets from the pantry and dumped their contents into a bowl. When the hot water whistled a couple minutes later, Kim added some to her mug, and Lexi filled her bowl with the rest. Some blueberries and a splash of milk later, and she had a quick breakfast she could eat while getting some work in on her dad’s laptop.

“What’s going on?” Emily jerked her chin toward the computer. “It seems you only use that one when something is wrong.”

“Doing some research for my dad,” Lexi said.

“We’re being honest with each other . . . remember?”

Lexi nodded. She’d been forced to fess up after an Israeli assassin came to the building and mistook Emily for her. Dodging questions didn’t get her out of that particular mess. Kim and Emily gave Lexi the boot from the apartment for a week or so in the aftermath. While things had mostly gotten back to normal, Lexi knew she couldn’t withhold information from her friends if any of them might be exposed to danger. “We think someone’s trying to implicate my grandpa in a serious crime. It’s all bullshit. Whoever it is has it in for him.”

“Is he all right?” Kim asked.

“So far.”

“You going to class?”

“Maybe,” Lexi said.

“Good luck,” Emily offered. She and Kim both headed down the hall, leaving Lexi alone with her uninspiring breakfast and equally uninspiring results. She couldn’t find anyone obvious who held a grudge against her grandfather. Inevitably, some people wouldn’t like him, but no one jumped out to her as an obvious candidate to pin phony espionage charges on him.

After her friends left for their first classes, Lexi poured another cup of coffee. When she sat down again, her dad called. “You already awake?” he asked when she picked up.

“Yeah, since seven. Why . . . what’s going on?”

“Your grandfather was en route to a federal prison when someone broke him out of his transport.”

“What?”

“He’s missing,” her dad said. “The FBI was here already because I’m obviously their top suspect.”

“I know you didn’t do it, Dad.”

“Thankfully, I went to the shop and pulled a late night with Ortiz, so I have an alibi. The problem is we’re piling up the unknowns at this point. We can presume whoever’s framing your grandfather is also responsible for busting him out. We need to know who and why.”

“I’m working on it,” Lexi said. “Slow going and slim pickings so far. Grandpa was popular. He still is.”

“Not with everyone.”

Lexi sighed. “I’ll keep at it and see what I can find out.”

“Thanks, kiddo.” Her dad hung up. Lexi stared at the laptop screen. The machine came loaded with a bunch of tools which enabled her to gain all sorts of information through dubious means. None of it mattered now because she couldn’t uncover the important stuff. Lexi started interning at a private detective agency in the summer, and even though she cut her hours back once the fall semester began, she still put in some time. Maybe C.T. or T.J. could help her.

She would go to them if she needed to. For now, Lexi opened another browser window and got back to work. With her grandfather abducted by persons unknown, the clock ticked louder and faster now.


9




“Welcome to the Big Vinnie Velvet podcast. We have got a doozy for you today.”

“Do people still say ‘doozy’?” Tin Hat Tony—the show’s main producer and occasional second voice—asked.

“I do,” Vinnie said. “Not all the time. I think you need to work up to doozy status, but we got there on this one. Today, we’re going to talk about a guy who spent almost forty years in the United States Navy. Retired as a master chief, everybody loved him . . . yada yada. Turns out it’s all crap. He was a traitor back in the ‘eighties selling our country down the river to the Soviet Union.”

“You seen the woman he was giving the secrets to?” Tony asked.

“Sure did.”

“I woulda given her a lot more than just classified information. She was a babe.”

“I think I might have, too,” Vinnie said, “but I wasn’t the one with a clearance. Today, we’re talking about a man named Ezekiel Tyler. He goes by Zeke.”

“For good reason,” Tony chimed in.

Vinnie continued as if the producer never offered a comment. “Zeke was career Navy, and he has an impressive service record. I’ve seen it . . . at least the unclassified version of it. Everything on it will tell you he served honorably, and the men and women he met loved him. I’m going to tell you the only reason they loved him is because they didn’t know what he was really doing.

“Nobody knew at the time. This is how good Zeke Tyler was at hiding what he was really up to. A Soviet babe bats her eyelashes at him, and pretty soon, he’s plowing her on the regular and selling America down the river at the same time. He was married while all this was going on, by the way, so even if you don’t care about someone giving state secrets to the enemy, adulterers are assholes.”

“Total assholes,” Tony added.

“There’s finally an investigation into all this.”

Tony snorted. “Only took forty years!”

“The FBI is on it. So they say. We all know the feds don’t serve our interests. They take their orders from faceless bureaucrats in the deep state. These unknown people have finally decided it’s time for Zeke Tyler to pay for what he did. For four decades, they didn’t care at all. Now, after the Big Vinnie Velvet podcast was the first on this story, it’s a big deal. We’re making a difference here, folks.”

“Good thing this Zeke is behind bars,” Tony said.

“It would be a good thing,” Vinnie said. “Here’s the problem. Zeke Tyler got arrested and arraigned. He was being transported from the Baltimore field office to an out-of-state federal facility for holding. Guess what happened?”

“What?”

“Take a guess, Tony.”

“The old bastard croaked in the back of the van.”

Vinnie tapped an icon on his tablet, and a loud buzzer effect filled his headphones. “Wanna try again?”

“He got out somehow?”

This time, a three-bell ding ding ding rang in their ears. “He got out. It’s a federal transport. These guys know what they’re doing. We take the government to task a lot here, but they’re good at putting people into vans and driving them places. Easy enough job, right. So easy, a few FBI assholes could do it.”

“Or should be able to,” Tony said.

“Something happens to the transport,” Vinnie said. “We don’t know what. The feds ain’t talking. Too embarrassed no doubt. Either way, a geezer who sold his country out to the goddamn Soviets is free.”

“You think Putin did it?”

“I doubt it.” Vinnie chuckled. “We don’t know if the Russians were involved. Maybe they were protecting an old asset. I talked to Irina Malkin recently. She was Zeke’s handler by the way. She’s the babe he told everything to. She might be retired, but I’m sure others who were involved then are still active. Once KGB, always KGB.”

“Damn commies,” Tony grumbled.

“So maybe Irina or one of her friends had something to do with it. You know what else? Zeke Tyler has two sons. One is a retired Green Beret. He probably knows how to do something like this. Maybe the FBI should ask him where he was.” An image of John Tyler came onto the screen. Tony would see the same thing on his. “John Tyler is his name. Someone needs to ask this man some serious questions.”

“Yeah . . . someone should.”

They both snickered. Vinnie knew his legion of listeners would take up the cause. They’d done it before. The hosts technically weren’t instructing anyone to go out and harass other private citizens. The government loved trying to accuse people of inciting violence because it allowed them to chip away at the First Amendment. Vinnie and Tony knew where the line was, and while they might walk up to it, they knew better than to put so much as a toe on the other side. “He’s got a daughter, too. Alexis. Goes to Maryland. Pretty girl.”

“She could be my handler anytime,” Tony said with a lascivious laugh.

“Zeke Tyler is missing,” Vinnie declared, “and the FBI isn’t saying anything. I don’t know who took him. The feds might not even know. I just think people should have some hard questions for Zeke’s family.”

“The people demand answers.”

“The people demand answers,” Vinnie repeated.
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Tyler tried to get some more sleep after the FBI paraded through his house, but the interruption left him wide awake.

After a fruitless twenty minutes in his bed, Tyler hit the pavement for a two-mile run in the neighborhood. Once he got home, he headed to the basement for a little weight work and then beat the hell out of his heavy bag. All his frustrations about Zeke getting arrested on obviously phony charges, abducted from transport, and the FBI bungling the whole situation in their own inimitable way came out. While he wore MMA gloves on his hands, Tyler also walloped the bag with kicks along with elbow and knee strikes. He was sore at the end of it all and stood under a hot shower before getting dressed.

Tyler made coffee and wished he could do more. He hated sitting on the sidelines—especially now. His normal technique for looking into things usually involved punching or shooting someone, however, and the antagonists being the FBI rendered those tactics invalid. Lexi was helping. She at least worked in a PI’s office though calling her a trained investigator would be a stretch. Despite the grim situation, Tyler smiled at the thought of his daughter growing up to be a smart, capable, and remarkable young woman.

He was determined her grandfather would continue to be a part of her life.

For now, the best thing Tyler could do was wait for Lexi to uncover something. She’d already proved herself to be skilled with his old company’s laptop, and her time in the PI’s office added to her bag of tricks. Tyler didn’t see eye-to-eye with her boss C.T. Ferguson on a lot of things, but the arrogantly effective sleuth could definitely teach Lexi a thing or two about using computers to learn all sort of things—in both legal and less-than-legal ways. After guzzling two cups of coffee around a mediocre microwaved breakfast sandwich, Tyler climbed into his vintage Oldsmobile 442 and headed toward the shop.

As usual, he took Northern Parkway for most of the trip. It was the most direct route and least susceptible to the traffic plaguing the highway options. About ten minutes in, Tyler spotted the tail. Three cars back, a gray Honda SUV mirrored his movements when he changed lines. It never happened immediately, but whoever piloted the CR-V eventually put himself in the same lane as his quarry.

Tyler dialed the FBI field office. After a couple transfers and bouts of being on hold, he got connected to Hess. “Following me already?”

“What do you mean?”

“A gray CR-V on Northern Parkway,” Tyler said. “Not a typical fibbie vehicle, so good call there.”

“We’re not tailing you,” Hess said. “Your story checked out. David Ortiz vouched for you, and we accessed traffic camera footage putting your car where you said it would be at the relevant times. Before you ask . . . yes, we got warrants.”

If the FBI didn’t order someone to shadow Tyler, who did? The people who busted Zeke out of the van made the most likely culprits. “With me off the suspect list, you have anyone else in mind?”

“I’m not sharing our progress with you.”

“So . . . no,” Tyler said.

“You’re staying out of this, remember?”

“I would never disobey the instructions of an FBI man.”

Hess snorted. “Yeah, right.” He ended the call. Tyler kept an eye on his rearview mirror. The gray Honda remained there. He thought about trying some fancy driving to see if he could turn the tables on his pursuers, but traffic was too heavy. He stopped for too many red lights. Tyler took his trusty Sig Sauer from its holster in the door pocket, chambered a round, clicked on the manual safety, and tucked it under his left leg. The 442 had an automatic transmission—a more modern six-speed to replace the original four-gear slushbox—so he didn’t need to use his left leg in driving.

The CR-V never made a move on him, however. It advanced to two cars behind as Tyler neared the intersection where his shop stood. As he waited to turn, the Honda switched lanes and zoomed past him on the right. Tyler slumped lower in his seat and grabbed the gun, but the gray SUV drove by without incident. He let out a breath, made the turn, and wondered if anyone would follow him on the way home.
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After a fruitless morning of research, Lexi showered, dressed, and headed to campus.

It was a short drive down Route 1, but she got a late start, so the parking situation was terrible when she hunted for a spot. Ten minutes late to her second class, she slipped into the room and sat near the back. Professor Shah didn’t seem to notice—or didn’t care if he did. Lexi preferred instructors who weren’t sticklers for attendance. So far, she’d been pretty lucky in this respect.

When the class ended, Lexi walked two buildings farther along to her criminal justice class. It served as the introductory course for her major. She might have been the only junior in the room. With the exception of a couple career changers in their thirties, everyone looked to be in the ballpark of twenty. Still, most students chose their major sooner than Lexi did. Everyone in the class seemed nice, and she knew any feelings of awkwardness were on her. She thought of her grandfather, hoped he was all right, and wished she’d inherited a little more of his ability to talk to anyone and make friends easily.

Her summer working at the private investigative agency gave Lexi a crash course in the things she didn’t know. C.T. Ferguson wouldn’t be the best teacher when it came to doing things by the book, but he’d shown Lexi a few new computer tricks, and she picked up a great deal in her ten weeks of regular hours. They’d even worked a major case, taking down a duo planting explosives all over the city, and Lexi contributed significantly along the way. Today, she took notes by writing on her Android tablet. Later, it would digitize her scribbles as a PDF she could then review on any device.

Once the criminal justice class ended, Lexi endured one more lecture before she was done for the day. She was hungry, but the apartment held plenty of food. As Lexi headed back towards her lousy parking spot, she noticed two guys she’d never seen before. The University of Maryland featured a large campus with many thousands of students, but when you walked the same paths most days, you got to know certain faces.

These two—both looking older than the typical Terrapin student—were definitely new.

Lexi quickened her stride and hoped to get ahead of them, but they hustled along. She needed to take the sidewalk on the left in about twenty feet to get to her Accord, and the pair stood in the way. The grass remained wide open, but Lexi wouldn’t give these assholes the satisfaction of running. She wanted to know who sent them first. Both stood a little over six feet. One guy kept himself in shape, and the other needed to start declining second and third plates at the buffet. They both wore baseball caps with BVV in block letters. At five-eight, Lexi was almost as tall as the average man, but she gave away a lot of size to these two. Their longer legs meant they could also probably catch her—the fit one could at least—if she took off.

“You Alexis Tyler?” the tubby man demanded as he slipped a phone into his pocket. Probably looking at her picture for comparison.

“Who wants to know?”

“We figured,” his partner said. A few students moved around the trio blocking the path. With classes now starting, the number of people outdoors dwindled.

“Who sent you here?” Lexi asked.

Neither man answered.
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Tyler walked into the repair bay Ortiz worked in.

An old S-10 Blazer was on the lift. The current owner inherited the vehicle from his recently deceased mother, and after seeing little action on the road for a while, it needed the fluids flushed and some work on the suspension. “What’s up, boss?” Ortiz asked in his typical greeting. He offered it whether Tyler came to talk to him about a car or something much more off the books.

“I think someone followed me here.”

“You lose them?”

“Hard to in morning traffic,” Tyler said. “They kept going after I turned into the lot.”

“You think it’s related to your dad?”

“Has to be. Why else would someone tail me?”

“It’s not the FBI?” Ortiz wondered.

Tyler shook his head. “I asked the agent in charge, and he said no one was tailing me. My story checked out . . . they probably talked to you.” Ortiz bobbed his head in the affirmative. “For all his faults, I think agent Hess is a straight shooter, so I believe him. Whoever got my dad arrested also busted him out of transport and sent someone to keep an eye on me.”

“You have any idea who it might be?”

“None,” Tyler said, “but I’ll be thinking about it while I work on this old Mustang.” He headed to the next bay. A 1972 Mustang—the same year as Tyler’s 442—needed four new tires. Tyler had previously put new brakes on the car, so the owner used him again for this most recent job, shipping the new rubber directly to the shop. Tyler loosened the lugnuts with the car still on the ground. He always did it this way—the weight of the vehicle made it easier—and wondered why so many people waited for a car to be off terra firma first.

As he got the old tires off, Tyler wondered who might be responsible for everything. He kept coming back to the mysterious Russian woman—his dad called her Irina. She’d been friendly with Zeke, and Tyler immediately wondered just how friendly they’d gotten. His father would have still been married to Tyler’s mother then—her declining health factored into Zeke’s retirement decision, and she died a few months after he packed it in. Tyler blew out a long breath. He didn’t like this line of thought, but he needed to stick with it.

A few minutes later, Ortiz interrupted him. “I might have something, boss.”

“Already?”

Ortiz waved his hand. “You should listen to this.”

The two went to Tyler’s office. Ortiz showed him something on his phone. “Who the hell is Big Vinnie Velvet?” Tyler asked.

“A popular podcaster. The conspiracy folks love him because he basically gives credence to all their weird ideas.”

“And you think he’s onto my father?”

“Check it out.” Rather than look on Ortiz’s mobile, Tyler searched on his computer, finding the podcast’s homepage. One of the most recent entries was an interview with a woman named Irina Malkin.

“Shit,” Tyler muttered. He read the summary. A retired Soviet intelligence officer spills the tea about what she saw during her service—including her affair with a career U.S. Navy man who gave up America’s secrets as he lay in her bed. “Who says ‘spills the tea?’ Sounds like a high-school girl wrote this.”

“He has millions of listeners,” Ortiz said. “I know a few guys who have disappeared down some of the rabbit holes this idiot talks about.” Tyler chose a different episode and listened for a few minutes. He groaned and stopped the playback.

“I think my brain is about to force its way out of my ears,” he said. “How can anyone take this guy seriously?”

“Truckloads of people do. I don’t know if he’s behind it all, but he seems to be in on the story about your dad. It wouldn’t take much for some of his more unhinged fans to learn who you are and follow you.”

“There’s nothing on this page about me, though.”

“This prick has a Patreon,” Ortiz said, and Tyler didn’t reveal his ignorance as to what the hell a Patreon was. “People pay to listen to the episodes first. They’re the hardcore fans. If Vinnie has talked about you, they heard it first.”

A cold feeling gripped Tyler’s stomach. “If he’s gotten the word out, it might not stop at me.”

“Lexi,” Ortiz said.

“Yeah.” Tyler reached for his phone.


11




“You got a lot to answer for,” the fat guy said.

The pair still blocked Lexi’s path. Despite the obvious sight of two men intimidating a lone woman, no one stopped to intervene. By now, noon classes were underway, but a few scattered people—mostly men—milled around the area and walked on the paved paths between buildings. “I don’t have to answer for shit,” Lexi said, “especially not to you two idiots. Who the hell are you?”

“You got fight. I like it when they have some sp—ow!” The chubby one tried reaching his hand out toward Lexi’s cheek, and she answered with a hard chop to his wrist. He rubbed it and glared at her. While Lexi had taken kickboxing classes for four years and become proficient, she’d never squared off against two opponents like these. The last time a pair of men threatened her, they worked for a trafficker, and she fought them off long enough to reach her car. The Glock 19 in the glove compartment ended the encounter then. Lexi wondered if she would need it again now.

“We’re here to talk about your grandfather,” the other man said. He put a hand on the larger one’s shoulder to keep him in check.

“Nothing to say.”

“He’s a traitor.”

“You’re a moron.”

“We know way more than you think.”

Lexi snorted. “I doubt it. You either read or heard some idiot talking about stuff he doesn’t know and wouldn’t understand.” They both glowered, and Lexi wondered who she offended. “My grandfather spent almost forty years in the Navy. He’s done a damn sight more for his country than you or his critics ever will. Whoever you’re getting your info from either doesn’t know shit, or he’s making money lying to you.”

“You shouldn’t run your mouth,” the fit one said. His torso turned as his fist went back. Lexi was already in a defensive stance for something like this. It was a pretty powerful right cross headed directly for her jaw. Her left forearm stung as she blocked the strike high and wide, and her right fist followed, connecting with the guy’s nose. It snapped with a loud crack and a spurt of blood. When he moved his hands to cover it, his legs went straight. Lexi kicked him in the side of the right kneecap, and his leg buckled. The gym bro went down with another anguished cry.

The fat one glanced at his partner before fixing Lexi with another glare. “You and me, tons of fun,” she said. “You better than him?”

Fighting people like this could be challenging. The extra padding meant they could absorb more punishment than a typical opponent, and having to carry extra weight made them deceptively strong. A point in Lexi’s favor would be her clear speed advantage. She couldn’t waste time on typical strikes, however. Going after sensitive and vital areas was a must.

The punch was slow, and Lexi shifted to the left to let it pass. Her foot snapped up, catching her large foe between the legs before he could block it or get out of the way. He bent at the waist and retreated but didn’t go down. As Lexi moved forward, she heard someone holler, “What’s going on here?”

Two male students approached from the right. “They were giving me trouble,” Lexi said before the fat one could try and control the conversation.

“You should go,” one of the newcomers said. “Take your friend with you.” Lexi noted they were brave now that she’d already taken out one threat, but she was still glad for the assist.

“This ain’t over,” Tubby said as he wrangled the other guy to his feet.

“It’d better be,” Lexi said. The pair headed toward the parking lot, with the gym bro barely putting any weight on the leg Lexi kicked.

“You all right?” one of the students asked. They looked to be about her age, wore school hoodies and hats from a frat, and probably could have given the departing duo a good fight.

“I’ll be fine. Thanks for the help.” To their credit, both moved along without trying to chat her up or invite her to a party. There were still some good guys on campus. Lexi waited a few minutes before heading to her Accord Coupe. When she reached the lot, there was no sign of the losers who accosted her.
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Zeke awoke with a grunt of pain.

Everything seemed intact—he’d certainly been injured worse in his younger days—but the wrecking of his transport van left him stiff and sore. Joints popped as he sat and eventually stood. He was used to it by now, but these were not the aches and pains of advancing age. The bed was a double with a hard mattress and mismatched covers. Zeke grabbed his glasses from the small nightstand.

The walls enclosed a space maybe ten feet square. It was the size of a third or fourth bedroom in modern homes—and bigger than some of the quarters assigned to Zeke in the Navy. A closet with no door yawned open. A bar ran across it, but there were no hangers or anything else inside. Someone darkened the window and covered it with bars, but Zeke could discern the outline of a shrub. He was underground, probably in a basement. He still had no idea who trumped up the charges against him. Whoever did it would also be the most likely people responsible for his violent extraction from federal custody, but for what? Any secrets Zeke might have known in his active duty days were long past their useful shelf life.

It must have been some personal animus.

Still, he couldn’t come up with anything. At seventy-eight, Zeke had been retired for almost twenty-eight years. Many of the men and women he served with were dead. Even some of the young sailors he met later in his career were in the ground now. Whatever he did to anyone happened a generation ago. If someone held a grudge to this day, it had remained simmering for a ridiculous amount of time.

On the whole, this room was nicer than his cell at the FBI building, but at least then, Zeke knew who stood on the other side of the door. He searched the nightstand, the bedframe, under the mattress, and inside the closet. Nothing he could use as a weapon or to try and make an escape. Three hard raps sounded on the door, and someone unlocked it. Zeke stood nearby. A burly man entered and set a tray of food on the bed. It held a small carton of milk, a cup of black coffee, a sandwich with indeterminate meat between the bread, and a sealed bag of potato chips. “Are you all right?” the new arrival asked in an accent Zeke couldn’t place. Somewhere from eastern Europe, he figured, but he couldn’t get any more specific.

“Good enough.”

The man bobbed his head once and turned to leave. “Where am I?” Zeke wanted to know. The fellow stopped and spun back around. He was tall—probably six-three—and built like he spent his fair share of time at the gym. He wore his dark hair short, was dressed in all black, and sported a neat beard. He provided no answer. “Who’s keeping me here?”

Silence again served as the only reply. The man spun on his heel again and left, the lock clicking into place behind him. At least he left food and coffee. Zeke had been hungry even in the transport van last night—or whenever it was—and he would always welcome some hot java. Considering he knew nothing about where he was or who held him, he wondered if the food and drink would be drugged. Poison seemed unlikely. Why spring him from custody and give him a room only to kill him at breakfast? Zeke weighed the risk, sipped the coffee, and sampled one bite of the sandwich—turkey, as it turned out. If he felt funny after a few minutes, he would stop.

When he didn’t, he finished the meal including the coffee and milk. The tray was a flimsy piece of plastic unfit for use as a weapon. He set it near the door in the hope his next visitor might trip on it. All he could do at this point was wait, so Zeke stretched out on the bed again.
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Tyler hated feeling helpless and powerless.

Someone made a compelling if completely bogus case against his father, got the old man arrested, and then busted him out of his federal transport. Now, no one even knew if Zeke was still alive let alone where he might be. Lexi worked on figuring out who was behind it all. Until she had answers, there was little for Tyler to do. The FBI wouldn’t share information with him, and he couldn’t compel them to without resorting to very illegal means. None of which would benefit his father in the slightest.

Tyler recalled the words a captain said to him years ago: “You like waiting in the micro sense but not the macro.” It was true. Tyler could be extraordinarily patient while on an operation, but he didn’t like sitting around. Back in the day, intelligence reports took time. Now, his daughter provided the closest thing, and he still needed to show patience.

As with the prior night, Tyler threw himself into his work. Smitty left a little after five, and Tyler insisted Ortiz go home around seven. “We have a pretty new security system,” he said. “If someone comes for me here, I’ll be ready.” Ortiz told Tyler to call him if something came up, but he got into his truck and drove away. Once alone, Tyler finished installing new brake rotors and pads on a bright red Trans Am. When he lowered the car back to the concrete, it was almost eight PM.

Might as well call it a night.

As he headed along Northern Parkway toward his house, Tyler again spotted a tail. This time, it was a silver Toyota Camry. Even though whoever followed him probably knew where he lived, Tyler didn’t want to lead them there. What if Lexi drove back to the house after her classes? He merged onto I-83 and worked his way south toward downtown Baltimore. The Camry remained two cars to the rear.

Tyler took the highway until it terminated and became President Street. While there were cars and people around, the city wouldn’t be a hotbed of activity on a Tuesday evening. Tyler stayed straight, eventually entering a roundabout and heading left onto Aliceanna Street. There, he lucked into a spot at the curb when someone pulled away as he approached. The Camry kept going, its driver apparently not willing to park illegally.

After tucking the Sig into his waistband, Tyler got out and checked the meter. Forty-five minutes left. He walked slowly along the road, making sure whoever tailed him could still see him. With little foot traffic, his brown bomber jacket would be easy to spot—normally a liability but not today. When he reached Central Avenue, he made a right. There were plenty of lots and garages in the area for the Camry. Another pedestrian walked behind him and also veered to the right. Tyler wondered if the passenger got out while the driver hunted for a spot. It would be the only way for a two-man crew to keep him in sight.

A block later, Tyler headed left on Lancaster. He didn’t come to the Harbor East area of Baltimore often. If Tyler ever wanted to visit Whole Foods—he did not—he could go to the one a few minutes from his front door. The other businesses in the area seemed similarly swanky and interested in catering to a younger crowd with more disposable income than he’d ever had.

Whoever followed him must have suspected Tyler didn’t come here for window shopping. If they knew who he was and where he lived, it stood to reason whoever sent these two had conducted additional research. Tyler used a store window to check behind himself. A second man had joined the first. Both wore faded denim jackets and didn’t appear to be armed. Tyler kept going, backing off the pace a little so the duo could catch up. If they wanted a confrontation, he would give them one, and then he’d get some answers.
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Lexi knew it was time to come clean.

Emily and Kim returned to the apartment hours ago. As usual, everyone disappeared to her respective bedroom for a while. Homework served as the official reason, though it was also a time to listen to music, check social media, and chat with friends. By now, everyone would be hungry for dinner. Lexi rummaged through the fridge, found some useful ingredients, and started cooking.

All three women loved paninis, and the press on the counter got serious use. Kim preferred hers without meat, so Lexi sauteed some fresh vegetables while she worked on assembling carnivorous sandwiches for Emily and herself. When the second panini went into the press, her roommates emerged, both sniffing the air like dogs who just caught a scent of someone’s dinner. “I didn’t know I wanted a panini,” Emily said, taking a seat at their small dining table, “but good call.”

“Aww, you did the mushrooms and peppers,” Kim added. “Thanks, Lexi.”

“Sure.” She plated the second sandwich, presented both to her friends, and put hers into the machine. “Enjoy.”

“Garçon,” Emily said, “do I get a drink with this?”

“Garçon means boy.”

“Garçonita, do I get a drink with this?” Emily asked while Kim covered her mouth and snickered.

Lexi chuckled as she took her sandwich out of the press. “I’m pretty sure that’s not a word. Also, I think a French person just died because you said it.” She carried her plate to the table and joined her friends.

They all ate their paninis in silence for a few minutes. Lexi’s was turkey, Black Forest ham, cheese, pickle slices, and mustard. Even the more adventurous Emily wrinkled her nose at it. The delay gave Lexi time to work up the courage to tell her friends the latest. In addition to the Israeli assassin menacing Emily, an active shooter on campus last year targeted Lexi while her friends happened to be with her. Kim still bore a scar on her forehead from a large piece of glass. Lexi had never fessed up about why the shooter was there—something about her dad going after a militia—and she wouldn’t do so today. She told herself it was an older secret, one which sprang into being before the more recent pact of honesty.

“I want to tell you what’s going on,” Lexi said as she finished half her sandwich. “We’re being honest with each other, and the situation with my grandpa has gotten worse.”

“What’s happened?” Kim asked, her brows creasing. The edge of the scar showed past her hair, which she normally styled to hide it.

“I told you someone had it in for him.” Both of Lexi’s friends bobbed their heads. “We don’t know who it is, but they managed to get him arrested on some bullshit charges.”

“Oh my gosh,” Emily said.

“It gets worse. We don’t know where he is because someone busted him out of his transport van. The FBI thought my dad did it.” Lexi snorted. “He didn’t, of course, but he’s obviously worried about his father. I’m doing what I can to figure out what’s going on.” She paused for a sigh. “I can’t imagine someone coming here. It’s not like associating me to my dad or grandpa would be hard, but I don’t see the point.” Lexi wondered whether to mention the two men who harassed her earlier. How far would her campaign of honesty go?

Emily set her sandwich down and frowned. “You don’t think anyone will come here again, do you?”

“To the apartment?” Lexi said. “No. I had a couple jerks yelling at me on campus earlier. The word is out somehow.” She waved a hand. “It’s fine. They were just loud idiots.” Loud idiots sent by someone, and Lexi still needed to figure out who pulled the strings.

“Are you going to stay away from campus for a while?” Kim wanted to know.

“Maybe.” Lexi shrugged. “I haven’t thought about it. I’ve spent most of my time worrying about my grandpa and trying to find out what I can.”

“Why does this shit keep happening to your family?” Emily asked.

“I wish I knew,” Lexi said.
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As the pair approached Tyler, he realized they didn’t have the street to themselves.

A few people milled about on the opposite side, along with two couples farther along. Any confrontation would attract attention, but bullets drew the most. Tyler would need to keep the Sig where it was unless these clowns forced his hand. “Hey!” one of them hollered, catching the attention of the folks across the road. “Hey! You!”

Tyler stopped and turned. A bit closer to the pair, he could size them up better. Both were a little over six feet tall and big. They carried some muscle no doubt, but also extra pounds which would slow them a certain degree. One blond and the other brown-haired, they both wore baseball caps with BVV in block letters. Their short-sleeved Polo-style shirts featured a small hammer where the Ralph Lauren logo might have been. “What do you want?”

The brunette carried a phone, and he moved it closer to Tyler. “Two Velvet Hammers here in Baltimore, and we’ve found John Tyler, son of the traitor⁠—”

“What did you call yourselves?” Tyler broke in.

“What?”

“The term you used. What was it?”

The blond puffed out his chest when he said, “Velvet Hammers” as if it were something to be proud of.

“Seriously?” Tyler snorted. “No grown man should refer to himself as a velvet anything.”

“This ain’t about us,” the brown-haired one barked, moving the phone closer to Tyler. He was clearly filming the encounter. To what ends and for whom were the pertinent questions. “You’re John Tyler, and your father’s a traitor.”

“My father served honorably. All the charges against him are bullshit.” Tyler turned to leave when the blond grabbed him.

“We’re going to get answers,” he insisted.

“What you’re going to get is hurt. Let go of me.”

The light-maned guy maintained his grip. Tyler brought his left arm up, dislodging the hand from his jacket. At the same time, he thrust his weight forward and led with his elbow, slamming it into his adversary’s solar plexus. The man backed away sucking wind. Tyler turned to regard the other idiot. “You going to get in my face, too?”

When he didn’t move the phone, Tyler snatched it from his surprised fingers and stopped the recording. It didn’t look like the guy used an app like Instagram to record the video, but Tyler couldn’t claim much expertise in this area. He stepped to a nearby bollard and whacked the phone against its unyielding metal top twice.

“Hey!” the owner protested. Tyler threw the damaged mobile onto the roof of the closest building. It was a two-story structure filled with the kinds of shops he’d never consider entering unless he were desperate to buy a gift. “That was my phone.”

“It still is,” Tyler said. “You want it back? Climb up and get it.”

“Maybe I want to send you up there after it.”

“Your threat wouldn’t have worked very well before your friend started sucking wind.” The blond still stood a few paces back, hands on his hips. “It’s pretty worthless now.”

The other guy’s brown eyes focused on something over Tyler’s shoulder before moving toward the street and waving frantically. “Officer!” A police car meandered along, and the driver guided it to the curb. The animated display continued. “This man assaulted my friend and me for no good reason.” As if on cue, the blond bent at the waist again. He was like a soccer player flopping for a yellow card or penalty kick. Tyler was hemmed in by a building to his left, the two idiots in front of and behind him, and the cop car to the right. Two officers climbed out, one much younger than the other.

“We’d like to press charges,” the lighter-haired one chimed in, wheezing a little for added effect.

“Sir,” the younger cop said, positioning his large frame at arm’s length from Tyler. “You’re going to need to come with us.”
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Lexi finally felt like she might make a breakthrough.

To get to this point, she needed to make a few assumptions. She remembered her dad telling her the danger of assuming years ago—hearing, “you make an ass out of you and me” was scandalous to ten-year-old Lexi. Her PI boss C.T. Ferguson talked about the value of challenging presumptions and what you might discover when you do. To help discover what happened to her grandfather, Lexi figured the transport van was in the process of taking him to a federal prison.

While he’d been accused of a terrible crime, her grandfather was an elderly man with no criminal record and former JAG lawyer as counsel. He probably got remanded to a minimum security facility. She’d looked up the closest possibilities and then tried to narrow her results. The FBI wouldn’t publicize one of their vans getting knocked over, but someone might have mentioned it on the record. She discovered one such incident recounted recently in a small Virginia newspaper.

A federal agent who spoke on the condition of anonymity confirms a transport van came under attack last night. Three agents—two from the FBI and one US Marshal—died in the assault. The whereabouts of a prisoner headed to minimum security lockup remain unknown.

The combination of a small town and the low security destination meant it wouldn’t be a big story. Lexi realized this was another assumption, but the lack of major coverage confirmed her hypothesis. She found the likely destination facility, plotted the common routes from the FBI field office in Baltimore, and looked for spots where armed men might make a move. Logistics prevented them from doing it on the highway, and even at night, anyone with a few brain cells to rub together wouldn’t conduct a strike in the center of a city. These factors made county roads the most likely spot.

After an hour of looking for cameras, she got a hit.

A general store with a security camera hanging off the side picked up footage of a collision. Lexi used a special search engine to hunt for the electric eyes, and when she found one, she tried known default credentials to gain access. Her dad’s old laptop had all these capabilities built in. While some devices rejected her login attempts, the out-of-the-box username and password worked most of the time.

She played the footage. An FBI van made a left turn and got violently T-boned by a large Chevy SUV. Two men climbed out, drew pistols, and muzzle flashes told the rest of the story. They dragged a man from the back of the van. Resolution prevented Lexi from making a positive ID of her grandfather, but the prisoner’s size and gait were right. Who else could it be? The two shooters put her grandpa into a waiting Range Rover which then sped away from the scene.

Lexi rewound until she got a clear look at the luxury SUV. Her dad’s voice saying, “Never drive a British car” played in her head. When the Chevy plowed into the van, the force drove the FBI vehicle into the middle of the intersection and a little to the top of the frame. The Range Rover pulled up, and with the other two rigs out of the way, the camera offered a shot of the license plate. Lexi grabbed a screen shot, saved it, and disconnected from her illicit access.

She had more work to do.
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Tyler didn’t know how long he’d been in the interview room.

The younger officer on the scene made a big deal about his gun even though he told them about it early. Thankfully, the older one favored a calm approached, took the firearm, and checked Tyler’s concealed carry permit. Cooler heads prevailed. After his initial intake at Central Booking, a detective barged in and fired off a few questions. Tyler provided basic and unhelpful answers until the plainclothes cop left in a huff.

Since then, he waited.

The two idiots at the scene said they wanted to press charges, and the detective confirmed this. Tyler definitely smashed the phone, which probably carried some misdemeanor charge. Assault would be harder to prove as it would be his word against the other pair’s. The street featured a lot of shops, many of them new. It only took one with a camera pointing in the right direction to prove his point.

Still, even though a lawyer could get him released, Tyler didn’t need the distraction of a pending court appearance. Finding his father remained the priority, and he couldn’t do it from a courthouse or a jail cell. As usual, the cops favored leaving him alone for long stretches. Tyler valued silence and patience from his time in active duty. He tended not to run half-cocked into a situation, and he was more than content to stare at someone without saying much of anything. These attributes tended not to win him points with the police of course.

Tyler thought about the two guys who accosted him. They referred to themselves as Velvet Hammers, an absurd moniker for grown men to adopt, but they were clearly part of some club or collective. They must have been doing someone else’s bidding when they found him. It was logical to assume the same person also abducted his father. Tyler drew in and released a deep breath. He didn’t want to appear agitated on camera—the cops would stall even more if he did—but he couldn’t waste much more time in this stupid room.

A few minutes later, the door opened, and Captain Leon Sharpe blotted all the light from the hallway before entering. Tyler knew Sharpe from the Army. The captain stood six-six and probably weighed about 280 pounds. He looked like he could bulldoze an offensive tackle, shove the lineman’s car out of the way for good measure, and then piledrive the quarterback. His bald black head gleamed even in the so-so lighting of the interview room. “Tyler.”

“Leon.”

Sharpe sat across from Tyler, and the metal chair creaked in protest. “Your dad landed in the soup.”

“You’ve heard.”

“I also heard the FBI seems to have misplaced him,” Sharpe said. “They ask you about it?”

“They did.”

“And”

“I had an alibi,” Tyler said. “I’m also not the type to kill three federal agents. What’s going on, Leon?”

“The detective you spoke to was . . . encouraged . . . to find security camera footage of your little run-in. Turns out a place across the street captured the whole thing. We saw them assault you first. There won’t be any charges.”

Tyler smirked. “My thanks to whoever provided the encouragement.”

“You shouldn’t have smashed the one guy’s phone, though.”

“It might still work. He can climb up and get it.”

“What’s going on with your father?”

“Someone’s making him out to be a traitor.”

“You know who?” Sharpe asked. Tyler shook his head. “How about why?”

“There’s no easy answer.”

“Anyone ever tell you you’d make a shitty detective?”

“I would thank them if they did,” Tyler said. “We’re presuming it must be some old grudge from the Navy, but he’s been retired for a generation now.”

Sharpe drummed his fingers on the metal table, creating a sound like small-caliber handguns firing in the distance. “You want any help, let me know. Maybe you’ll need someone who actually knows how to investigate something.”

“Could you recommend somebody?”

Sharpe chuckled. “Get the hell out of here, Tyler.”

Tyler collected his gun and personal effects. Central Booking was a good hike away from where he’d left his car, so for maybe the third time in his life, Tyler summoned an Uber.
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Lexi wanted to be sure she had all the information.

This was her chance to help her grandfather. The FBI certainly wouldn’t lift a finger. They only saw a fugitive they wanted back in custody—probably to add more charges and relegate the old man to a much tougher facility. Lexi couldn’t let it happen. She knew her dad would act on whatever intel she came up with, so it had to be good.

Right now, everything hinged on the Range Rover and the license plate. She figured either the SUV or the tag were stolen—maybe both. Her screencap wasn’t clear thanks to the camera’s resolution and the distance of the intersection. She could tell it was a Pennsylvania plate. Two states away. If someone were dumb enough to use his own vehicle for the operation, who from Pennsylvania would want to frame and abduct her grandfather? Lexi made out six of the seven characters. She was pretty sure the unclear one was a number. This created ten possibilities.

The laptop provided the capability to search license plates with up to two wildcard characters. Nine results came back from her query—the tenth set were expired and turned in by their owner. The elimination process turned out to be easy. Only one belonged to a Range Rover, and from what Lexi knew of the model line, it was the vehicle in the footage.

A knock on her bedroom door nearly made her jump out of the seat. She closed the laptop lid most of the way before saying, “Come in.” Her roommates opened the door and entered.

“You okay?” Kim asked. Her eyes flicked to the laptop’s hidden screen, and she frowned.

“I’m fine.”

“Doesn’t look like you’re doing homework.”

“Trying to help my dad and grandpa,” Lexi said.

“You getting anywhere?” Emily wanted to know.

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Let’s see.”

“What?”

“You’re in here doing real work while Emily and I are on Insta,” Kim said. “We want to see what you do to figure stuff like this out.”

Lexi’s fingers closed on the laptop lid, and she paused. Outside of her short time as an intern, she’d never shared any of this work with anyone other than her dad, grandpa, or one of their dangerous associates. Emily and Kim were her best friends. What was the harm? “All right. This laptop is pretty cool. It’s from the company my dad used to work for. Some of the guys made it to have some . . . interesting capabilities.”

“Like hacking?” Kim asked.

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“But you still need to know how to do a bunch of it.”

“I’ve learned a bunch in the last few years. The truth is this machine is really capable. Someone could do a ton of harm without much knowledge.”

“You have the knowledge, though,” Emily said. “What have you learned about your grandpa so far?”

Lexi laid out what she’d found. She showed them a few of the artifacts of her search, mostly screenshots she’d taken at various stages of the investigation. Both Emily and Kim leaned in at the images of the snatch and grab, especially the Range Rover and its license plate. She then walked them through the process of trying to figure out who owned the SUV—including the digit she couldn’t make out. Both of them also thought it was a number.

“What are your next steps?” Kim said when Lexi finished.

“I want to make sure I have it all right,” Lexi said. “Once I do, I’ll pass it on to my dad.”

“What’s he going to do?”

“I think he’ll find a way to solve the problem.”
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Tyler drove home and grabbed one of his go bags.

He kept a few, each earmarked for a specific purpose and in various stages of completion. This duffel held enough clothes for a few days in case he needed to get out of the house. Tyler made sure everything inside the bag was appropriate for the weather, added some supplies from his bathroom, and packed a travel easel with some basic watercolors and supplies. When the first was full, he grabbed a smaller duffel. This one held another pistol, an M4 carbine, and spare magazines for both. He used extra packing paper from the packages he got to prevent the metallic components from clanging into one another.

Before he headed out, Tyler texted Lexi. It was late, but he knew she’d still be awake. She tended not to go to bed early, plus trying to figure out what happened to her grandfather would keep her up until all hours.

I’m headed to a hotel. Two guys accosted me. Called themselves Velvet Hammers. I handled it, but I don’t want people coming to the house looking for me or you. You all right?




Had a couple jerks get in my face too. I’m fine. Can I call you?




I thought your generation preferred to text and tweet.




And I thought yours preferred rotary phones. [image: winking face]




As if on cue, Tyler’s phone rang a moment later. “Why didn’t you tell me two guys confronted you on campus?”

“I’m fine, Dad. Really. They were just jerks.”

“What were they wearing?”

“I don’t know,” Lexi said. “Why?”

“The pair who came after me wore baseball caps with BVV on them and Polo shirts with a hammer where the little horse guy should be.” He thought about the insignia and the fact they referred to themselves as Velvet Hammers. Velvet . . . where did he hear it recently? The podcaster Big Vinnie Velvet. Tyler thought the man was a loud boor with a terrible show geared toward idiots. Could the pair who accosted him be the sort of inner circle listeners Ortiz referred to?

“Now that you mention it,” Lexi said, “my guys wore the same hats. I didn’t get a good look at their shirts, though. Who do you think it is?”

“Not sure,” Tyler said. “Maybe you can look it up.”

“Sure. I want to let you know I’m looking into Grandpa’s abduction.”

“And?”

“I might have something,” Lexi said. “Still a couple details to run down.”

“The FBI is probably doing a lot of the same work.”

“We’d better hope I get to the answer faster, then,” Lexi said. For all her knowledge and hard work, she would have been starting behind the curve. The feds knew where everything happened. Looking for footage and pulling whatever they could find would have been high on the priority list. Lexi’s advantage came in the lack of bureaucratic hoops to jump through. She didn’t need a warrant, and Tyler’s old Patriot laptop could do much of the illicit heavy lifting.

“Let me know when you have something definitive,” he said. “In the meantime, I’ll be at a hotel under an assumed name.”

“Some obscure former Oriole?”

Tyler grinned. “You know it. Should I get a room for you, too?”

“No, I’ll be fine. The apartment is secure, and I’ll stay away from your house.”

“Try to keep your campus visits to a minimum, too,” Tyler told her. “It’s a big place, but a couple idiots already found you once. They must have gotten your schedule.”

“Don’t worry, Dad. I’ll let you know what I find.”

“Thanks, kiddo. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” Tyler ended the call. He grabbed a wad of emergency cash. He needed enough to cover at least three nights at a hotel, plus a bribe for the clerk to skip pesky details like credit cards and ID checks.

His car would make him easy to track. There weren’t many dark green Oldsmobile muscle cars on the road. Three years ago, Tyler came into possession of a white Tesla Model X SUV. Its former owner was among Tyler’s old unit mates who abducted Lexi and tried to kill him to satisfy their former commander’s poisonous agenda. When all was said and done, Tyler and Lexi kept the electric SUV as spoils of war. They were far more common on Maryland streets than the 442.

With the Tesla keys in his pocket and a short stack of bills in his wallet, Tyler grabbed his duffels and headed for the door.
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Zeke marched into the NCIS office.

He’d been waiting for an update on the case. The two people assigned to it were a civilian investigator and a petty officer first class. They’d done a good enough job so far even if Zeke helped them by making some persistent inquiries of his own. He wondered how many suicides the office investigated. Zeke had only encountered a handful, but each was brutal in different and depressing ways.

He found the civilian, a wiry man named Tony Deer. Deer was tall with large hands and a head of hair which must have gone gray in his twenties. It made him look older even if his face said he hadn’t hit forty yet. He nodded when Zeke approached. “Chief.”

“Ralf Bracker is going to pay for the funeral,” Zeke said.

Deer blinked and tapped on his keyboard. Each stroke came with a loud clack. A boxy monitor covered much of the desk. The price you paid for nineteen inches of real estate. Younger sailors seemed willing to pay it. Zeke appreciated the ease of reading text on the larger monitors, but he got by with seventeen-inch models. Those were just light enough to pick up and carry whenever he needed to rearrange something. “I thought I told you not to talk to him,” Deer said.

“He’s one of my men . . . and his actions led another of my men to hang himself.” When Deer remained silent, Zeke added, “Jesus Christ. Tell me you’ve confirmed adultery at least. Bracker was sleeping with Katie Young.”

“We know.”

“Good. Get rid of the son of a bitch, then.”

“Chief Tyler, we’re talking about two young people who may well be in love.”

“You never impressed me as a romantic,” Zeke said. “Here’s something I love. The Uniform Code of Military Justice. Article one-thirty-four forbids adultery and⁠—”

“I’m aware, Chief,” Deer broke in.

“Then, I expect you to do something about it. I want that prick on the beach.”

“You want to run him out of the Navy?”

“Damn right. A good man hanged himself because Bracker couldn’t keep it in his pants. Young’s widow is a piece of work, too, but I can’t do much about her. One of these years, she’ll realize what happened and the role she played in it. For now, I want Bracker gone, and if you’re not going to push for it, I’ll find someone who will.”

Deer put up his hands. “I think you pushing for it will be a factor. If you really think it’s best for the Navy, I’ll recommend it in my report, too, but your opinion is going to carry more weight. Bracker’s young, though. Getting booted from the service before he’s even twenty-five won’t be easy. Don’t you have a son around the same age, Chief?”

“Yeah,” Zeke acknowledged.

“What if it were him?”

“He knows better. His mother and I raised him right.”

“He’s in the Army?”

Zeke bobbed his head. “Green Berets.”

Deer offered an appreciative nod. “Congratulations. Why couldn’t you get him to join a real service?”

“He gets seasick.” Zeke chuckled. “There isn’t enough Dramamine in the country to keep him from turning green if he had to spend two years on a boat.”

“I only mention this because Bracker has a family,” Deer said. “I’m sure you’re proud of your son like Bracker’s father is of Ralf.”

“My son’s not an asshole. He wouldn’t mess with a married woman and knock her up. Do we know if Ralf fathered one of the Young kids or two?”

“One, but we’re still waiting on results for the second.”

“Either is too many. On top of it all, the poor kid will have no memory of the man who should have been his father.” Zeke stood. “Let’s make sure we get rid of Bracker. I don’t need him. The Navy doesn’t need him. He can rot in hell.”

“All right, Chief,” Deer said. “I’ll recommend it, too, but you know it’s out of both our hands.”

Zeke smiled. “You let me worry about the resolution. Maybe tell Bracker to buy a beach umbrella with his last paycheck from Uncle Sam.”

Zeke left the office. He knew a boatload of people from his long career, and any of a half-dozen officers who owed him favors could seal Ralf Bracker’s fate. As Zeke walked into the parking lot, the sun became unbearably bright, and then he realized he’d been dreaming. He squinted against the overhead light in his room as two men stood inside the door. Neither looked happy to see him.
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The pair were both big and brawny like professional football players. As Zeke slipped his glasses on, he realized one of them had brought him food earlier. It might have been yesterday, but Zeke had no way to tell time in here. Two other men now entered the room. They were smaller and older, close to Zeke’s age. The small area quickly became crowded.

One of the older men strode toward the bed. He was about Zeke’s height but a little bulkier. He dressed well, with polished shoes, a nice pair of pants, and a gray peacoat over a pressed white button-down shirt. His hair was gray, but he had a full head of it. Zeke involuntarily touched his thinning hair. “You know who I am?” the newcomer asked.

“No.” A small part of Zeke’s mind wondered at the relevance of the dream. He hadn’t wasted a thought on former Petty Officer Ralf Bracker in years.

“My name is Dirk. Dirk Bracker.” Zeke tried to keep his expression neutral. The other man made no comment, so he must have succeeded. “I think you remember my son.”

“I do,” Zeke said.

“Twenty-three years old, and you ran him out of the Navy. You know what effect an other than honorable discharge has on someone looking for a job? To build a life and career?”

“OTH wasn’t my call. I pushed for a bad conduct discharge.”

Dirk Bracker’s brows knitted, and the lines above and around his eyes deepened. “Matt Young wasn’t worth my son’s future. He was a wimp who couldn’t keep his whore of a wife in line. Some women need a firm hand.” Bracker tapped Zeke’s chest. “Men of our generation get it. They step out of line, you cuff them around, and the problem takes care of itself.” Zeke remained silent. “Katie Young never learned those lessons.”

“Neither did your son, apparently,” Zeke said. “It takes two to tango.”

“Ralf was young and in love. Did you know he tried to make it work with Katie?” When Zeke didn’t answer, Bracker waved a hand. Two burly men approached, each grabbing one of Zeke’s arms and holding him in place. A third stepped close and drew his fist back. Zeke clenched his abdominal muscles, but the punch hammered the wind from his body. Only the two guys holding him upright prevented him from folding in half. “Did you?” Bracker insisted.

“No,” Zeke sputtered.

“He did. I told him to move on. Whores like her were a dime a dozen. The two had a child, though, and Ralf wanted to do the right thing.” Dirk let out a rueful chuckle. “You’ll never guess what happened next.”

“She got knocked up by somebody else.”

“She did. Of course, it took a couple years of my son paying for everything before she admitted it. He fell into a depression then, and he never really crawled out of it. When his contract ended, he struggled to get a job. Did you know Ralf killed himself later?”

“I’d heard. You probably don’t want to hear this from me, but I’m sorry for your loss. Parents shouldn’t bury their children.”

Dirk made another gesture, and the same musclehead blasted the wind from Zeke’s lungs again with another gut punch. “You’re right,” Dirk said. “They shouldn’t . . . but I had to, and it’s all because of you.” Zeke figured Dirk must have realized Ralf’s role in everything, but bringing it up now would only get him battered worse. In his younger days, he might have been able to fight off these three apes. At the very least, he’d make sure a couple went to the hospital. Now, they could beat him to death, and he wouldn’t be able to put up much if any resistance. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

“Ezekiel Tyler, Master Chief, US Navy. Five seven six nine nine two five.”

Dirk snorted. “You think you can play name, rank, and service number with me?”

“Ezekiel Tyler, Master Chief, US Navy. Five seven six nine nine two five.”

Another gesture, and another powerful punch. This time, the two guys holding Zeke’s arms let him go, and he folded onto all fours. “You have years of pain to answer for, Chief. It’s only going to get worse from here. For you at least. I’m going to enjoy it.” The group filed out of the room, leaving Zeke wheezing on the floor.
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Lexi kept digging into the owner of the Range Rover.

Between her dad’s laptop and what she learned working for the Ferguson Detective Agency, she knew how to gather information from an array of sources and put it together. C.T. Ferguson had developed and refined a script that scraped various social media sites to compile a composite profile of someone. Lexi used it in her duties as an intern and made sure she snagged a copy for her own use. It went beyond what the laptop could do by itself.

The owner of the Range Rover—a man named Enzo Amato—was in his thirties and did not have much of an online presence. Most people his age were active on social media, and this made gathering information and drawing conclusions easier. Her dad’s generation took a more skeptical approach. Amato’s generation tended to overshare.

Still, Lexi worked with what she had. It would be enough.

The man listed himself on LinkedIn—the platform where he was most active—as a security consultant who worked for a restaurant group. Lexi found this a curious pairing. How many eateries needed armed muscle? All businesses could use security in one form or another, but Lexi figured stopping employees from stealing cash, walking out with meals, and skimming customers’ credit cards were the big three in the food industry.

Amato lived and worked in Pennsylvania, the same state the group was headquartered in. Lexi dove into that next. Marco De Fazio chaired the company which operated four restaurants and a supply company. As far as she could tell, all aspects of the business were successful and had been from the start. About half of all restaurants closed within their first year of operation. Lexi couldn’t help wondering if the company served as a front for illicit activities. The Baltimore mob queen openly operated a restaurant in Little Italy after all, taking over for her father who did the same for decades prior.

A few minutes of research told her De Fazio was probably in a similar boat. While his possible status as a small-time capo was unclear, plenty of rumors about him being “connected” had floated around for years. Lexi sipped her coffee and kept going. She’d been hungry for a while but wanted to get some solid information for her dad. Emily and Kim left for class a couple hours ago, and Lexi eschewed breakfast to get more research time.

De Fazio’s flagship operation was a self-named restaurant called Marco’s. Street views showed it occupied a large building. A few minutes of additional research showed it had once been a hotel, and the above-ground floors underwent extensive renovations to turn the place into a well-regarded eatery. No reports mentioned the fate of the basement. It could have been intact, and it had plenty of room to house refrigerators, store supplies . . . and even stash a prisoner.

It was by far the best lead.

Lexi spent a little while confirming details before calling her father. “I think I have something,” she said when he picked up.

“Pretty quick.”

“I wish I could have done it last night, actually.”

“You needed some rest,” her dad said. “It’s fine. Tell me what you found.”

Lexi ran down everything from the license plate at the accident scene to De Fazio’s restaurant group. “Based on what the building used to be,” she said, “they could have rooms in the basement to keep a prisoner.”

“Sounds promising. Can you send me the info?”

“Check your email. It’s all there.”

“I will. Thanks, kiddo.”

“Be careful, Dad. I have no idea if Grandpa will be there, but this place seems like a front for the mob. There will probably be a few enforcers there.”

“Don’t worry, Lexi. I won’t go there alone.”
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Tyler stopped the job he’d been working on to review what Lexi sent him.

She did a good job with everything. He’d received worse intelligence reports while deployed to Afghanistan. Lexi sent screen shots from Zeke’s extraction and a short video of the whole thing. Tyler watched it. A suburban rammed the van and disabled it, two men executed the agents, and they then grabbed Zeke and herded him into a waiting Range Rover. Quick, brutal, and efficient. If planning the operation, Tyler would have done it the same way.

The question was where they took his father? The report couldn’t answer it.

Lexi’s research revealed Enzo Amato had recently leased the Range Rover. He probably loved the vehicle—and the perception of status it gave him—and brought it to the job. It represented a huge blunder in an otherwise sound tactical operation. Tyler figured the crew didn’t recon the area well or chose to ignore the possibility some home or business would have a camera pointed in the right direction. The presence of surveillance certainly factored into Tyler’s plans and decisions when he’d been forced to act in the last few years.

Amato’s boss was the real wild card. Tyler understood he didn’t know all the people his father had encountered over the years, but he’d never heard the name Marco De Fazio before. The man lived and ran a business in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania. Nothing suggested Zeke should have been on his radar. Lexi’s writeup suggested De Fazio was a mob figure of some sort—maybe a small-time capo or someone sent by the boss to expand operations out of a major city like Philadelphia. Regardless, he commanded Amato and an unknown number of other men. Any rescue operation wouldn’t be a simple snatch and grab.

Tyler looked over the restaurant. It was a large converted hotel which used the second story for top-floor dining and private rooms. There would be plenty of room in the basement to house a prisoner. De Fazio clearly had connections, and he could have been the guy hired for the abduction because of the muscle on his payroll. If he didn’t keep Zeke onsite, Tyler would compel him to talk.

The building itself was easy enough to get to. It stood at the corner of a major intersection. An alley ran behind it. Four minutes to the highway at normal driving, which meant three at speed. How many men De Fazio kept at the restaurant—and the number he could summon in case things went sideways—was the major variable.

Someone knocked on the door. Tyler minimized the report and spun in his chair. “Everything all right, boss?” Ortiz asked. He jutted his chin toward the monitor. “Something about your dad?”

“Yeah. Lexi found some good information. For someone who’s not an analyst, she put a solid intelligence report together.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“She traced one of the vehicles used in the abduction,” Tyler said. “The guy was enough of an amateur to use his own ride. He works for a man who’s some kind of mob figure in PA. I’ll forward the whole thing to you.”

Ortiz grinned. “You saying you want to go to PA and take on the mob?”

“At the very least, I want to ask a few pointed questions.”

“We both know how those can get complicated.”

“It’s likely,” Tyler said. “If you’re willing to go, I’d certainly appreciate the support.”

“You got it, boss,” Ortiz said.
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Another musclebound goon brought Zeke a meal later in the day.

He guessed it to be lunch. His captors took his watch and didn’t give him a clock, but were they revealing at least the time of day in the food they brought him? In his active duty years, Zeke learned about what might happen if a foreign power abducted him, and he memorized the Code of Conduct. International bogeymen evolved—the Soviet Union became the Russian Federation, terrorist groups gained prominence, and the expectations for all were grim for American service members.

The tray held an uninspiring sandwich consisting of roast beef between two thin slices of white bread. A small bag of potato chips and a bottle of water rounded out the meal. As much as Zeke didn’t want to eat, he knew he needed to keep his strength up. This became more important as he aged. After lunch, he would need to get back to his routine of body-weight exercises even though he still ached from the last two days.

Zeke inspected the sandwich. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, and he didn’t smell anything unusual. He ate two bites, waited a few minutes, and felt no ill effects. Zeke downed the rest of it along with the chips. It wasn’t much of a lunch, but it would do. Getting a meal made Zeke wonder what Dirk Bracker’s endgame was. If the man wanted to kill his prisoner out of revenge for his loser son, he could do it at any time. Any of the bruisers Zeke had seen would make short work of him. Why, then, was he still alive and mostly unharmed?

While Zeke worked through a set of pushups, footsteps approached. A key thunked into the lock, and the door opened. Zeke got back to his feet. The two heavies with Bracker blocked most of the view of the hallway. Once everyone crowded into the space, one of the enforcers closed the door. Both looked at Bracker, who gave a single nod. One of the musclemen folded Zeke in half with a punch to the midsection, and the other decked him with a hard blow to the face. He coughed and sputtered as the pair stood over him. They made no move as he struggled back to a sitting position. “This make you feel tough? Having these two apes beat up an old man?”

Bracker shrugged. “I don’t care about tough. I’m far more interested in satisfaction.”

“Ezekiel Tyler, Master Chief, US Navy. Five seven six nine nine two⁠—”

“Yes, yes.” Bracker waved a hand. “You still have much to answer for. Nothing has changed. Maybe you could start with an apology.”

“What?” Zeke asked.

“An apology,” Bracker repeated. “Like the kind you never gave your wife for carrying on an affair with a Soviet intelligence operative.”

“I told you I was sorry for your loss. I am. The cycle of life is designed for kids to bury their parents.”

“Yes, it is, but you upended it. Have you wondered why it’s taken me so long to come for you?” Zeke was curious but said nothing. One of the goons frowned and shook his head, but Bracker ignored his hired muscle. “I needed to have the resources in place. Revenge isn’t cheap when you plan it out and do it right. I want to bury your name and reputation before you finally go in the ground. It’s all for my son.”

“I’m a father, too.”

“Yet you still ran Ralf out of the Navy. His death is on your head.”

“No,” Zeke said. “It’s on his. Yes, I made sure he got the boot. I thought he deserved it. My responsibility ends there. Ralf made choices afterward. Good or bad, they were his decisions.”

The elder Bracker shook his head. “Ralf needed guidance. My wife and I were young when he was born . . . both nineteen. She stopped going to college so she could be with him. We did the best we could, but neither of us really knew what we were doing.”

“You never really do.”

Bracker continued as if Zeke didn’t speak. “We actually hoped the Navy would give him the structure he needed. It worked for a while.” Bracker’s pensive face darkened. “Then, you tossed him out for a minor indiscretion.” Zeke remained silent. Nothing he could say here would add anything to the conversation. “He never could get back on track. So yes, Chief, Ralf’s death is on your head. If you’d let him continue, he would’ve made a career of the Navy, and he’d still be alive today.”

These were ludicrous thoughts. Ralf Bracker served without distinction, and his career would have been mediocre. Projecting him to still be alive was a fantasy. The man could have died in any of a hundred ways in the intervening years. Again, Zeke did not voice his thoughts. “Nothing to say for yourself?” Bracker pressed.

“My son will come for me,” Zeke said.

Bracker scoffed. “We know about him. The team did their research. He’s a middle-aged man. As good as he might have been in his prime, he’s more than a decade past it, right?” Bracker gestured to the two enforcers. “I have a bunch of men like these. Your son is one man. Let him come. Maybe I’ll torture and kill him in front of you. Then, your suffering will finally be on par with mine.”

Prickly as they were, Zeke ignored the barbs. “You’re underestimating him.”

“I doubt it.”

“A lot of people have. Most of them are dead.”

“Enough.” Bracker inclined his head toward Zeke, and one of the muscleheads knocked him flat with another punch. Zeke’s glasses slid off, and his vision swam as the trio filed out of the room.
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Tyler and Ortiz parked across the street from the restaurant.

Marco’s ran out of a large building, and the images Lexi provided from her online research didn’t do it justice. If it served as a hotel in its former life, the place could have held dozens of rooms. The exterior was a plain off-white with red shutters around the windows and a door painted to match. The owner inscribed MARCO’S above the entrance in artsy calligraphy Tyler guessed was designed to evoke thoughts of Italian villas and fancy eateries.

“Doesn’t look very crowded,” Ortiz said. They’d made the drive in his pickup in case De Fazio ordered anyone to keep an eye out for Tyler’s distinctive muscle car.

“Still early,” Tyler said. “The lunch crowd is gone, and the dinner guests are finishing up work. I’m surprised they don’t close from three to five, actually. Most places do if they’re trying to be swanky.” He stared through the windows—a mix of long and short panes. Tyler didn’t spot anyone who resembled De Fazio. They had no way of knowing if the man was even here at the moment.

From their position, they would see a vehicle coming into or leaving the alley which ran behind the building. Pictures showed the main floor to be spacious and the private rooms on the top level to be intimate settings for special occasions. A businessman like De Fazio wouldn’t waste one housing a prisoner. Too many chances of accidental discovery. If Zeke were here, he’d be somewhere in the basement. Tyler tried to envision the setup. The place would need at least one general supply room, cold storage, and dedicated areas for things like plumbing and HVAC.

A lot of space remained.

An old office or guest room could easily serve as a place to hold a captive. So long as the staff never ventured into it accidentally, it would work. “We need to get inside,” Tyler said. “Lexi’s Google and Yelp recon only goes so far.”

“What do you think we’ll see?” Ortiz asked.

“Mostly a normal restaurant. It’s what they want to present. Somewhere, they’ll have a door leading to the basement. If De Fazio and crew really are running some . . . extracurricular activities . . . out of this place, they’ll have an office, too. A door they don’t want customers to walk up to and accidentally open while they’re looking for the john.”

“Makes sense.”

“You’re going to have to be the one,” Tyler said. “They’ve had plenty of time to read all about me and memorize my face.”

“The poor bastards,” Ortiz said with a grin.

Tyler chuckled. “Imagine if they had to prepare for both of us.”

“You just want me to go in and look around?”

“There’s a bar, so get yourself a drink. I know you can do the recon. Try to find the men’s room at some point and scope out the office. They’ll probably keep some muscle on hand, but they have to try and not be too obvious about it. Can’t scare off the young couple in there for their anniversary dinner.”

“What are you going to do?” Ortiz wanted to know.

“Probably wait here. I might check out the alley, but I need to keep an eye out for cameras. Even if my dad is somewhere else, they might expect me to show up at some point. I’m sure someone’s watching the monitors.”

“All right.” Ortiz slipped a windbreaker on, zipped it up, and raised the collar. “I’ll let you know what I see.” He climbed out of the pickup, waited for a few cars to zoom by, and then crossed the street.
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Ortiz pushed open the red door and walked inside Marco’s.

He’d seen the photos Lexi Tyler assembled. The place looked bigger inside. No obvious traces of its roots as a hotel remained. The restaurant and bar occupied a massive open space, with the latter dominating the center. Tables for dining sat all around it. In the back right corner, two open doorways led to corridors. A server carrying a tray emerged from one. The other must have led to the restrooms and—presumably—the office.

Ortiz slid onto an open barstool. His prosthetic lower left leg made a soft thunk against the central support. The bartender was a short, pudgy man with bald head. He wore black pants and a plain white button-down. No room to hide a gun, though odds were good of a twelve-gauge being within easy reach. Ortiz ordered a domestic beer when asked, paid with a ten, and told the man to keep the change. He smiled, pocketed the difference, and moved on to another customer.

As he sipped his beer, Ortiz took in the place. Paintings depicted classic Italian scenery and food. White cloths rimmed in red hung on the tables, and green napkins encircled the silverware. About a quarter of the chairs were full. At capacity, Marco’s would do a hell of a business in one night. There must have been at least sixty tables surrounding the bar and covering the available floor except for a slapdash stage in the left corner. With the interior designed to resemble a classic Italian bistro, the stage clashed. Maybe it was a holdover from the hotel days.

Other than the occasional server, no one else came in or out of the doors off the main floor. The maître d’ station stood empty. Maybe it would be manned for the dinner crowd. At the moment, a hostess looked between a spiral notebook and a large seating chart, jotting a few entries as she went along. As he finished his beer, Ortiz asked the bartender where the restroom was. He pointed toward the entryway on the right. Small restroom signs hung on the wall. Ortiz kept up appearances by apologizing for missing them. As he walked closer, he looked down the other one, but it only led to the kitchen.

Once across the threshold, Ortiz stepped into a long corridor. Three marked restrooms—two gendered and one for families—lay ahead. Two unlabeled doors were on the opposite side. At the end of the hallway, another unmarked door stood closed, and the large man sitting on a chair in front of it discouraged people from getting too close. Ortiz wondered how the place maintained the illusion of being just another restaurant with a setup this obvious. He walked into the men’s room, washed his hands, and headed back into the main restaurant.

Ortiz crossed the street and climbed back into the cab of his truck. He relayed what he found to Tyler. “The guy just sits there?” Tyler wondered.

“He was reading a magazine, but yeah.”

“Maybe people think he’s security or a worker on a break.”

“He’s as big as any two normal servers.”

“What about the rest of the staff? Bartender?”

Ortiz shrugged. “Not too big. My guess is he can handle himself if a fight breaks out. He’s not packing, but I’ll bet he can grab a shotgun when the shit hits the fan.” Ortiz paused. “What are you going to do, boss?”

“I’m going in,” Tyler said. “Someone needs to ask a few questions.” He took the Sig out of his waistband and handed it to Ortiz. “Shooting the guy at the door is a dumb play. Presuming the oaf lets me into the office, someone will take my gun anyway.”

“What will you do for a weapon?”

Tyler grinned as he opened the door. “I’ll borrow one.”
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It had been a slow day at the restaurant for Marco De Fazio. Despite maintaining other business interests—some of them legitimate—he preferred working out of his office here. It offered the most space and amenities, and the soundproofing ended up being a great addition. Sometimes, a potential new hostess needed to impress the boss first before working the floor, and the extra privacy enabled Marco to audition the women fully.

The buzzer indicated someone waited at the door. Marco pressed the access button, the electronic lock disengaged, and Carlo walked in. His eyes were already wide, and he moved quickly toward the desk. He must have run from the seating area because he sounded out of breath when he announced, “Sir, John Tyler is here.”

“What? How did he find us so quickly?”

“I don’t know. Our cameras spotted him walking toward the building. He’s probably coming in the front door now.”

Marco jiggled the mouse and woke his computer. He switched to a live look at the security system. The front door opened, and a person fitting Tyler’s description entered. He spotted the camera right away, and even in the quick glance, Marco noticed the man had a killer’s eyes. He wasn’t tall or big, but he moved with an ease suggesting he knew how to handle himself when a situation turned dicey. “I want to know how he found us already.”

“It must have been the snatch and grab,” Carlo said. “Sir, you should get out of here.”

“What about the snatch and grab?” Marco stood and shrugged into his coat. On the screen, Tyler walked slowly along the left side of the bar. His head moved from side to side. A man like him probably took in the locale, scanned for exits, and assessed threats. “Get some guys in here.” Carlo turned away and spoke into a microphone attached to his shirt.

“On their way from the basement, sir.” The younger man inclined his head toward the exit in the back corner of the room. “You should get going.”

“Tyler will kill you,” Marco said.

“We’ll have four men in here.” Carlo shrugged. “Plus me. I’ll take my chances.”

“Don’t get yourself killed.” Two bruisers entered through the door Marco would leave by.

“I won’t. I’ll talk to Dirk. We need to figure out what sent Tyler here. Even the FBI doesn’t seem to be onto us.”

“Go, sir. I’ll have the car meet you.”

Marco heeded the suggestion and left. Once across the threshold, he stepped into a narrow corridor. From here, he could access the basement or continue to a separate exit farther along the rear alley. He kept going for another hundred feet or so. The hallway turned ninety degrees to the right and ended in a heavy door. Marco pushed the bar and heaved it open. The outside was covered in a brick façade to blend in with the wall. He made sure it shut and locked behind himself before stepping into a waiting Town Car.

As the car left the alley, Marco took out his phone and called Dirk Bracker. “We have a problem,” he said when his partner in this endeavor picked up.
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Tyler pushed the red street access open and walked into Marco’s.

He spotted a camera mounted to the ceiling immediately inside the entryway. De Fazio and crew would know he was here. If they’d done anything approaching competent recon on Zeke and his family, they would know who Tyler was, and anyone with a functioning brain could figure out what brought him to the restaurant today. He wondered how much resistance he’d encounter.

The bartender eyed Tyler. He probably looked at hundreds of people a night, but his gaze definitely stopped and lingered like it might on a pretty woman who wandered in. Tyler knew he’d been sized up. Ortiz’s assessment was right. If De Fazio kept men on site to deal with problematic situations, the barkeep was on the list. Tyler walked a slow circuit around the dining area. Sure enough, the bartender scampered from behind his station and headed through one of the arches.

No one else in the area looked like a threat. Tyler poked his head into the kitchen. The smell of cooking meat and the sound of ingredients sizzling in pans gave him a pang of hunger. Everyone focused on their jobs. No members of the goon squad toiled away in here. Tyler headed through the other passage. It opened into a corridor which emptied at a manned door. They weren’t even trying to be subtle about it. Tyler wondered if the extra muscle was a constant presence or something added in light of recent events.

He headed toward the guy manning an obviously important post. The man stood as Tyler approached, and recognition flashed in his eyes. “Whaddaya want?”

“To talk to the boss.”

“What if he don’t wanna talk to you?”

“I think he will,” Tyler said. “Considering the way everyone’s been eyeing me up since I got here, I’m pretty sure he’s expecting me.”

“Gotta pat you down,” the meathead said.

“Sure.” Tyler held his arms out at his sides. As the man moved, the pistol holstered at his left side flashed into view. Tyler wondered at the number of additional men who would be inside and how many would be armed. The bartender came from the floor and wasn’t packing when he left. The goon actually did a thorough pat down and found no weapons.

“I’ll take you in.” He pressed a button on a video doorbell. A buzz came through the speakers as the lock thunked open, and the pair entered. The office was huge, probably twenty by forty. Foam triangles covered the walls. Tyler wondered why De Fazio wanted a soundproof room. There weren’t many good reasons. In addition to the goon who let him in, two others plus the bartender stood nearby. A young well-dressed man sat behind a large desk.

“Welcome, Mister Tyler,” he said, gesturing toward a comfortable looking chair. “Please sit.” Tyler did. The barkeep and two enforcers sat on the couch opposite him, and the last remained standing. “What can we do for you today?”

“You can start by telling your boss to come in.”

“I’m sorry?”

“The owner,” Tyler said. “Where is he?”

“I represent Mister De Fazio’s interests,” the fellow said. “He couldn’t be here today.”

“Uh-huh. Look, I’m sure you’re good at your job, but I’m also sure you only started shaving a week ago.” One of the goons snickered, and the young man fidgeted in the big chair. Tyler wondered how often he sat in it. Probably a lot when the boss wasn’t around. Little boys loved to play after all. “I’m not sure how much you can help me.”

“I can tell you anything you want to know.”

“Great,” Tyler said. “Where’s my father?”

“Why would I have any idea?”

Tyler studied each of the four men he’d inevitably have to handle in this showdown, doing his best to couch it in an agitated look around the room. Two on the sofa were armed. The bartender wasn’t. The big oaf by the desk also wasn’t, but a gun could be within easy reach inside a drawer. This meant the young man playing dress-up as the boss might also have access to a weapon. The sound deadening meant no one would hear any gunshots. “If you’re going to keep jerking me around,” Tyler said, “this isn’t going to end well.”

The young man smiled and steepled his fingers. “On this, we agree.”
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Marco rode to one of Dirk’s houses, and they talked most of the way.

“I’ve heard nothing from the FBI,” Dirk said. “Considering they lost two agents, they should be kicking our doors in.”

“How did Tyler beat them to it?” Marco wondered.

“Nothing in his profile suggests he’s especially savvy with computers. He must have gotten some help.”

“Do you think he’s working with the feds?”

“Doubt it,” Dirk said. “I think we should still expect to see them at some point, but the big question is how did Tyler get onto us so fast?”

“Carlo thinks it was the snatch and grab.”

“Walk me through it.”

“I’m not sure what there is to tell,” Marco said. “The team identified a good location to make the extraction. We rammed the van with an old beater Suburban, took care of the agents, and then herded Zeke into a waiting SUV.”

“What kind of waiting SUV?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who was handling the transportation?”

“Enzo.” Marco paused and realized the potential issue. “Shit. He got a new Range Rover a few months ago. Talks about the goddamn thing all the time. I wonder if he drove it there. All we’d need is for one camera in the area to capture his plate.”

“Connecting him to you is still a bit of a stretch, though,” Dirk said. “This is where I think Tyler got help. The FBI must have found the footage by now. They’ve probably had a bunch of people look at it and must know who Enzo is. What they’re unclear on is who he works for.”

“Even if they peg him as one of my employees,” Marco said, “I have quite a few. Besides, I’ve never even crossed paths with John Tyler or his father. Why would the FBI look at me?”

“Your reasoning seems sound. Still, maybe you should dial back your presence at your businesses for a while. Make them work hard to find you. I have at least one guest room at any of my houses.”

“Maybe I’ll take you up on it.” The Town Car exited the highway, turned off of a county road, and headed down a network of side streets in an affluent community. Marco remembered riding with his dad through areas like this, both of them dreaming they might one day be able to afford something similar. His father never got there, but Marco did. “I think we’re close to your place. See you in a few.”

They turned into a driveway a few minutes later. It formed a circle with a paved path breaking off and heading toward the front door of a large home. Three pillars stood on each side of the entryway. The brick exterior paired with white shutters and gutters and a gray roof. A three-car garage stuck out on the right side. It wasn’t a mansion, but it counted as a nice house by anyone’s standards.

Dirk let Marco in, and they joined a muscular guard in the den. Marco’s shoes sank into the carpet as he walked, and the white leather couches practically shone under the overhead light. “You have any way to see what’s happening at the restaurant?” Dirk asked.

“There’s a camera in the office,” Marco said. “It’s mounted high on the wall behind my desk, so it should offer a good look at everything.”

“Can you get into it from here?”

“You have a laptop?”

Dirk slid a drawer on the coffee table open and pulled one out. “Maybe our John Tyler problem will see a quick solution.”

Marco logged into the system and brought up the camera feed. Tyler walked in and sat on the chair opposite three of Marco’s best guys while a fourth lingered near the desk. “He’d be a fool to try anything.”

“Let him be foolish, then,” Dirk said with a wolfish smile.
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“I feel like you’re here to give me the runaround,” Tyler said.

The younger man spread his hands. “I represent Mister De Fazio, and I don’t see how he’s ever heard of your father.”

“What’s your name?”

“Carlo.”

“Carlo, let me tell why I think he has. My father was abducted from the custody of law enforcement. The operation . . . such as it was . . . got captured on video. Someone used his own vehicle, and the someone in question is an employee of your boss. Unless you expect me to believe some random idiot went rogue, it seems obvious the big man knows exactly what’s happening.”

“What do you expect is going to happen here today, Mister Tyler?” Carlo leaned forward and rested his weight on his elbows. “May I call you John?”

“No.”

“All right. My question stands.”

“Like I told you . . . I think you know something about where my father is.”

“Even if I did, do you presume I would tell you?”

“Not willingly,” Tyler said.

“In fact, if I knew where your old man was, it would mean my boss had something to do with him getting there. Don’t you expect me to protect my boss’s interests?”

“I’m sure he pays you to.”

“Exactly,” Carlo said. “You see the problem, then. While your question is reasonable, I can’t very well answer it.” Carlo paused like he expected Tyler to say something. Years dealing with the worst adversaries in the world taught Tyler the value of silence. He offered no response. “This leads me to repeat my question. What did you think was going to happen here today?”

“I hoped you could tell me what I wanted to know,” Tyler said. “Works out better for everyone.”

“For you in particular.” Carlo raised one hand and gestured to the walls. “You know what the padding is?”

“There’s probably a technical term for it,” Tyler said, “but I learned it as acoustic foam. Some of the secure facilities I worked in used it.”

“The office is soundproof.” Carlo paused again, and for the second time, Tyler said nothing. “No one can hear you.”

“Works both ways.”

The young man showed a quick, thin smile. “I get the impression you count on walking out of here today.” More silence served as Tyler’s response. Carlo made a gesture, and the lummox at the far end of the sofa got up. He had a pistol stuffed into his waistband. When he parted his jacket, Tyler made out the stylized G indicating a Glock. No conventional safety. Every little bit would help. No one else made a move, the others content to sit back and watch.

“How you want it?” the guy asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You want it in the chest or the head?” He stood before Tyler and glowered. Tyler glanced toward Carlo, and the idiot’s eyes followed. As he looked away, Tyler reached forward, snatched the gun, pressed it to the enforcer’s solar plexus, and fired. His body muffled the report, and he slumped to the carpeted floor.

Now, everyone moved. One more man on the couch was armed. Before he could clear his pistol, Tyler put a round in his chest and another in his head. The bartender leaned over the desk as if reaching toward a drawer. Tyler plugged him in the right side of the chest. His body spun away and collapsed. Carlo and the final goon remained. “Don’t move,” Tyler said. They both remained still. “As a matter of fact, I do count on walking out of here, but I’d like to do it with a little more knowledge than when I came in.” The enforcer reached toward his pocket. Tyler blasted him twice in the chest.

He turned to face Carlo. “Hands where I can see them.” The young man did as he was told. The bartender wheezed on the floor beside the desk. He’d be dead in a few minutes, but for now, he struggled to breathe past the combination of blood loss and a punctured lung. Tyler stepped closer, lowered the Glock, and finished off the suffering man with a shot to the temple.

“You just killed four men,” Carlo breathed.

“And I have no problem making it five,” Tyler said. “Like you told me, no one can hear us. I can take my time getting information from you.”

“I won’t talk.”

“A lot of people who spilled their guts swore they’d never say a word.”

“I won’t talk,” Carlo repeated. “You going to get all Abu Ghraib on me?”

“I wasn’t there,” Tyler said, “and I wouldn’t have stood for it if I had been.” He moved closer to the desk, pointed the Glock at Carlo’s leg, and fired. The man screamed as the bullet ripped into his lower thigh. He sank to the floor. Tyler walked around the desk. “I’ve never cared for enhanced interrogation, but I want my father back.” He took a tie from one of the dead men and wrapped it around his shoe. Tyler then stepped on the fresh wound, squeezing more blood from it and eliciting a fresh wail of agony from Carlo. “Still not talking?”

“Your father . . . isn’t here.”

“Pretty long list of places he might still be, then. You’re going to need to narrow it down for me.”

Carlo grunted and groaned before answering. “I don’t know . . . where he is.”

“I don’t believe you.” Tyler ground his shoe onto the gunshot wound again. More blood leaked out, and Carlo’s latest scream died in the acoustic foam. “Try again.”

“I’m telling . . . you the . . . truth. Mister De Fazio . . . never told me . . . where your father is.”

“But he’s not here?”

“No.”

“You won’t mind if I look around, then?” Tyler leveled the gun at Carlo’s head and put him out of his misery. He searched the desk and found a pack of cleaning wipes. Their presence with the soundproofing and elaborate lock made Tyler wonder what De Fazio really used the office for. Tyler wiped down any surface he touched, including the dead goon’s now-bloody tie when he removed it from his shoe. A door at the back of the office probably provided safe passage to the lower level and exit. Tyler found nothing else of note in the office and headed through the door.
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Dirk watched silently over Marco’s shoulder.

The camera provided a clear look at what transpired. A microphone didn’t do a great job picking up the voices, probably thanks to all the sound deadening foam on the walls. Still, Dirk got the gist of what everyone was talking about. Tyler sauntered in wanting information about his miserable father. “I almost don’t want him to die in your office,” Dirk said.

“Why not?” Marco wondered.

“He’d be far more useful alive. I can present him to Zeke Tyler and slowly torture and kill the son in front of the father.”

“Jesus.”

“What?”

“Pretty goddamn dark,” Marco said.

“You try confronting the man responsible for your son’s death and see how cheery you are.”

On the screen, Marco’s man Carlo reiterated he wasn’t going to tell Tyler anything. The young guy showed good backbone. Their voices dropped to the point Dirk couldn’t follow the conversation. One of the enforcers stood. Even on a fifteen-inch laptop screen, the man was obviously packing. He should have just pulled out his gun and shot Tyler where he sat. “Don’t get cute,” Dirk whispered as the enforcer stood over Tyler. They enjoyed significant numerical and weapons advantages over the unarmed former soldier, but this didn’t excuse sloppy tactics.

Things quickly went south. Tyler snatched the supposed enforcer’s gun, shot him with it, and stood as the corpse dropped to the floor. He then plugged the other armed man in short order. When the bartender reached across the desk, he took a round to the chest and spiraled to the carpet. “Shit,” Dirk muttered. “They gave him a chance, and he’s taking it.”

Two more reports sounded, and the third man from the couch slumped over in death. Only Carlo remained. Tyler demanded information on his father, and to his credit, Carlo pushed back even after Tyler executed the bartender with a head shot. The screen brightened again with the eighth muzzle flash. Carlo clutched his leg and went down.

He and Tyler stood out of the camera’s viewing angle. “This is terrible,” Marco said.

“Will Carlo talk?”

“It won’t matter if he does. I haven’t told him enough. He can’t give Tyler any relevant intel.”

“Where does your exit door go?” Dirk asked.

“Into a hallway. From there, I can go to the basement or to a separate exit into the alley.”

“Is there anything in the basement Tyler might find and use against us?”

“No,” Marco said. “I haven’t kept anything revealing there.”

Another gunshot came through the microphone. A moment later, Tyler reappeared on the screen wiping down surfaces he might have touched. An idea popped into Dirk’s head. “Can anyone get into your office?”

“Not easily.”

“Think about it. We have footage of Tyler killing five men in cold blood.”

Marco shook his head. “No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“Just because I don’t have details of our operation there,” Marco said, “doesn’t mean I want the cops crawling all over my place. I’ve taken considerable steps to stay off their radar. I don’t need to put myself on it.”

“What about the mess in the office?”

“I’ll pay someone to clean it up.” Marco sighed. “Carlo was a good employee. The oafs are replaceable, but losing him is tough.”

“Would have been infinitely worse with you in the chair.”

“Yeah. Maybe the old man is right.”

“What do you mean?” Dirk said.

“People who go up against his son tend to die.” Dirk waved a hand, but Marco pressed. “Let’s evaluate what we just saw. He walked in unarmed and killed five men in about ninety seconds. He could have done it faster if he hadn’t been trying to get information.”

Dirk shrugged. “Nothing on the tape is particularly impressive. One of your guys got careless, and Tyler took advantage. Good on him for being an opportunist. He’s got skills, but he’s not superhuman. It doesn’t change anything.”

“Have it your way,” Marco groused.

“Thanks, old friend,” Dirk said. “I plan to.”
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Tyler took the first door and headed into the basement.

He still carried the stolen Glock, so he led with it as he descended the steps. Another door waited at the bottom. It was unlocked. Tyler opened it and stood to the side. No hails of bullets or shotgun pellets greeted him. The interior was dark. Tyler’s hand found a switch on the wall, and fluorescent light bathed the area. A soft hum accompanied the long tubes as they came to life.

The area was expansive but largely bare. White concrete walls yielded to a floor covered in cheap linoleum tile. At five-ten, Tyler enjoyed about three inches of headroom. The other half of the basement was stocked with boxes of restaurant supplies and equipment. This part held very little. Tyler nosed around long enough to realize he wouldn’t uncover any information about his father down here. He headed back up to the main level, cleared the corridor, and made his way toward the exit.

It opened into the alley using a heavy door covered in brick for camouflage. Clever. Tyler scanned the area, saw no one, and wiped down the gun, disassembling it and scattering the components into two different dumpsters. He headed out of the alley at the opposite end, making a right onto the next street. Tyler texted Ortiz to pick him up, and the truck rounded a turn a couple minutes later. “How’d it go, Boss?” Ortiz asked once they were headed out of King of Prussia.

“Depends on your perspective, I guess.”

“What happened?”

“De Fazio wasn’t there,” Tyler said. “I met a young guy who must have been his consigliere. Kid looked like he just bought his first razor last week. He had four men with him.”

“I’m guessing none of them are still alive.”

“They’re not. I took out all five. The problem is I didn’t learn anything. The kid told me my dad wasn’t there, and De Fazio never shared his location. I didn’t want to linger too long after everything went down, but I couldn’t find more intel.”

“So we don’t know anything more than we did before we came here.”

“Not really. Our enemy is down five men, though. It’s something.”

Ortiz took the I-95 South ramp and merged onto the interstate. “What’s our next move, then?”

“Not sure,” Tyler said. “I have someone I can call to get some more information. Considering what my dad is accused of, however, I don’t know if he’ll be able to help.”

“Gotta try,” Ortiz said.

Tyler agreed and texted Lexi the big-picture version of what happened. He was deliberately vague in case law enforcement monitored their comms, but he knew his daughter would read between the lines. Back in Baltimore, Ortiz pulled his pickup to a stop one block away from Tyler’s hotel. “Thanks for helping,” Tyler said.

“Happy to do more if you need it,” Ortiz told him.

The two men bumped fists, and Tyler climbed out of the truck. Once the pickup disappeared around a corner, Tyler returned to his hotel. In his room, he dialed a number he’d last called months before. Considering the late hour, he didn’t expect anyone to pick up. After six rings, a voicemail greeting clicked on, and a pleasant female voice came on the line. “Thank you for calling Stansfield Printing. You have reached us after business hours. However, your call is important to us. Please leave your name and number, and we’ll get back to you as soon as we can.” At the beep, Tyler left his message.

“I’m trying to reach Fred Flanker. It’s Wednesday evening about twenty-thirty hours. This is Tippy. He can reach me at the number your machine recorded.” Tyler hung up and waited. He knew his old acquaintance would monitor the line.

Fifteen minutes later, Tyler’s phone vibrated. “I shouldn’t be talking to you,” Fred Flanker said. “You’re really hot right now.”

“I don’t think anyone has used your description on me in twenty years,” Tyler said, “and she was a lot prettier than you.”

“Seriously, Tippy. You’re basically nuclear at the moment. Your father’s been accused of what might be the most serious crime in the republic.”

“Well, if you’ve become such a staunch company man, maybe I need to dig a little deeper in my Rolodex.”

“Hang on now. I didn’t say I wouldn’t talk to you. I definitely shouldn’t, though. Good thing Langley doesn’t keep too close an eye or ear on me.”

“Thanks, Flanker.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I might not be able to do jack shit. You remember the coffee shop?”

“How could I forget?”

“All right. Meet me there in thirty.”

Tyler said he would, and Flanker ended the call.
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Lexi eschewed a movie with her roommates to dig into Marco De Fazio.

“Sorry,” she told them. “I need to do a little more research to help my dad and grandpa.” Emily and Kim said they understood, and the peek under the hood she gave them the other night probably helped. Lexi chuckled at the fact she thought of it as examining the engine for signs of trouble—an analogy her dad would use. Unlike him, she knew little about cars but still picked up the lingo from being around her father and spending time in his shop.

“Where did you go?” Lexi wondered aloud as she looked at a profile of Marco De Fazio. The man owned a few houses, but going to any of them would be a foolish play. Nothing in his history suggested he was stupid. She still couldn’t tie De Fazio to her grandfather. Maybe he was working with someone. The partner provided the grudge and the venom while De Fazio offered manpower and facilities.

Still, he would need to go somewhere the police, FBI, and her dad wouldn’t think to look. Hotels were out unless he paid in cash and turned his phone off to prevent someone tracking him. “Who are you with?” No associate jumped out at Lexi. Someone at the restaurant clearly tipped him off and allowed him time to escape. This meant whoever they worked against knew her dad and recognized him when he walked in. De Fazio had lived long enough to accrue a surplus of friends and acquaintances, and while he wasn’t particularly active online, the man had an abundance of connections. Going through all of them would take time her grandfather may not have.

Lexi knew her dad would stay on things. He’d probably figured out someone else to call or a different avenue to pursue. A realization hit Lexi. She needed to talk to her uncle James. He should know his father was missing. The FBI could have reached out to him, but since he lived most of the way across the country, he couldn’t do very much. Her dad would never call him. She didn’t know the exact nature of their relationship but understood it to be strained with a capital S.

Uncle James worked in finance. He didn’t bring many relevant skills to the table, but he needed to know the current situation. Lexi picked up her phone and scrolled through her contacts.
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To Tyler’s surprise, Casey’s Coffee remained open even though it was after nine.

How many people came in for caffeine so late? As he walked in, he noted the lack of a sign on the door listing the business’s hours. When he ordered, the woman behind the counter confirmed they stayed open 24-7. “How many people come in for coffee or tea at two in the morning?” Tyler wondered.

She shrugged. “More than you might think . . . especially on the weekends.”

Tyler carried his hot java to a table. It smelled robust and tasted fresh. When the shop never closed, brewing new pots on a schedule became important. Of course, it also meant pouring a lot of coffee down the drain. If the shop were something other than a shadow business for CIA agents to use, getting rid of so much product might compel them to cut back on their hours.

Flanker was late, and when it got to ten minutes, Tyler sent a text. Whoever put this scheme against Zeke together might have done a deep dive on Tyler’s service history. They’d need the official records to make a connection to Flanker, who was the CIA man embedded in his unit for two years. For a resourceful adversary, it was possible.

Flanker replied and said he was close. A few minutes later, he walked through the door. In Afghanistan, Flanker had been lean and wiry, and he wore a goatee he’d somehow managed to keep neat no matter what. Now, his frame carried a few more pounds, though he’d need six months of eating nothing but cheeseburgers to even be a little fat. The goatee was gone—probably because it would match his hair, which had gone half gray. Flanker got a coffee and showed a card in his wallet to the barista. She unlocked a door behind the counter, and the CIA man ushered Tyler through it.

“The membership thing still works?” Tyler wondered.

“Still works.” This back room allowed CIA agents to meet and talk in private. To keep the public out—and make sure the employees remained in the dark—access was controlled by an alleged membership. The two men sat across from one another at the conference table. Flanker carried nothing except his cup. “You’re lucky, you know.”

Tyler snorted. “I don’t feel especially fortunate at the moment.”

“When I heard about your father, I got a feeling you’d be calling me at some point. I tasked my team with some proactive research.”

“Maybe I’m starting to feel a tiny bit lucky,” Tyler said.

“Don’t take offense to my question, but you weren’t followed here, were you?” Tyler rolled his eyes, and Flanker put up his hands. “I needed to ask. Like I told you, you’re something beyond persona non grata right now. Langley might not keep me on a tight leash, but I’d rather they not see me here with you.”

“I would’ve worn a mask had I known.”

Flanker grinned. “The hell you would.”

Tyler steeled himself with a long pull of coffee. “All right. Lay it on me.”

“If I were to sum this all up, I think I’d call it surprising. Let’s start with the big one . . . I’m as sure as I can be your father didn’t sell out his country.” Tyler let out a sigh of relief as Flanker continued. “He definitely made contact with a Soviet agent. Pretty one, too.”

“I asked him how he knew Anna Kournikova’s mother when I saw the picture,” Tyler said.

“Not a bad comparison. Irina Malkin is her name.” When Tyler bobbed his head, Flanker asked, “You knew this already?”

“Some of it, yeah.”

“Irina worked in intelligence for the Soviets. Her job was to look sexy for American service members or CIA types, seduce them, and get secrets out of them. I’m sure you heard the term ‘honeytrap’ in your active duty days. At some point in the ‘eighties, Irina set her sights on your father.”

“But he never told her anything?”

Flanker held up a finger. “Not what I said. Your dad was smart. He knew what was going on, and he did the right thing . . . he reported it. Someone in my agency encouraged him to go through with it and see what he could get from her. We gave him low-value intel. It was stuff they either knew already or wouldn’t hurt anything.”

“So he was a double agent.”

“For the good guys, yeah,” Flanker confirmed.

“This also means he carried on a relationship with Irina Malkin,” Tyler said, “while married to my mother.”

“Look, I don’t mean to be cavalier about it.” Flanker’s shrug contradicted his words. “It was the job. He needed to make himself out to be an asset while also trying to get actionable intel from her.”

“Anything definitive about it in his file?”

“There are no . . . interesting photos or anything. I know you might be disappointed in your dad, but it worked. He gave her bullshit, got a few nuggets from her, and guess who wanted to be an asset for us when the Soviet Union was circling the drain?”

“Irina,” Tyler said.

Flanker pointed at Tyler and dropped his thumb atop his index finger. “Bingo. She didn’t know shit about how the Russian Federation would shake out. Nobody really did. She was a good source for us for another decade or so. I don’t know if your father turned her or she got there on her own. End of the day, it doesn’t really matter.”

“Great. Now, I just need to get my dad’s story out there and counter the smear campaign against him.”

“If you find him, we can talk about what might be public information,” Flanker said. “Most of it can’t be. I’m sure you understand.”

“I do,” Tyler acknowledged. “Doesn’t make it any easier.” He paused and looked at his lukewarm coffee. “You ever work with Irina?”

“No.” Flanker shook his head. “I talked to a few of her contemporaries, though. We wanted to know as much as we could about Afghanistan. Why not talk to the country who kept screwing it up?”

“I’ll need to have an uncomfortable conversation with my dad, but I’m going to find him.”

“You need any off the books help, let me know.” Flanker extended his fist, and Tyler bumped it with his own.

“Thanks,” Tyler said. “I might need to take you up on it later.”
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Tyler returned to the hotel and sank onto the bed.

His dad had always been somewhat reticent in private. It served as a stark contrast to the gregarious man others saw. Zeke never talked much about his service days—even matters which had never been classified. Now, Tyler understood why. His father worked as a double agent in the dying years of the Soviet Union and carried on an affair with his counterpart. If it didn’t crop up in his own life, Tyler might have felt like he watched an ‘80s spy movie.

What the hell would he say to his father about all this? The double agent part came with the era. The affair bothered Tyler. He knew his parents didn’t have a perfect marriage—no one did—but he’d never suspected any sort of infidelity. Even if Zeke needed to pass dummy information to Irina, did he have to fall into the honeytrap, too? Years after the Soviet Union fell, Tyler’s mother got sick and died. Zeke seemed like a worried and doting husband the whole time. Maybe he was, and this only made his dalliance with Irina more difficult to process.

Whoever kidnapped Zeke did so for some personal vendetta. Tyler wondered if his dad were still alive. If he were—and if Tyler got him out of captivity—the two would need to have a serious conversation about the old man’s conduct in the ‘eighties and ‘nineties. Zeke would harrumph and try to get out of it, but Tyler would press him. He needed to know certain things.

Tyler got up and unpacked his travel easel and other painting supplies. After his retirement from the Army, he bounced around VA shrinks trying to get a handle on his PTSD. One put him in a therapeutic painting program. Tyler thought it sounded ridiculous at first, but he gave it an honest try and found it helped. Over time, he’d upgraded his supplies and learned not to be so critical of his output.

With a fresh paper ready, Tyler closed his eyes, breathed deeply, and got to work. A figure representing his father took shape at the bottom of the page. Near the top, Tyler filled in three different scenes. The first showed a boy and a woman. The second featured a blonde woman. Finally, a mysterious building served as the third. With the basic shapes done, Tyler used other colors to finish the piece. When he finished, he always felt a little mentally drained. Getting in the zone taxed him, but it was always worth it.

Sometimes, Tyler didn’t understand what he painted right away. His subconscious was getting things onto the paper. This time, he comprehended right away. The man at the bottom of the page walked three different paths—one with his family, a second with his lover, and the third which led him to captivity. If Tyler were a better artist, he could have drawn the various roads parallel to one another with frequent overlaps. He quieted his inner critic as he let the piece dry before slipping it into a folder.

It was getting late. Flanker gave Tyler good intel about Zeke, but it didn’t make finding the old man any easier. No one thought Irina Malkin kidnapped him and ordered him brought to Russia. Tyler would need more help finding his father, and he knew Lexi, Ortiz, Flanker, and others would be willing to lend a hand. At the moment, however, he stretched out on the bed, and his eyelids grew heavy.
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The phone rang four times, and then a man’s voice came onto the line. “Hello?”

“Uncle James?”

“Lexi?”

“How many other people would call you uncle?” she asked.

He chuckled. “Not many, I suppose.” James sounded similar to his brother, but his voice was a little tinnier and less assertive. “I got a new phone last year, and my contacts didn’t make it over. It was a mess.”

“It’s all right.” Nothing in his voice indicated he’d heard about his father. Maybe the news hadn’t trickled out to the west coast. Lexi sighed. “I wish I were calling with good news. Have you heard about your dad?”

“No,” James said. “What’s going on?”

“He’s been kidnapped.”

“What?”

“My dad is looking into it,” Lexi said. “It’s all a mess. The FBI raided his condo and accused him of selling secrets to Russia back in the day. Then, someone broke him out of transport when the feds were moving him to another facility. A few agents died. The trail⁠—”

“How come you’re the one telling me about this?”

“I suppose my dad hadn’t talked to you?”

“Not for a few years, no. I doubt he even knows I moved to California.”

“I’m not calling to kick up family drama, Uncle James,” Lexi said. “You and my dad can hash out your differences one of these days. Like I was telling you, someone broke him out of the transport. I uncovered a lead, and my dad checked it out, but nothing came of it. We’re still looking.”

“I assume the FBI is, too?”

“I’m sure they’re running an investigation in parallel, but they’re not telling us anything.” And we’re not telling those bastards anything, either, she thought.

“Good grief.” A deep breath hissed in Lexi’s ear. “I’m headed out there. I don’t know what I can do, but I’m not staying three thousand miles away while something like this is going down. I’ll catch a red-eye and land at BWI by morning.”

“You need me to pick you up?” Lexi wanted to know.

“Uber loves me,” Uncle James said. “I’ll be fine. I’ll let you know when I’ve touched down.” He let out a dry chuckle. “I’m sure your father will be just thrilled to hear I’m in town.”

“I’ll deal with him. It’s good that you’re coming out. We don’t know how this is going to turn out, and who knows? Maybe you can unlock a piece of the puzzle we can’t.”

“I’ll try. Thanks for calling, Lexi. See you soon.”

“Safe travels.”

Her uncle ended the call. Lexi set her phone down. She hadn’t seen James for a few years—probably the last time he visited. She’d still lived with her mother then, so it was at least four years ago. Lexi didn’t know all the reasons her dad and uncle were estranged, but she figured she’d hear plenty about it from both sides in the days ahead.
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Tyler’s phone vibrated and roused him from his nap.

Flanker called via the encrypted messaging app Signal. Tyler rubbed his eyes and answered. “Langley tighten the leash already?”

“Hardly.” Flanker snorted. “You up for another trip to the coffee shop?”

“I’d prefer to avoid it unless we really need to go there.”

“I imagine you need your beauty sleep,” Flanker said.

“About a month of it considering the way I look. What’s going on?”

“I guess we’re encrypted here. You’ll never guess who was on a podcast recently.”

“I probably won’t,” Tyler agreed.

“Irina Malkin.”

“What the hell podcast does a former Russian intelligence officer go on?”

“Some blowhard called Big Vinnie Velvet,” Flanker said. Velvet. As the fog of sleep lifted, Tyler remembered Ortiz mentioning the show, and he’d even tried listening to a few minutes. Forgetting the drivel would have been nice, but now the memory came back. The two idiots who accosted him in East Baltimore referred to themselves as Velvet Hammers and wore a BVV logo on their hats. It all started to come together.

“I suffered through about five minutes of his bullshit,” Tyler said. “He’s the classic stupid person’s smart guy. I can’t imagine he got a guest like Irina.”

“Maybe he didn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“I listened to it,” Flanker said. “You’re right . . . the guy’s a cretin. Something about the whole thing seemed a little off. Like they’d made a cut of her answers from something else and had him ask the questions separately. I couldn’t pick up anything weird, but I’ve heard quite a few old spies on both sides of the ideological divide talk in my day. I don’t think what went out on his show is legit. My team is looking into it.”

“Your people can’t detect these things?”

“With original source files, sure. We think whoever kidnapped your father is using this Vinnie character to discredit Zeke in the public eye. If everyone believes your dad was a traitor, no one will look for him or miss him when he’s gone.”

“You might be on to something,” Tyler said. “Lexi and I both have run into some of the more devoted followers of this asshole. He’s definitely managed to gin up some people about this whole mess.”

“My guess is he’s playing a part.”

“A paid part, no doubt.”

“We haven’t gotten to the part about following the money yet,” Flanker said. “Warrants and all.”

“You need them,” Tyler pointed out. “I don’t.”

“Before you get way out over your skis looking at someone’s spreadsheets, I may have something else. An asset.”

“One you’ve developed?”

“I guess you could consider me an adjacent developer,” Flanker said.

“Probably the best I’m going to get. What do you think this person might be able to tell me?”

“Who might have been interested in Irina Malkin and what she’s had to say over the years.”

“You think it’s a long list?” Tyler wanted to know.

“I think you can probably use some focus for whatever very off-book investigation you’re running. Maybe this guy can help. I’ve told him the big-picture story of what’s happening and took the liberty of arranging a face-to-face.”

“You know me . . . I love meeting new people.”

Flanker snickered. “Riiiight. I’ll message you all the info. The app will encrypt it, but I’d delete it anyway.”

“Thanks,” Tyler said. “I’ve never done this sort of thing before, and your basic pointers are invaluable.”

“You’re welcome, Tippy,” Flanker said. The man no doubt knew Tyler’s gratitude was sincere even if couched in sarcasm. “I’m sending you the info now. Good luck.” Flanker ended the call. A message arrived with a buzz a few seconds later. It contained the asset’s information and the coordinates for a rendezvous. Tyler put them into the GPS app on his phone, and they resolved to a park in Essex. He memorized all the information and deleted the message.

Tyler was due in Essex in an hour.
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Tyler preferred to arrive at locations early to scout them.

His former commander in Special Operations was a bastard and ended up being a war criminal, but former Colonel Braxton had a few good ideas, and one was to preach the importance of knowing the terrain. Tyler still did it to this day. He liked getting on site three hours ahead of time. This almost always put him there well ahead of his adversaries, and he used the time to identify ambush points, places for snipers to set up, and other tactical considerations.

None of these things were possible today.

The combination of it being after midnight and the rendezvous point being a small public park mitigated much of the risk. Tyler curbed the Tesla about a block from the park. It sat at the intersection of two side streets in what looked like a quiet Baltimore County neighborhood. A kiddie playground was the most notable feature. Many of the things Tyler enjoyed as a boy were absent today thanks to safety concerns and litigious parents. Swings, spaces for climbing and crawling, and plastic slides dominated the space, and wood chips covered the ground. Tyler remembered sliding down on metal hot from a day in the sun and landing on concrete or asphalt. Parents didn’t look for someone to sue because their kid came home with a skinned elbow.

He generally liked the fact Lexi had things easier than he did, but not all areas were better.

Tyler scanned the equipment and didn’t see anyone waiting for him. He moved along the street parallel to the park so he could see it all. When he got to the end, he crossed the road. This end consisted of a small pavilion, picnic-style tables, and grassy area for recreation. The playground took over on the other end of the green expanse. Tyler proceeded up the sidewalk. A pair of headlights came into view near where he’d left the Tesla. An engine cut off, and the beams went dark.

Tyler stood behind the largest slide and watched two men exit a late-model sedan. He’d come unarmed again and missed the heft of the Sig, but he expected the asset would bring protection. Tyler was an unknown after all. This would be an initial meeting where Tyler hoped to get some actionable intel about his father. If the situation went pear-shaped, he would adapt.

As the duo entered the playground area, Tyler moved out from behind the slide. The two men stopped and looked at each other for a moment before continuing at a slower pace. One was noticeably taller and beefier than the other. As they neared Tyler, the big guy held his hands out palms up and raised them a few times. Tyler interpreted this as a pat down gesture, so he stopped and assumed the position. The guy did a pretty good job before nodding to his friend. “I can’t be too careful,” the asset said in an eastern European accent. “I may know Flanker, but I don’t know you.”

“I understand. Thanks for talking to me.”

The other man grunted and produced a pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket. He shook one out before holding the pack out to Tyler, who wagged his head side-to-side. With a shrug, the asset replaced the smokes and pulled out a lighter. He inhaled deeply once the cigarette lit and raised his chin to exhale into the air. “I am not a fan of Russia in many ways. They get two things right . . . vodka and cigarettes.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Tyler said.

“Flanker tells me you seek information about your father.”

“Yes.”

“I do not know him, but I think I may have something. I am from Belarus. Many others from there do . . . security work for people in your country. Highest bidder.” Tyler waited while the asset indulged himself in more smoking. “I have heard of a Belarusian man hired to guard an old prisoner.”

“Do you know who?”

“I did not get specifics. I presume there are not many old prisoners you are interested in, no?”

“Just one,” Tyler said.

“I am not sure if I can find out who got the contract. It is not always wise for a man in my position to ask too many questions.”

“Just one man is providing the security?”

The asset chuckled, and his bodyguard joined in. “I very much doubt it. All the people I know have others who work for them. All were good soldiers once. If these men guard your father, getting him out will not be easy.”

“Do you think you’ll be able to find out more? Like who the guy is, or where my father might be?”

“I will try,” the Belarusian man said. “It is not without risk for me, but Flanker asked, so I will do what I can. I tell him any updates I have.”

“Thank you,” Tyler said.

“Watch your back. Any of the men I’m thinking of could have spies working for them. If they know your father, they know you. Even if Flanker didn’t speak up for you, I would know you are an ex-soldier by the way you walk and carry yourself . . . the way your eyes are never completely still. Even here, in a random park after midnight, you are looking for threats, yes? SEALs?”

Tyler shook his head. “Green Berets.”

“You would definitely be worth keeping an eye on.”

“I’ll be careful.”

The asset jerked his head, and he and his muscle walked away without another word. Tyler waited for their sedan to proceed down the cross street before he returned to the Tesla.
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Dirk Bracker read an email from Vinnie Velvet over breakfast.

“I’m not sure how much help John Tyler is going to be for his father,” he said to Marco as the latter joined him at the table.

“Did we take him out?”

“No. Sort of the opposite. A couple of Vinnie’s . . . more spirited followers found him in Baltimore. They started asking him questions, and he went off on them. Got led away by the cops, though it seems they ended up letting him go with no charges.” Dirk frowned as he read this part of the email. “Kind of bullshit. A different pair found the daughter on campus. Things escalated there, too. The Tyler family is feeling the heat.”

Marco sipped coffee. “Or maybe they don’t like being harassed by the sort of idiots who are loyalty to a mouth-breather like Vinnie.”

“Either way, it’s good for us.”

“Did this happen before or after he killed five men in my restaurant?”

“Before,” Dirk admitted.

“Great. This is all a fantasy, then. Tyler let those two idiots off the hook but turned my office into his own private butcher shop.”

“Have some breakfast, my friend. Talk to me again when you’re in a better mood.”

Marco got up and stormed into the kitchen. He returned with a full plate a couple minutes later and still wore a scowl. “Maybe we won’t need to keep the dad prisoner for much longer,” he said when he sat again.

“It’s up to him.”

Dirk’s phone rang. He saw it was one of the guys holding Zeke Tyler, so he answered it on speaker. “Pryvitannie,” came the Belarusian hello. “Old man is awake.”

“Good,” Dirk said. “Let’s do the usual today. Give him some breakfast.”

“And after?”

“Beat him.”

“Others not used to beating someone only so far. You have been most gentle here even considering he is old man.”

“It’s a long game. Let him eat. Maybe he’ll even let a tiny bit of hope into his heart. Then, go in and punch him a few times. Nothing serious. Not yet. We’ll ramp up soon if we don’t get what we want.”

“And what do we want?”

“Leave it to me,” Dirk barked and pressed the red button to hang up. He shook his head. “I left simple instructions.”

“What if you’re away when Zeke decides he can’t take it any more and apologizes?” Marco wondered.

“I don’t think he will.”

“But if he does?”

Dirk shrugged. “Then I’ll go back and make sure the men pound a second apology out of him before he dies.”
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After Emily and Kim left for their morning classes, Lexi continued trying to find whatever she could about who held her grandfather.

Her phone vibrated a short while later. It was a simple text from her uncle James. I’m downstairs. For the many differences between her dad and his brother, both of them leaned toward concise, introverted conversations. Lexi figured her grandfather’s outgoing nature skipped a generation and got passed down to her, though even she had her moments of not wanting to deal with other people.

She headed downstairs and unlocked the front door. Uncle James, four years younger than her father, resembled his older brother a little more than she remembered. His hair was longer and thicker but graying about as much as her dad’s. He stood an inch or two taller, and while he wasn’t fat or anything, he definitely didn’t take care of himself like his older sibling. “Nice setup here,” he said. “Good security.”

“One of the reasons I picked it.” Uncle James walked in, set his roller bag down, and the two hugged. “Good to see you.”

“You, too, Lexi.” He grabbed the handle of the suitcase and gestured toward the stairs. “Lead the way.” She took him to the apartment, and he looked around the place as if getting a tour from his real estate agent. Her uncle definitely dressed better than her father. He wore a smart pair of pressed pants, a light purple button-down, and a charcoal gray sweater. “Nice place. You have roommates, I take it?”

“Two, yeah,” she said. “They’re good friends. I’ve known them for years. You need to take a nap or anything?”

James shook his head. “One of the perks of the red eye is I got five hours of sleep in the air. I’m good. Wouldn’t mind some breakfast en route to your dad’s place.”

“He’s in a hotel.” When James frowned, Lexi added, “Long story. There’s more to all this than a simple kidnapping.”

“Can’t wait to hear all about it,” he said, grabbing his bag again. Lexi locked the apartment, and they walked across the lined asphalt to her blue Accord Coupe. James put his suitcase in the trunk and climbed into the passenger’s seat. “A manual?”

“I enjoy it.” Lexi fired up the engine. “My dad helped me find it and fix it up a little.” They left the lot. Uncle James wasn’t picky about where they ate, so Lexi drove through a McDonald’s on the way toward Baltimore. A half-hour later, they pulled into designated visitor parking at the Charm City Hotel. The shape of the sign made Lexi think it had once been part of a national chain. The building looked sound but on the old side. It was the kind of place that would let her dad check in under an assumed name and pay in cash. “I’ll find out where he is.” Lexi left her uncle in the car as she headed through the front door to the small reception area.

A short conversation later, she popped out of the sliding doors long enough to wave to James. He got out and joined her inside. They headed up the steps to room 206. Lexi rapped on the door in the pattern she and her dad had long used—two, one, and two. He opened up a moment later. The smile which started to form on his face stopped when he saw his brother. “What the hell’s he doing here?”

“Nice to see you, too, John,” James said. He and Lexi walked in.

“No one calls me John.”

“I’m not calling you Tyler,” he said. “It’s my last name as well.”

“Whatever. You won’t be here long enough for me to get really annoyed by it. You never are.”

“I don’t think this is the time for the two of you to snipe at each other,” Lexi said before her uncle could continue the argument. “Your father is missing, and we’re trying to find him. Big picture, guys. Jesus!”

“You’re right,” her father said. “Thanks for coming, James. If we need to buy stocks to get Dad out, you’re just the man to ask.”

Lexi started to protest, but James put up a hand. “I’ve taken enough shots at his career over the years. What do we know?”

“A decent amount but not enough,” Lexi answered. She laid out the events, starting with her grandfather’s surprising arrest, his abduction from federal custody, the lead she got on the Range Rover, and how it didn’t pan out. Her dad sprinkled in a few details as she went.

James sighed at the end of the explanations. “The restaurant was a dead end? No one could tell you anything?”

“They weren’t talking,” her father said. “I think it’s likely whoever they work for didn’t give them all the details to prevent someone from spilling them if I walked in and demanded answers.”

“What did you do?”

“What do you mean?”

“To the men who wouldn’t tell you anything.”

“I didn’t give them investment advice.”

“Christ,” James said with an exasperated sigh. “How are you going to help find our father when you’re getting hauled away for murder?”

“I’m not sure which is more insulting . . . the fact you don’t recognize good tactics or the idea you think I’d be so sloppy as to get caught.”

“Enough,” Lexi broke in before this mini-feud boiled over.

Her uncle nodded and put up his hands. “I definitely have questions, but I’m wondering how I can help. I . . . obviously have a different skill set.”

“We’ll find a way.”

“It’s still early,” her dad said. “We don’t even know who’s behind all this yet. You can figure out things I’ll never understand. We’re going to need all hands on deck for this one.”

“I’ll be around,” James said. He glanced around the room before adding, “At a nicer place.”

“The important thing,” Lexi said before her dad could rebut, “is to be there for your father once he’s free.”

Uncle James remained silent. Lexi found his silence telling, and it annoyed her, but there was enough bad blood in the room without her contributing to it. She held her tongue—for now.
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Tyler seethed all the way to Casey’s Coffee.

He shouldn’t have been surprised his brother arrived. Lexi must have told him what was going on, though it was possible for the news—and Big Vinnie Velvet’s ludicrous podcast—to have come across his sibling’s radar. Whoever held their father possessed the means to hire foreign mercenaries for security and ran the operation out of a place he and Lexi still hadn’t discovered. Tyler knew little about finance beyond balancing a checkbook. Excel seemed equal parts math and voodoo, so James could contribute in certain areas.

Maybe today’s chat with Flanker would allow them to steer their efforts better.

Tyler got there before his government friend, so he ordered a strong coffee and cranberry muffin. He waited at a two-top table. A few other customers drank their own hot beverages, nibbled on breakfast fare, and worked on phones, tablets, and laptops. By all appearances, Casey’s was as normal a place as any Starbucks or Dunkin. Tyler pegged it as a front for the CIA within a few minutes, but most civilians wouldn’t make the logical leaps he did.

Flanker walked through the door a couple minutes later. He was on the clock, so he wore a sharp blue pinstriped suit with a white shirt and red tie. After getting a coffee from the barista, Flanker showed his ridiculous “membership card,” and Tyler joined him in the private room. “Nice of you to wear the company colors,” Tyler said.

“They’re the same in the logo of my company.” Flanker chuckled. “Every now and then, I want to tell people my uncle Sam started the company, but I don’t need someone figuring things out.”

“Speaking of figuring things out . . . ” Tyler dropped onto one of the chairs near the end of the table.

“You met with my asset.” Flanker took a seat across from him.

“I did. Interesting fellow.”

“What’d you learn?”

“What are your thoughts on Belarus?” Tyler asked.

Flanker snorted. “Shithole country.”

“Is this the CIA’s official position?”

“No, they’re nicer than I am. It’s my opinion after making a couple trips there and dealing with some of the bastards who’ve made their way here.” Tyler remained silent, and Flanker sipped his coffee before continuing. “Did he tell you some Belarusian mercs are involved?”

“Yes,” Tyler confirmed, “but he didn’t know who it was.”

“I can try running it down.”

“Your man told me he’s going to see what he can find out.”

“Whoever has your dad must be a player of some sort,” Flanker said. “You don’t find these types in the yellow pages.”

“I’m certainly hoping A will lead to B.”

“Me, too.”

“Thanks for your help here. I know you’re probably not supposed to be working with me.”

“Definitely not,” Flanker said. “The Israeli assassin a few months ago, and now some Belarusian prick. You got any more foreigners who want to kill you or your family?”

“Can’t think of any offhand,” Tyler said, “but I reserve the right to come up with more and ask you to help me get rid of them.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re lucky I like you, Tippy.”
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Lexi stared at her list of assignments to catch up on and sighed.

She couldn’t get jazzed for any of the work at the moment. Even though most of her classes were geared toward her criminal justice major, the situation with her grandfather proved too much of a distraction. It wasn’t one she could tell her professors about, of course. “Please excuse me from my assignments for a few days,” she said as she typed the words into a draft email. “Some psycho has accused my grandpa of being a traitor and abducted him, and I need to help my dad figure it all out. My dad will kill everyone involved in this operation, and I might have to pick up my Glock and get involved, too.”

She chuckled as she read over the message. Without a recipient, it would linger in her Drafts folder unsent. Lexi closed the laptop and picked up her tablet. She started reading a chapter in her criminal justice textbook, but even though the topic interested her, she simply couldn’t focus on it. Maybe more coffee was the answer. It often worked for her dad.

By now, Emily and Kim would be returning soon, so Lexi brewed a half pot. She drank some and tried to get back into her reading, but it didn’t work. Everything happening was too personal—including those idiots coming to campus and harassing her. She wondered if more would make the trip at some point. If whoever sent them wanted to intimidate her, he might try again with a better class of enforcer.

The apartment door opened, and Kim walked in. “Hey,” she said, exchanging smiles with Lexi. “You look like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

“And here I thought I had such good posture,” Lexi said.

“I’m serious.” Kim sat next to Lexi on the couch. “What’s going on? Is it something with your grandpa?”

“It’s all just kind of overwhelming.” She sighed and ran fingers through her hair. I’m not going to cry, she told herself. “I can’t even focus on my work, and I actually like it now. I’m basically done with bullshit classes like Econ one-oh-one.”

“So take a step back if you need to,” Kim said.

“Sure.” Lexi snorted. “I’ll just tell everyone I’m helping my dad look for his father who’s been framed as a traitor and held by someone we haven’t found yet.”

“All right, I guess it does sound kind of ridiculous when you say it out loud.” Kim chuckled, and Lexi joined her.

“I typed it into a draft email because I think I needed to get it out.”

“Can I help?”

“I doubt it.”

“With anything?”

“Maybe keep the wine cabinet stocked,” Lexi suggested.

“Sure,” Kim said.

“I might need it. I’m not sure what else I can do at the moment. My uncle is here.”

“Wow. I haven’t heard you mention your uncle in years.”

“I haven’t seen him for years. He and my dad don’t really get along.”

“But he’s here to help.”

“Yeah,” Lexi said. “All hands on deck.”

“Well, your hands have been working on the deck for a while. Let your dad and uncle do stuff for now. You’re a junior in college. Go to a frat party and make out with someone.”

Lexi grinned. “Maybe when this is over.”

“I hope it’s soon,” Kim said.

“Yeah.” Lexi nodded in agreement. “Me, too.”
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Tyler rolled his eyes when he heard the rapping on the door. He’d just sent the housekeeper away a few minutes before, and he wondered if one of her colleagues stopped by again. As usual, he stood off to the side and used his phone to get a picture of a view through the peephole. This removed him—and especially his head—from the typical line of fire if someone on the other side waited for their view through the glass to darken.

James lurked in the hallway. At least he had the good sense to hold a tray with two coffee cups. Tyler grumbled and opened the door. When he didn’t say anything, his brother asked, “You going to invite me in?”

“You did bring coffee.” Tyler stood to the side and let his brother pass. He glanced both ways down the hallway, saw nothing of interest, and locked up again.

“I figured there would be a toll,” James said.

“Both black?” Tyler wanted to know. James nodded, so Tyler grabbed one of the cups. Acceptable java. “What brings you by again?”

“I want to help.”

“Great. Like I told you, if whoever took Dad contacts me, I’ll ask them if they need a hedge fund manager.”

“Goddammit, John.” James settled into the uncomfortable office chair while Tyler sat on the edge of the bed. “I know I’ve given you shit for your career choice, but come off it already.”

“You’ve done a lot more than give me shit.”

“I’m not here to legislate the past with you.”

“Good thing,” Tyler said.

“I’m serious. I want to help find Dad, and I know my skill set is different than yours. There’s no reason we both can’t do what we’re good at.” He paused. “I got the feeling you didn’t share everything when Lexi was here with us earlier.”

Tyler realized his brother might be able to help if they needed to follow the money or go over financial data. The FBI would have a team of forensic accountants a phone call away. He couldn’t concede an advantage to them. A squad of blue-jacketed feds descending on a building would be a good way to get his father killed. “You’re right.”

“Trying to protect her?”

“She doesn’t really need it, but yeah. Lexi’s . . . had to do more than a girl her age should. I know she wants to help, but there has to be a limit.”

James bobbed his head. It reminded Tyler of Zeke doing the same thing. With both of them now in middle age, James resembled their dad even more. “What else do you know?”

“I have an acquaintance in the CIA.” James frowned, but Tyler kept going. “Considering what Dad has been accused of, he’s taking a risk helping me. He put me in touch with an asset, and I met with him late last night.”

“And?”

“You know much about Belarusian enforcers?”

“Offhand, no.” James blew out a breath. “I’m familiar with eastern European mob and criminal activity writ large, though. It was part of my training to get an anti-money laundering certification.”

“All right,” Tyler said. Maybe James would be more useful than simply tallying up columns in Excel. “This asset tells me a Belarusian guy is involved. He’s the type who will have his own men. Still working on figuring out who it is. The hope is this will lead us to who actually ordered Dad abducted and where they’re keeping him.”

“With enough information, I should be able to figure it out. At least one of them, which should then get you the other.”

“I want to be up front with you. I’m going to take the intel you give me and act on it. People are going to die.”

“Sounds like a few already have,” James said.

“There will be more. I’ll stack bodies a mile high to get Dad out of wherever he is.” Tyler pointed at his brother. “You need to be okay with it. You can’t give me some information and then try to tell me how to use it, or hope no one gets hurt. I’m happy for whatever help you can provide, but we’re playing this game in my ballpark.”

“I have to ask.” James fidgeted and wrung his hands before continuing. “Do you think Dad’s still alive?”

“Yes.”

“What makes you sure enough to answer so quickly?”

“The hopeful part of me wants him to be,” Tyler said. “Then there’s the rational part. Whoever kidnapped Dad did so for a reason. They’ve taken him to an unknown place and hired foreign goons. You don’t take these steps for a short-term thing. They want something from him.”

James’ head nodded fractionally. “And if he is?”

“We mourn . . . and we stick to our plan. If they kill him before we can get him out, I’m giving you a gun.”

“I just might take it.” James looked away, and he cocked his head when he saw the watercolor painting still on the easel. “You’re an artist now?”

Tyler got up, removed the paper, and set it face-down on the bed. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not being critical,” James said.

“Your tone suggests otherwise.”

James put up his hands. “I’m the last person who would make a comment about someone else’s art.”

“It’s a therapeutic thing,” Tyler said. “Not important.”

“It sounds important.”

“If you want to do a big catch-up, let’s bring Dad back first. Then, we can go out and have a nice long chat.”

“Fine,” James said. “I’ll start looking up general info on what a Belarusian criminal might get up to financially. Let me know when you have some specifics.”

“I will.”

James looked at his own hand, then to Tyler’s, and then headed toward the door.

[image: ]


Dirk accompanied a couple of the larger goons into Zeke’s room. “Grab him,” he told them. The old man protested, but the enforcers were twice his size and a third his age. They seized his arms, hoisted him off the floor, and carried him down the hall. Dirk led them into a large room with a long table and sink. The two far legs of the table rested on bricks, and the other two were situated near a metal drain cover. Jugs of water and towels sat on the basement concrete.

“You’re going to waterboard me?” Zeke asked.

“Perceptive of you,” Dirk said. He jutted his chin toward the two goons as one lifted Zeke and slammed him down atop the table. He coughed and sputtered. “I figured you retired before you’d gotten trained in stuff like this. Yes, I’m going to waterboard you, and I’m going to enjoy it. Even if you don’t tell me anything besides your name, rank, and service number. Your body is going to think you’re drowning, and I’m going to smile while you suffer.”

“You’re a son of a bitch.”

Dirk inclined his head, and one of the sentries hammered Zeke in the midsection. The old man curled up and wheezed. “Hold him.” Each grabbed one of the elder Tyler’s arms, forcing his body to straighten out despite the fact he still sputtered from the punch. Dirk wet a towel and poured water into one of the gallon jugs. Despite the hopelessness of the situation, Zeke Tyler still thrashed his legs even though it did him no good. Dirk slapped his face with the towel before unwrapping it and covering his head.

Then, he poured the water. Zeke made no reaction at first. Maybe he tried to convince himself he wasn’t actually drowning, but it didn’t last long. He soon yelled and screamed even though whatever he tried to say was unintelligible past the liquid flood. When the jug ran empty, Dirk left the towel in place. He yanked it off a few seconds later. “Anything you want to say?”

“Sure,” Zeke said, spitting out a bunch of liquid. “Go to hell.”

“Have it your way,” Dirk replied with a shrug. He filled two jugs this time and replaced the towel when he finished. After the first gallon ran empty, Dirk continued with the second. The old man shouted and thrashed the whole time. Again, Dirk removed the wet towel. “How about now?”

Zeke said nothing at first, and his rapid breaths were loud in the enclosed space. “Go to hell,” he repeated quickly between gulps of air.

“I can keep doing this all day,” Dirk said. “I get the feeling you can’t.”

“Fine. Kill me, then. I’ve had a good run. Just remember . . . my son will find you. All of you.”

Dirk scoffed and put the towel back over Zeke’s face. He again filled both gallon jugs. This time, he poured the water a little slower. What he might lose in volume he gained in extending Zeke Tyler’s anguish, and the tradeoff was worth it.
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Later in the day, Flanker texted Tyler and requested they meet at the coffee shop.

It was almost dinner time, but Tyler would never pass up a good cup, so he drove there. The barista remembered him because she apologized for the lack of cranberry muffins. Tyler told her the black coffee would be fine. He waited at a table for a few minutes until Flanker arrived and ordered his own java. A minute and one phony membership card later, they had the back room to themselves.

“Some of the people who work here have to catch on,” Tyler said.

“None of them have yet.” Flanker shrugged. “We don’t know about it if they do.”

“What do you have for me?”

“The asset reached out again.”

“Do I get to know his name? You all might walk around the halls of Langley talking about your assets, but I can’t say it without feeling like an investment advisor.”

“Yegor.”

“All right,” Tyler said. “What did Yegor tell you?”

“He thinks he has a name.” Flanker frowned. “Kind of a quick turnaround if you ask me.”

“I was about to.”

“Look, he might be a fast worker. Hell, maybe he personally knows the guy who’s involved. I have no idea. It all seems a little sudden to me.”

“You’re concerned this is a setup.” It wasn’t a question.

“Considering where he wants to meet, I am,” Flanker said. He pulled out his phone and brought up a map program. “It’s an industrial area near the Port of Baltimore. With the port at reduced capacity, no one’s used this particular building for a few months. I think there are plenty of places for someone to set an ambush.”

“Your theory is whoever’s involved with kidnapping my father got to Yegor and put him up to it?” Tyler wanted to know.

“More or less.”

“One way to find out.”

“A pretty dangerous way.”

“Come on, Flanker. Let’s not pretend we’ve never wandered into situations we figured were traps going in.”

“Sure,” Flanker acknowledged. “When we were both a decade or more younger and had a bunch of other idiots with us. This time, you’re going to be the only one rushing in.”

“When am I supposed to be there?” Tyler pressed.

Flanker looked at his watch. “Four and a half hours. They’re setting it at night. I don’t think Yegor would turn on me and the agency unless someone with ample pull put him up to it.” He sighed. “I’d like to go with you, but your father’s case is a problem for people like me.”

“It’s fine. Send me the coordinates. I’ll scout it online and get there early for a better look.”

“I could probably rustle up someone to go with you.”

Tyler waved a hand. “You think this guy is going to show up with a dozen armed men?”

“No,” Flanker said, “but I think we can both find at least one good spot for a sniper.”

“My initial read is there are two. Either way, I’ll check it out and be ready. He’s not going to surprise me.”

Flanker texted the location. “Good luck. I hope I hear from you later.”

“If not, you’ll send flowers?”

“I guess I will.”

“In lieu of them, I’d rather you continue to help Lexi if things don’t work out for me.” Tyler checked the message and tapped on it. The coordinates resolved into the location in Google Maps.

“Sure. Text me her number.”

“You work for a goddamn intelligence agency.” Tyler stood and clapped Flanker on the shoulder. “If you can’t figure out how to reach her, you can’t help her.”
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At the hotel, Tyler used Google Maps and Google Earth to scout the area.

He wasn’t sure what the building used to be. Maybe some kind of small refinery or a shop working with metals. From the outside, there were no good shooting lanes into the structure. Inside, a large concrete floor with machinery scattered about took up most of the space. There was no proper second level, but some of the housings for the tools were tall enough to stretch toward the ceiling. Tyler tapped two areas where a potential sniper could pick off someone on the lower level.

On the whole, it represented a poor choice for a place to set a trap or ambush. Once inside, the target didn’t need to worry about shots from the exterior, and clearing two areas removed the threat of a sharpshooter. Yegor could still march in with a dozen men, but Tyler would go well-armed. There were enough places to take cover and hold off the opposition.

Tyler got dinner delivered from a local sandwich shop and checked his gear. He could wear a bullet-resistant vest. The Sig would handle close-up shooting, and he grabbed his trusty M4 Carbine for more precision and longer range. He selected enough ammunition to put a dent in the manpower for the entire Belarusian army. Before leaving, he called Lexi and let her know what was happening.

“You can’t go there alone,” she said.

“I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“Absolutely not,” Tyler said. “I’ve already scouted the place, and I’m about to drive there. I’ll be early . . . earlier than anyone who wants to kill me.”

“What if you’re not?”

“I’ll be armed. Lexi, I’ve walked into worse situations. If this is a setup, we keep digging. If the asset has useful intel, our search gets easier. It’s worth the risk.”

“I don’t like it,” she said.

“You don’t have to. In the meantime, maybe you and your uncle can work on the money angle. He knows how to do it legitimately, but he might need some of your computer sorcery to get started.”

“He’s not going to be a fan of what you’re doing, either. Have you two even said more than a sentence to each other since he landed?”

“Actually, yes. He stopped by earlier. We had some coffee and chatted.”

“And?” Lexi pressed.

“We’re not going to sing ‘Kum Ba Yah’ around the campfire anytime soon, but we understand one another.”

“I guess that’s good enough for now.”

“It’ll have to be. I’m gonna go. I’ll talk to you later.”

“You’d better. I love you . . . you stubborn, stubborn man.”

“Love you, too, kiddo.” Tyler ended the call. He got the vest over his head and secured the straps. The Sig went into a holster at his hip. The carbine included a strap so he could put it around his torso. Ammo clips on the vest and his pockets held the extra magazines. Tyler made sure no one saw him leave looking like Rambo, climbed into the Tesla, and drove toward his destination.

He’d anticipated the possibility of things going pear-shaped at this meetup. The worst scenario he could prepare for was walking away with no information and a bunch of dead bodies at the scene. Someone would discover them eventually, and parking a connected vehicle like the Model X nearby might as well have been sending up a beacon and advertising his involvement.

Instead, Tyler planned a more anonymous approach.

He left the electric SUV in the parking lot of a bar. The place wasn’t crowded, and he didn’t think anyone would tow the car. Tyler swapped the SIM card from his smartphone to a dumb flip model and called a local taxi company to arrange a ride. He’d brought his reading glasses, which he put on as he walked around the pub. Tyler also wore a reversible jacket—black on one side, brown on the other—and a nondescript Orioles baseball cap.

Eight minutes later, a Camry pulled to the curb. Tyler hopped in a and set a duffel holding the M4 beside him. On the return trip, he would use a different ride service, ditch the cap, stow the glasses, and turn his jacket inside out. Even if police or the feds asked taxi drivers about any fares on the night in question, they would get two different descriptions and come to the likely conclusion of two distinct passengers.

Tyler instructed the driver to stop in a lot two blocks past the building in question. It connected to a run-down strip mall featuring more businesses boarded up than open. Still, it was a plausible—if sketchy—place to get out. A generous tip hopefully bought silence or a foggy memory. No one was in the area once the Camry headed away, but Tyler still stuck to the shadows. He approached the chain-link fence surrounding the facility. It included a motorized gate, currently closed, and a shack for someone to operate it on the other side. No barbed or razor wire sat at the top, but the fence was twelve feet high, and the landing was on asphalt, so climbing was naturally perilous. Tyler moved along the perimeter and found another way in.

Someone had cut an opening. He checked the damaged ends of the metal, and they’d collected a little bit of rust and discoloration. The vandalism was old. Tyler hid the olive-colored bag in tall grasses, pushed one section of the chain link back, and slipped inside, careful not to snag the carbine or its strap. No other cars were in the area, and the place looked deserted. Tyler swung the weapon’s muzzle around, brought it to bear, and padded toward the nearest door.
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Lexi drove to her uncle’s hotel.

She was mad at her father for running off by himself. When would he get it through his head that she worried about him? That he didn’t need to do these things by himself so often? Rollins could have helped. Ortiz was always willing to join in some extracurricular activities. Lexi knew her dad was a capable operator, and she understood he wanted to bring his father back alive. She simply didn’t agree with the risks he took to do it.

Uncle James got a room at the Hampton Inn in College Park. It put him only a couple miles away from campus. Lexi picked up some food at one of her favorite spots and headed to the inn. She knocked on the door to his room. He answered and smiled when he saw her. His eyes went to the white paper bag in her hand which had turned translucent in spots from grease. “You brought dinner?”

“I know your hotel serves breakfast, but I think that’s it.”

“Thanks.” He held the door open wider, and Lexi walked in. The room featured a single king bed, a desk with a chair, and a TV mounted onto the wall above the small dresser. James had set his laptop up on the desk, and his leather jacket—which looked a great deal like one her dad owned—hung over the back of the chair. “I was just getting into some research. What’d you bring?”

“Burgers.”

“You have a lot of good places around here?”

“It’s a college town, Uncles James. Everybody sells burgers. Even the vegetarian places if you don’t mind some weird ingredients.”

He chuckled. “I’ll stick to beef. Thanks, Lexi.”

“Sure.” She frowned at the condition of the bag. “I wish I’d brought some plates.”

“It’s fine. Neither of us has to clean the room.” He walked into the bathroom and returned with a small towel. “You can spread yours out there. I’ll take what’s left of the sack. It’s a good sign when you can see through the paper.” Lexi kept a burger and fries for herself, handing one of each to her uncle. He opened the small fridge and took out two bottles of water, tossing one to her which she snagged out of the air.

“How’s your research going?” she asked after munching a few bites.

“It’s early. There are some prominent examples of Belarusian criminal activity in this country. Everything from drugs to hookers to money laundering and even crypto scams. I don’t know specifically what I’m supposed to be looking for yet, so I’m casting a wide net to start.”

“Your brother is meeting with his source. I think he’s walking into a trap, but he insists he’ll be fine.”

“He probably will,” Uncle James said. “I’ve made no secret over the years how I don’t like what your father does, but he’s very good at it.”

“I know. I just worry about him.”

“He’s what . . . fifty-three?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll turn fifty later this year. I’ve slowed more than I want to admit.” Lexi’s brows knitted at the comment. “I’m probably not reassuring you, but I have a desk job. People my age who aren’t super active are supposed to slow down. Your dad is different. He and I have never really been much alike. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”

“I hope so.” Lexi took another bite of the burger. She got two made the same way—lettuce, tomato, dill pickle slices, and raw onion. The diner put a bunch of ketchup and mustard packets into the bag. Uncle James had been picking the onions off but didn’t object. “We might know more about what to look for soon.”

“I’ve tried focusing on the financial side of things,” James said. “It’s where I can add the most value. It also connects to everything. Embezzlement, selling drugs, running guns, trafficking . . . all of them turn into money at some point. It’s one of the reasons my net is so wide. Getting to focus on one or two areas would help.”

“I think I can assist you at some point. I’ve been interning with a local private investigator’s office.”

James offered an appreciative nod. “Good for you. I guess I’ve been caught up in everything and haven’t really asked you how school is going.”

“It’s fine,” Lexi said. “We’ll have time to catch up. I have a laptop my dad’s old company gave him before he quit. It has some . . . interesting capabilities. Whoever’s responsible won’t be able to hide from the two of us working together.”

“I like the way my favorite niece thinks.”

Lexi acknowledged his wit with a smile.
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Tyler checked the place and found it empty.

There was plenty of real estate above the main floor. Machinery of various types stretched to the ceiling, and walkways for maintenance workers allowed easy access to everything. Including the two spots a sniper might choose to hide in wait. Tyler crouched in an area where he could see both. Two ladders on opposite sides of the space provided access.

About thirty minutes later, a single light shone through the window from the outside. There was no motor sound, so this meant a person approached on foot. Sure enough, a man inched through the door a moment later. Tyler flattened out, and a flashlight beam passed over him during the newcomer’s sweep of the area. The man on the ground level considered his choices and headed for the ladder to Tyler’s left.

After climbing and reaching the narrow walkway, he would need to shimmy another twenty feet and situate himself. Tyler crawled along, going as quickly as he could while also not allowing his hands or knees to clatter against the metal. The walkway continued after a ninety-degree turn to the left, but the handrail stopped. It would potentially make Tyler more visible, but he took the risk and kept going.

The other man was quiet but made slow progress. Climbing a ladder made you vulnerable. It was hard to hold a weapon and move steadily upwards at the same time. Only desperate measures would cause Tyler to do something like this by himself. The asset—or whoever paid this guy—must have compensated him well or had some really damning dirt on him.

Tyler reached the spot he’d identified first. The handrail resumed again. This must have been an area for workers to maintain the massive machinery. OSHA concerns mandated basic safety measures. The guy approached and muttered curses in Russian. Tyler didn’t speak the language, but he knew how to swear in many foreign tongues. It remained one of the more useful things he’d learned during his twenty-four years in the Army.

As he navigated the walkway, Tyler struck. The other man’s eyes went wide, but he managed to raise an arm to deflect the punch. Tyler grabbed the guy’s stringy hair and pulled him forward for a headbutt right between the eyes. The Belarusian grunted. Tyler kept his grip on the man’s mane and rammed his face into the metal guardrail until his adversary stopped struggling and went limp. A couple zip ties held him in place, and one of his socks served to mute him. Tyler took the would-be shooter’s AK-74, another pistol in his waistband, and a smaller one strapped to an ankle.

With no one else on approach, Tyler could stand and move more freely. He tossed the rifle and larger pistol atop a machinery box. Before climbing back to the main level, he strapped the ankle rig into place. If Yegor didn’t come alone, someone would pat Tyler down, and most people’s searches stopped around the knees. Tyler kept the carbine at the ready as he waited for the asset to arrive.
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Two minutes after the appointed time, Yegor and a brawny man walked into the building.

The asset eyed Tyler. “You were expecting an army?”

“I like to be prepared,” Tyler said.

“I will need you to set your weapons down.”

“Sure.” Tyler kept an eye on the hired muscle as he leaned the carbine against the wall and hung his pistol on the stacking swivel by its trigger guard. This wasn’t the same guy from the Essex playground. It made Tyler wonder how many men Yegor had at his disposal—or if someone else specifically sent this fellow.

“A man in my position must be cautious,” Yegor said. “You understand, yes?”

“Sure,” Tyler said again. Yegor jerked his head, and the goon gestured for Tyler to raise his arms. The guy conducted a reasonable pat down, but like many alleged security folks, he stopped just past the knees. The man barked something in Russian, and Yegor replied with a single bob of his head.

“I was surprised to hear from Flanker. He is not my . . . how you say? Handler? I know him, so I heard him out. Maybe I could help.” Tyler remained silent during this preamble or whatever it was. The other man stood still but looked around the area constantly. Tyler wondered if he scanned for the sniper who remained knocked out on the platform above. “Do you know what many of us Belarusian men do when they get to America?”

Prattle on, Tyler thought. Instead, he answered, “Not specifically, but I imagine it has something to do with criminal activity.”

“You are correct. It is sad but true.” Tyler wondered if the comment was accurate. A percentage of any immigrant population would end up being criminals, but most people came to America in search of a better life. “I tried to work a normal job for a while. The problem is I know too much from my days in the old country, and groups like your CIA want me to be an asset for them.” The enforcer frowned at the turn in the conversation but said nothing.

“Is your conscience getting the better of you?” Tyler wanted to know. He wondered if this was where the meeting ended and the setup began. The goon carried a pistol holstered at his hip. Tyler needed to reach under the hem of his jeans. He could do it—and dropping into a sudden crouch would help throw off his adversary’s aim—but there was no cover to hide behind in the interim. He didn’t like feeling exposed.

“What if it is?”

“You need money?”

“I like money,” Yegor said.

“Most people do. I can trade it for what you know about the man who took my father, but I didn’t bring it tonight.”

The larger man spoke to Yegor in Russian. They didn’t use any of the words Tyler knew. At some point, the enforcer scoffed and called another name, adding the word for shoot. When nothing happen, his brows knitted, and he repeated the command a few seconds later.

“Waiting for someone else?” Tyler asked. “I got here early. Your friend won’t be joining us tonight.”

“He is dead?” the goon demanded in a deep, heavily-accented voice.

“He’s alive for now. How long he continues breathing depends on what you two guys do from here.”

No one said anything. Instead, all three men stared at one another. Yegor didn’t appear to be armed. He didn’t need to be since his friend came packing. When the enforcer reached toward his midsection, Tyler dropped to a crouch and went for the small pistol at his ankle. The Belarusian goon cleared his weapon first, and he put two rounds in Yegor’s back. The asset sagged to the floor. Tyler got the .32 out, but he needed to scamper away from a few more shots which whizzed over his head and just past his position. The shooter then moved toward the far end of the space, taking up a position behind several panels of machinery and controls.

Tyler knew he was outgunned. The pistol he held was more effective with well-aimed kill shots rather than rapid fire on center mass to debilitate. He could make it work. His foe had just killed a man and now hid from a second. He would be nervous. Tyler steadied his breathing and hugged the wall as he moved closer to where the enforcer hid. He quietly picked up a random bit of metal from the floor in his left hand. Once he found a good position, he tossed it toward the machinery. It clattered against the concrete floor and wall.

The enforcer emerged from the other side. Tyler was already aiming at the expected height and fired twice, taking him in the collarbone and neck. The man grunted and collapsed like a sack of cement. The pistol fell from his hand and slid about six feet away. Tyler advanced. The goon remained alive though blood spread through his shirt and spurted from the neck wound. He tried a feeble reach for the gun he’d dropped. Tyler stood over him and put a third round between his eyes.

He moved back over to the fallen Yegor. As Tyler approached, the asset let out a quiet grunt. Tyler wore thin black gloves but still touched the prone man carefully, avoiding getting blood on himself or his clothes. When he rolled Yegor onto his back, Tyler could see the man didn’t have much time left. Blood burbled around his mouth, and there must have been more on the floor than remained inside his body. Yegor’s lips moved, but no sound came out at first. Tyler leaned closer. “Laser,” he croaked.

“What? Laser?”

Yegor repeated the word, coughed up more blood, and then lay still. “Shit,” Tyler muttered. They were in an enclosed building, but enough other businesses were in the area for someone to have heard gunshots. Tyler wanted to interrogate—or finish off—the sniper above, but time was not an abundant resource at the moment. Someone may have already called the police. It was time to summon a return ride. Tyler set the .32 Walther by the dying Yegor, collected his gear, and headed out of the facility.
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After calling a second company for a ride, Tyler moved away from the industrial site.

After grabbing his duffel, he slipped through the same hole in the fence and turned his jacket inside-out to the brown side. Putting his cap in the bag would be enough, but he wanted to get rid of it. The taxi would meet him in front of a dive bar about three blocks away. On the way, a homeless man approached. He wore a camo jacket like a lot of street folks did, and the sign he carried claimed he was a veteran. A few easy questions—the kind which would trip up people who didn’t serve—established the man’s bona fides.

Tyler handed him the hat and a twenty. The shaggy man eyed the Orioles cap. He was probably an age peer of Tyler’s but looked at least a decade older, worn down by years outdoors and probably off the medication he needed. “You don’t have cooties, do you?” the fellow vet asked in a raspy voice.

It was a term Tyler hadn’t heard since Lexi was in elementary school. Tyler attended a few different places for his early education, but he answered with what boys everywhere believed to be true over forty years ago. “Only girls have cooties.”

The homeless guy chuckled and adjusted the cap before putting it over his mane of brown and gray. Tyler kept walking, making a right at the next cross street and proceeding toward the bar. He didn’t go inside but could imagine the layout. Dark wood floors and a long bar to match. At least one pool table. Overhead lighting which fell out of fashion twenty years before. It was the kind of corner pub where the bartenders knew the locals but still listened to the same sob stories night after night.

A Toyota Avalon eased to the curb, and Tyler climbed inside. Sirens drew closer as the driver pulled out onto the road. Tyler rode back to where he’d gotten in the other cab earlier. Another generous tip later, he walked toward the lot where he’d left the Tesla. He drove it back to the hotel. Once safely in his room, Tyler showered and then sent Flanker a message over Signal.

You up? I met with our friend tonight. Didn’t go as planned.




Shit. What happened?




I’ll call you in a minute.




Standing by.




Tyler dialed his Langley friend, and Flanker picked up quickly. “Am I going to have a mess to clean up?”

“We’re pretending you get your hands dirty?” Tyler asked.

“All right.” Flanker chuckled. “Fair enough. Are the Baltimore police and maybe the FBI going to have a mess to clean up?”

“I think so.”

“What happened?”

“I got there early to reconnoiter. Sure enough, someone tried to set himself up as a sniper.”

“I presume he was unsuccessful,” Flanker said.

“Quite. If he didn’t come to and free himself, he’s going to face some pointed questions. Anyway, Yegor brought someone with him to our first chat. A big guy. Hired muscle. I wasn’t surprised. Tonight, a different man came with him. Looked a little meaner. We were just getting down to brass tacks when the goon hollered for someone to take a shot at me.”

“Which no one did.”

“Right,” Tyler said. “The guy draws his gun and shoots Yegor twice. I waited until he edged out from hiding and put him down. Yegor was still alive but barely. He managed to say, ‘Laser’ before he died.”

“Laser?”

“Yeah. Like the beam of light. Mean anything?”

“Other than your definition I didn’t need,” Flanker said, “no.”

“Nobody with the nickname of Laser is in your database somewhere?” Tyler asked.

“What do you think this is, a Marvel movie? Look, I’ll run with it. The team can probably figure it out. Maybe he was trying to tell you something else, and it only sounded like laser. We’ll piece it together.”

“You know where to find me when you do.”

“Indeed I do,” Flanker said, and he ended the encrypted call.

Tyler texted Lexi so she would know he came out of the incident unscathed. She was glad but still chided him for walking alone into an obvious trap. Getting out of it—and learning something from the asset—represented only the first step, however. Tyler knew the best thing he could do at this point was wait. He didn’t like it much, but he accepted it.
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Dirk walked into Zeke’s room with two of the enforcers.

One handed the old man a tray of breakfast and then stood near the other. They positioned themselves near the door, beefy arms crossed, and did their best to look menacing. In the unlikely event Zeke made a break for it, he’d get pummeled before coming close to freedom. The tray held an apple, toast, scrambled eggs, and coffee. It was a way better breakfast than Dirk wanted to provide for a man he despised, but he did so at Marco’s recommendation. “It’ll be more satisfying if you don’t starve him,” his friend had said. “You don’t want him to be desperate.”

It made sense, so Dirk rolled with it. “I’m running out of patience with you,” he said as Zeke munched on a slice of toast. “It means you’re running out of time.”

“An actuary would probably tell me my time is up,” the aged Tyler said.

“I’ll get an apology out of you before you die.”

“I already told you I’m sorry for your loss . . . at least twice.”

“I mean a real apology,” Dirk barked. “Not some hollow platitude.”

“How long do you have to wait?” Zeke asked. “You look younger than me, but I might outlive you.”

“You won’t.” Dirk turned his attention to one of the sentries. “Like we discussed,” he ordered, and he waited for the man to confirm before leaving the room. He adjourned to an office across the hall. A few years ago, he might have done some work out of it. Now, however, he was retired, so he drank coffee and read the morning newspaper—a hard copy, of course. A few minutes later, one of the men left with the tray and returned to Zeke’s room.

The beating began in short order.

A particularly loud groan from his elderly captive motivated Dirk to see what went on. Zeke lay on the floor bleeding from his nose. One of the guards cursed at him in Russian. “Ready to apologize yet?” Dirk asked. “We don’t need to go through all this. I can make sure you get a quick and mostly painless death.”

“I wouldn’t have told Charlie a goddamn thing fifty-odd years ago,” Zeke said, spitting blood onto one of the lummox’s shoes. “I’m not telling you anything today.”

Dirk shrugged. “Fine. Have it your way.” He turned to the two meatheads. “I want to hear a bone break this time. Beat him until something snaps.”

One hauled the old man to his feet and held his arms. The other wound up and hammered Zeke in the midsection. He sputtered and wheezed but didn’t have time to recover before another blow hammered home, then a third and a fourth. The fifth punch to the midsection produced the loud snap of a rib fracturing, and Zeke let out his loudest and longest grunt of pain yet. The one holding him let him go, letting the injured man fall to the concrete like a sack of potatoes. Both filed out while Dirk remained in the doorway. He waited for Zeke to cough, take a few breaths, and glare in his direction. “I’m kind of glad you took the hard way,” he said before slamming the door.
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A Signal message from Flanker interrupted Tyler’s morning workout.

Meet me at the coffee shop, 45 minutes. I have something.

Tyler replied in the affirmative, finished his exercise, and returned to his room for a shower. He left a few minutes later, arriving early to avail himself of whatever breakfast options Casey’s Coffee offered. In addition to his usual cranberry muffin, he opted for an egg and cheese bagel sandwich and an extra large coffee to wash it all down. By the time Flanker arrived, Tyler had devoured the sandwich and was eating the last bite of the muffin.

He took care of his trash while Flanker ordered his own java and got them access to the back room. “How’s the breakfast?” the CIA man asked.

“Not bad,” Tyler said. “I hope my contribution to Langley’s coffers helps keep this place open.”

“Me, too.” Flanker enjoyed a healthy swig before continuing. “I was right. ‘Laser’ was what you heard but probably not what our asset said.”

“In my defense, he was mortally wounded and had a mouth full of blood.”

“No judgment. We’re pretty sure he was trying to say, ‘Lazar,’ as in Lazar Kozlov. Ever heard of him?”

“No.”

“He’s a Belarusian expat now living in America. Former military. He seems to be something of a fixer over here. We can’t tie him to one specific area of interest. He definitely has some mercs on his payroll, and he doesn’t seem to care who hires him so long as the money is good.”

“Sounds like a peach,” Tyler said. “When do we kill him?”

“Slow your roll, Tippy. We don’t know where he is. Yes, he’s a foreigner, but he’s on our soil, so for purposes of surveillance and the like, Lazar is considered a U.S. person. Intelligence agencies can track him, but we have to go to court to get permission first.”

“I don’t need to go to court.”

Flanker spread his hands. “As an authorized agent of the Unites States government, I cannot condone any extrajudicial actions you may be considering.” He sipped more coffee and winked.

“I presume I’ll be getting a dossier on this prick?” Tyler wanted to know.

“Within the hour. As far as I know, we’re going to try and get a warrant to keep tabs on the asshole, but it’ll take a while. If a private citizen acted on information he received from an anonymous source, however . . . ”

“You told me he’s a fixer and keeps his own little private army. Doesn’t strike me as the type to hold a grudge against my father.”

“Probably not.”

“He’s on the payroll of whoever does, though.”

“Probably supplied the men who killed two FBI agents and one marshal,” Flanker said. “You sharing what Yegor told you gave us a head start, but we’re not the only agency looking into this. The other two I mentioned have a bigger stake. They’re good at their jobs. It’ll be a matter of time before they’re on to Lazar, also.”

Tyler grinned and finished his coffee. “What’s life without a little competition?”
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“I think I know who we’re trying to talk to,” Tyler told Lexi over the phone. They weren’t using Signal, so he wanted to keep the conversation general.

“Good,” Lexi said. “Do you need me to come by and talk to him with you?”

He smiled, knowing she would run with the flavor of the conversation. “I think it would be best.”

“See you soon, then.”

Forty minutes later, Tyler let Lexi into the hotel room. She carried a backpack on her shoulders and a cardboard tray with two coffee cups. “Good thing there’s a Dunkin nearby.”

“Why do you think I picked this spot?” Tyler said. Lexi unpacked the laptop from her bag and set it up on the desk. She sat with her feet tucked under her in the chair. Tyler took the edge of the bed. “There are Belarusian guys all over this. I don’t know why anyone from there would have a grudge against your grandfather, so my guess is they’re hired muscle.”

“Hired by whom?” Lexi wondered.

“Let’s see if we can find out. Before he died, the man I went there to meet tried to tell me something. I thought he was saying, ‘Laser,’ but it turned to be Lazar. Lazar Kozlov. I already know he’s a former Belarusian soldier who works as a fixer of sorts over here. We need stuff beyond the basics.”

“I’ll see what I can find out.” She signed in to an operating system called Kali Linux. The red team guys at Patriot Security tried to teach Tyler the many capabilities of the machine. It didn’t go very well, and they soon learned the futility of trying to get him to do more than type a username and password. Once she started opening application windows and a command prompt, he was basically lost. If Excel was voodoo, what Lexi got the laptop to do constituted sorcery of the highest level.

He let her keep going. Her fingers danced over the keys. At some point, she put her feet back on the floor, and her right knee bobbed up and down to a beat only she could hear. After a few more minutes, Lexi paused and let out a long breath. “This guy’s pretty good at trying to keep a low profile all things considered. He definitely seems shady. I’m pretty sure I can connect him to some unsavory mercenary types, but it’ll take a little longer.”

“Whatever you need to do,” Tyler said.

“What’s the endgame, Dad?”

“Killing this son of a bitch and bringing my father home.”

“I meant more immediately,” Lexi clarified. “If I can’t make critical connections and figure out who’s paying him or where they might be, we need to change tactics.”

Tyler waved a hand toward the laptop. “Does it involve you coming up with some electronic solution?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll trust you to do it, then,” he said.

They both finished their coffees. When they did, Lexi showed him her results. “I want to keep digging,” she said. “This is an incomplete picture.”

Tyler checked what she’d found. She came up with a pretty complete bio on Lazar Kozlov. Much of his military history was unavailable, but Tyler expected this. Swaths of his own file ended up heavily redacted at the unclassified level. Kozlov came to America nearly twenty years ago. He worked pretty openly as a “business consultant,” “problem solver,” and “troubleshooter” according to various bits of biographical information he’d posted over time on websites he controlled. Anyone who wanted to hire him could read between the lines.

Most of the men Lexi could connect to him were fellow Belarusian expats. This meant he probably hired them or maybe worked for a few who could turn out to be heavy hitters. “Kozlov is the primary target,” Tyler said, “but you might dig into these guys and turn more up about him. They may not be as committed to OPSEC as he is.” Many men and women in Tyler’s former line of work practiced good operational security. Not revealing too much information where the public might find it—namely the internet—was the most basic practice. Kozlov himself seemed capable at it. Some of the men he ran with could have been less careful.

Lexi cracked her knuckles and got back to the keys. “I’m on it.”
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Dirk felt confident enough in the operation to pack a bag and leave for a few days.

“It feels a bit like you are running,” Lazar Kozlov said.

“John Tyler’s getting closer.” Dirk stuffed another pair of shoes into the twenty-four-inch roller. “Your plan was good . . . kill Yegor before he can say anything and then take out Tyler.” He stared at the mercenary. “It would have been much better if everything worked like we drew it up.”

“We?”

“You. Whatever.” Dirk zipped the bag. “I’m heading out for a couple days as a precaution. You know how to reach me, and Marco will be around some.”

Lazar snorted. “Your little friend is useless.” He muttered some foreign word Dirk didn’t understand.

“He’s a part of this, too,” Dirk insisted. “If we don’t hear anything more about Tyler after a couple days, I’ll come back.”

“And the men and I will stay here?”

“You knew this could happen. You and your boys are being compensated well for the risks you’re taking.”

“It is not about the money,” Lazar insisted. Dirk wondered how much the man skimmed from the oafs who worked for him. “It is about being a leader. Showing strength.”

“Tell them I had to leave for a family issue.” Dirk shrugged. “I really don’t give a shit. I’m going to avoid the heat for forty-eight hours or so. It’s a sound tactical move. Tell me you never saw it happen during your military days.”

Lazar grunted and eventually nodded. “Very well.”

“Let’s talk about our guest,” Dirk said. “Business as usual for the most part. We’re not starving him, so he gets three meals a day. After he eats, give him a little time to think nothing is happening, and then I want a couple guys to beat him. Not severely. I want to hear his apology when I get back.”

“The old man is a loose end. We should kill him now.”

“We’re not going to. Keep him alive. The men can kick him around some. I also want him waterboarded twice a day.” Lazar grinned at the mention of the torture technique. Dirk wondered how much agony the man had inflicted—either directly or by proxy through his associates—over the years. “Just waterboarding. Nothing else. None of your men need to break his arms or anything. By the time I get back, I want Zeke Tyler to apologize for what he did to my son. To me.” He shrugged. “Then, you and your men can take all the time you want torturing, maiming, and killing him.”

Lazar inclined his head. “Have a safe trip. We will see you soon.”
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Lexi tried working with her uncle to dig into Lazar Kozlov’s financials.

“What the heck is an anti-money laundering certification?” she wondered.

“It’s something I can get to go after people who . . . well . . . launder money. We learn a lot about how they do it and why.”

“And Belarusians tend to do this?”

“I’m leery of painting everyone from the country with such a dark brush,” he said. “Let’s say the criminal element coming from there tends to engage in it along with a few other common illegal enterprises.”

“So they’re the mob with a Slavic accent?”

James chuckled. “That sounds a little too simplified, but I don’t think you’re wrong.” He looked up from his laptop, and Lexi realized James looked more like her grandfather than her dad did. She’d never met her paternal grandmother. “Where did you say the restaurant was?”

“King of Prussia, Pennsylvania.”

“Not exactly a hotbed.”

“What do you mean?” Lexi asked.

“Belarusian criminals tend to go where they’ll be around others who speak a common language,” Uncle James explained. “Usually Russian. It’s common in immigrant communities. Spanish speakers cluster together. We might expect a fair number of folks fluent in Russian near New York City or even D.C., but King of Prussia doesn’t seem like a good spot.”

“Doesn’t mean these pricks are holding Grandpa there. He was en route to a prison in Virginia.”

“Your dad would be better at this part than me, but I think whoever’s paying this Lazar character would want operational control. If he’s based in Pennsylvania, would he want to pack up and go two states away just because the transport van was there?”

“I don’t know.” Lexi shrugged. “I’m still trying to get into any of Lazar’s accounts. It’s hard for me to even find out where he banks.”

“Maybe he just has a really full mattress somewhere.”

Lexi grinned. “Not helpful. Do you know what kinds of accounts these guys are likely to have? Anything I should look out for?”

“He’ll probably have something in his own name,” James said. “It’ll be clean, though. Most of these guys are too smart to get tripped up on the basics, and if he’s been operating for twenty years, we’ll presume he’s no dummy. These guys are into crypto now, too. Why take a wire transfer when someone can pay you in Bitcoin or Ethereum? Whatever his mercenary business is will probably be a shell corporation. My guess is any of those accounts will also be hard to find.” Before Lexi could echo her earlier thought, James added, “I know . . . not helpful.”

Lexi used one of the scripts she’d gotten from her private investigator boss C.T. Ferguson. It scraped various social networks to assemble more complete profiles on people and their associates. It also checked known breach records for any passwords corresponding to a subject’s email address. Lexi let it run and exported the results to a Word file she shared with her uncle. “See if there’s something here you can use. In the meantime, I want to know if I can go deeper.” She dialed C.T.’s cell, and he picked up quickly. “I need your help with something,” Lexi said when he was on the line.

“Doesn’t sound like a school project.”

“It’s not.” Lexi ran down what happened with her grandfather, her dad’s attempts to gather information, and what they’d learned about Lazar Kozlov to date. “I have the email address he frequently uses, but I can’t get much else. I think he needs to get a special message.”

“All right,” C.T. said. “You find someone he’s likely to communicate with a lot. I’ll work on the payload.”

“Thanks, boss.”

“Good thing I happen to be both a brilliant hacker and not especially busy at the moment.”

“Where’s T.J.?”

“Looking into something.”

“So she’s busy,” Lexi said.

“Yes.”

“But you’re not.”

“No.”

“Convenient.”

“My name is on the door, after all,” C.T. said. “I think I found a good one. You looking for bank records, crypto wallets, and those sorts of things?”

“Yep,” Lexi said.

“All right. I’ll put it in the usual folder online. You can retrieve it and do what you need to do. Just make the message sound good.”

“I can take it from here, boss. Thanks a lot.”

“You bet. Good luck, and let me know if you need anything else later.”

“Will do.” Lexi ended the call and worked on composing a convincing email. She found a few Vlads in Lazar’s connections and spoofed an email address. Lexi added the payload to a picture she found on a Belarusian tourism site. “Check my message,” Lexi said to her uncle. She turned the screen to face him.

Lazar,

While I love the opportunities we have in America, I miss home. Remember seeing this? Nothing here comes close.

-Vlad

“I guess it’s good,” James said. “Might as well send it.”

Lexi did, crossing her fingers and hoping for the best.
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Lexi’s excitement over sending a “special attachment” to Lazar compelled Tyler to join her and James in his brother’s hotel room.

“You want me to explain what it does again?” she asked.

Tyler snorted. “I barely followed what you said the first time. Repeating it won’t make a difference. I get the gist . . . he clicks the link, a virus or something hits him, and you gain access to his information.”

“More or less.” Lexi kept an eye on the screen. It was another application on Tyler’s old laptop which he’d never used and didn’t really comprehend. “If he clicks the link,” she explained earlier, “you’ll see an icon for his device appear here.” She tapped the right half of the app display. “It’ll probably be a phone, but the machine itself really isn’t the goal. The aim is to get his banking and other sensitive credentials.”

Now, they waited. At least they could do so with coffee. This was probably Tyler’s fourth cup of the day. Nowhere near his record. A moment later, an icon flashed onto the screen where Lexi said it would. She clapped her hands together, startling James to the point he nearly leapt from his perch on the uncomfortable sofa.

“We’re in?” Tyler wanted to know.

“Hang on,” Lexi said. She clicked on the icon representing Lazar’s phone, picked some option from a menu Tyler couldn’t read, and a new window of scrolling text popped up. “We’re getting data. Once the dump finishes, we’ll see if we have something we can use.”

Once the stream of letters and numbers stopped, Lexi opened the file and displayed the information. Tyler didn’t understand what some of it was, but he could pick out user names and passwords from the list. “You can put this together to login to his bank?” he asked.

“Should be able to, yeah.”

“What about two-factor authentication?” James chimed in.

“Depends,” Lexi said. “If I can choose, I’ll pick email verification because I can get in, get the code, and delete the message.”

Tyler frowned. “Won’t he notice?”

“Potentially. He’d probably need to be looking at his phone. Even if he does, we’ll be authenticated. By the time he raises hell with the bank, it’ll be too late.”

“I hope you’re right, kiddo.”

“Me, too, but I think I am.” Lexi opened a browser window for a financial institution Tyler had never heard of. She pasted the login information, and once the system accepted the credentials, it wanted to send a code. Email was one of the options. In a new tab, Lexi logged into Lazar’s account. “We’ll want to read his messages anyway.” She instructed the bank to send the code, opened the message, read the numbers aloud, and deleted it immediately. When she keyed them in on the bank’s page, the security challenge went away, and the screen showed Lazar’s banking information.

As Tyler expected, the man carried a healthy balance—more than one, actually, as the lone login showed several accounts. “Can you dump the transactions and sort through them?” he asked his daughter.

“Listen to you . . . using almost technical terms like ‘dump.’ I was already going to. The less time we spend connected here, the better.” Lexi found the option to export the last six months of transactions from each account and did so. She then disconnected from the website, saved the files, and rebooted the laptop entirely. When it came back up, she left it offline.

“We won’t need his emails?” James wondered.

“I doubt it,” Lexi said. “If he’s smart, he used a temporary account for anything shady. Whatever we need should be in his financials.” She brought up the records, increased the font size when both Tyler and James asked at the same time, and the trio started reviewing everything. It would have been more efficient to print everything and have each person take a different third, but resources were limited at the hotel. They didn’t need their activities logged in the business center.

James pointed at the screen. “Good possibility,” Lexi said. She brought the wireless connection back up and checked out an entry for First State Commercial Rentals. “From what we see in the transaction notes, it looks like Lazar rented a place in Delaware. What’s in Delaware?”

“Beaches, Dover Air Force Base, and toll roads,” Tyler said.

“That’s it?”

“There’s literally nothing else.”

Lexi brought up a map. “According to what’s in the entry, I think this is the place.” The screen showed a medium-sized commercial facility. A fence with one gate for entry and exit surrounded it. Not much else was in the area, so bringing a captive and a small army wouldn’t draw attention.

“It’s certainly large enough to house a prisoner and a bunch of men to guard him,” Tyler said.

“It is.” Lexi pointed to the screen and read something. “Rooms available for staff who work long shifts or need to spend the night.”

“I think you found it.” Tyler clapped his daughter on the shoulder. “Good job.”

“Wait, what are you going to do?”

“Get him out.”

“Can I come with you?” James asked.

“No.” Before Lexi could make the same inquiry, he added, “Neither can you.”


34




“It’s the place,” Tyler said. “This is where they’re holding him captive.”

“It’s likely,” Lexi allowed, “but we don’t know for sure. Not a hundred percent.”

“You’ve been through this asshole’s financials, right?” Lexi frowned but bobbed her head, her auburn ponytail bouncing on her shoulder. She probably knew the point Tyler wanted to make. “Is there another suitable facility he’s rented?”

“No.”

Tyler spread his hands. “There you go.”

“You want to know what I think?” James asked.

Not really, Tyler thought. However, in the interests of keeping the fragile peace with his brother, he said, “Sure.”

It took James a second to start talking. Maybe he’d expected snark or resistance. “Lexi has a point. We don’t know with one hundred percent certainty. The timeline adds up, though. Lazar and whoever’s paying him made a plan and knew they needed a place to keep Dad.”

“Why didn’t the mastermind rent it, then?” Lexi asked.

“To keep his name out of it,” Tyler said. “Lazar takes the money and handles the transaction. He’s assuming the risk in case someone eventually combs through his records. If you want to know who the guy with the vendetta is, see if you can find some large payout or wire transfer.”

“I doubt they would be so careless,” James said. “Even if his backer were cavalier about this, Lazar seems like a pro. He’d take precautions.”

“All right.” Lexi stood and crossed her arms under her chest. “Fine. This is the place they’re keeping Grandpa. You’re still not going alone. Lazar could have a dozen men. They’ve clearly planned an entire operation.”

“Fine.” Tyler slipped his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll make some calls.”

“I could always⁠—”

“I’ll make some calls,” he repeated, stepping out into the hallway. Seeing no one, he dialed Flanker. The agency man picked up quickly. “I have a location.”

“For your dad?”

“Yeah. It’s probably not the kind of stop I can make alone. Want to come?”

Flanker sighed. “I don’t think I can get involved to the degree you’re asking. This was always something of a delicate situation for me all things considered.”

“Even knowing what you know?”

“I gotta sit this part out, Tippy,” he said. “If there’s any follow-up later, I could be down to ride with you.”

“I’ll hold you to it.” Tyler ended the call and dialed his old service friend Rollins, who was probably more capable than Flanker anyway.

“Damn,” Rollins said after Tyler provided him a quick and non-specific summary of events.

“I always appreciated the succinct nature of your reports,” Tyler said. “Want to ride with me on this one?”

“I guess, but I’m on light duty. Got hurt on another job. I can handle the exterior parts while you go in.”

Tyler knew Lexi wouldn’t go for Rollins’ limited participation—which was why he wouldn’t tell her. She’d be thrilled to learn another capable operator went along, and she didn’t need to know the finer details. “All right, thanks. I want to go tonight if you can.” When Rollins indicated he could, Tyler told him they would talk again soon. He went back into the room and shared the news.

“Good,” Lexi said. “I feel better knowing he’s going with you. When do you leave?”

“Now. I’ll go back to my hotel. I’m geared up, and I know Rollins will pack appropriately.”

“You want me to come?” James offered.

“I think you should sit this one out,” Tyler said. “It’ll be messy.” His brother’s brows knitted, so Tyler put a hand on his shoulder. “You played a part. Your knowledge and skills helped Lexi get the information we needed.” His daughter nodded to confirm. “You did what you do. Now, it’s time for me to do what I do. Different skill sets, remember?”

James grinned. “Bring him back alive.”

“I will,” Tyler said.
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Lazar stood in the doorway and ate a sandwich.

It wasn’t a particularly good lunch. The facility he’d rented cost a pretty penny, so they recouped savings by skimping on the quality of the food and refreshments for the men. And the prisoner. Dirk was being too kind to the old man—someone he should have hated. Americans didn’t have the stomach to treat captives the way they deserved to be treated, yet Lazar would make sure the men followed the letter of Dirk’s instructions. No one would kill or maim Zeke Tyler.

It was time to get more aggressive, however.

After giving the aged prisoner a meager lunch, Lazar made sure to walk in eating something. He noticed Zeke eyeing the sandwich. In the interests of appearing pleasant, he’d even offered it in exchange for the apology Dirk sought. Zeke had scoffed as Lazar expected. In return, two of his largest and meanest men took turns folding the old man in half with body blows. Considering he already had at least one fractured rib, it must have been excruciating. To Zeke’s credit, he never offered more than a groan or a grunt. Lazar respected his unwillingness to show how much pain he was in.

If Lazar didn’t need to have his men to pummel the old guy, he might have liked him.

“Mister Tyler,” he said when Zeke sagged to the floor and struggled to breathe, “why do you do this to yourself?”

“Where’s Dirk?”

“He stepped away.”

Zeke snorted and spoke around wheezy breaths. “Something’s happening, then. He’s been hammering at me to give him an apology, and now he ‘stepped away’? Come on. He’s scared.” Lazar offered no response—mainly because he agreed. “You guys have ended up on my son’s radar. Maybe the FBI’s, too.”

“I doubt it,” Lazar said. “It would not matter anyway. We all have jobs to do. Even you have a part to play.”

“Now you’re going to ask me to apologize for Ralf Bracker being an asshole thirty years ago?”

Lazar shook his head. They wouldn’t break this man. Not without going far beyond beatings and waterboarding at least. “Enough for now,” he commanded his men in Russian.

“We should break more of his ribs,” one of them replied.

“I said enough. Go.” Both snapped to attention and filed out of the small room. “I like you, old man,” Lazar said to Zeke. “You’re tougher than Dirk and way beyond Marco. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

Lazar left, making sure the door locked before he headed away. Rounding a corner, he nearly ran into Marco. “You get anything out of him?” the Italian wanted to know.

“Not today.”

“I hope your men took it out on the prick.”

Lazar didn’t care for Marco’s tone. He really had no use for the man in general. “I do not work for you.” He jabbed a finger into Marco’s chest. Predictably, the wimp did nothing about it. “I have my orders, and I’m following them. I suggest you stay out of the way.” Marco said nothing, and Lazar walked away.
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Tyler and Rollins drove in separate vehicles to Delaware.

“I want to bring my own in case I need to take my dad to a hospital,” he told Rollins when they were planning the trip. “If I do, you keep going. If all goes well, we won’t have pursuit, but you get clear in case.”

“Your stupid Tesla going to have the range to make a round trip?”

“There’s a charging place five miles from our target. I’ll top it off there.”

Now, they waited for the battery to get to a hundred percent. Tyler still preferred a gas-powered vehicle. A trip to the station took a lot less time than charging the Model X when the battery was low. Still, the SUV featured good range, and it did something no conventional vehicle really could—it ran in virtual silence. Tyler pulled the location up on his phone again, and he and Rollins studied it.

“It’s not a bad choice,” Rollins said. “One way in and out. Pretty isolated. Seems easy to defend.”

“You and I have both breached tougher targets.”

“Sure, but we usually had more men with us.”

“We’ll get it done,” Tyler said.

“I know you want to get your father out . . . and I know I’m kind of on light duty . . . but do you really want to go in alone?”

“I think so, but let’s see how things go once we’re onsite.”

When the Tesla’s battery hit 100 a few minutes later, they set off for the last leg of the journey. Rollins’ pickup had a noisy V8 under the hood, so they left it on the other side of a hill leading to the location. As they crested the rise, the facility came into view on the right. A six-foot chain-link fence encircled it. A gate wide enough to accommodate a large truck was the only way in or out. There were no breaks or damaged areas in the fence. Tyler drove a slow circle around the place. Rollins pointed out a camera in the rear, and Tyler swung a wide arc to stay out of its field of vision.

“You think someone’s watching the feed?” Rollins wondered.

“Maybe. We’re driving on a road. A narrow one, but still. The presence of a car doesn’t have to be significant.” Seven sat in a patchy asphalt lot behind the structure. Tyler figured everyone knew what each other drove, and there were no Teslas. His would stand out.

“I think we should presume they know someone might be coming.”

“I’m always expecting resistance,” Tyler said.

The rest of the loop showed nothing else. No sentry walked the perimeter, but one might appear in response to a vehicle in the vicinity. Tyler wondered what the place was used for originally. He guessed distribution of some sort. Offices could be converted to bedrooms for the mercenaries and any prisoners they might keep. Once they’d driven around the entire complex, Tyler eased the Model X part of the way up the hill again. This way, if Rollins needed to shoot at anyone, he would enjoy a good vantage point.

Both men screwed suppressors onto the ends of their pistols. They wouldn’t completely silence any reports, but combined with the remote location, no one should hear the operation. “You good to scout around?” Tyler asked.

“I’ll need to go a little slower,” Rollins said.

Tyler had no issue with a slower pace. Rollins had always been the stealthiest man Tyler ever met. Even with a limp, he’d be good for sneaking up on anyone they might run into. Enough lights shone around the building’s exterior for the two men to see everything without needing night vision equipment. Both left the Tesla and padded toward the gate.
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Lazar spotted the white Tesla SUV on a camera.

He didn’t always monitor the feeds, but he’d been taking a turn at the desk. The longer they held Zeke Tyler, the greater the odds someone figured out where he was. This combined with Dirk’s rather sudden departure convinced Lazar someone needed to keep an eye on the security system. He liked to think anticipating threats was a factor separating him not only from many of his countrymen but also many of those doing the same work in America.

He grabbed the microphone. Speakers throughout the lower level would carry the message to his men. “We may have a visitor soon. A white vehicle is driving the perimeter. Everyone be ready in case the old man’s son tries to gain entry.” Lazar pondered how the situation might play out. He’d seen a version of John Tyler’s file. It was pretty light, but considering the man’s training, experience, and deployment history, Lazar could fill in the gaps. He would lose some men, but the numerical advantage would be too great for the younger Tyler to overcome.

“Try and take him alive if you can,” Lazar continued. “He has value to our prisoner. We can bring him inside and then torture him in front of his father.” The Tesla passed another camera. The resolution wasn’t great, but Lazar swore he spotted a second person in the vehicle. “Be careful. He may not have come here alone.” Lazar set the mic back down and exited the office.

Boris happened to be his closest foot soldier, so he gestured for the man to follow him. Together, they unlocked the elder Tyler’s small room and walked inside. “Your son might be staging a rescue,” Lazar said. The old man offered no response. “Do you think he’s going to take you out of here?”

“I won’t bet against him.”

“He is greatly outnumbered.”

“And you’re going to be greatly outsmarted,” Zeke said. Boris advanced, but Lazar held up a hand, and his man stopped.

“I guess we will see,” Lazar said. “I’ve ordered my men to take your son alive if they can.” Again, their aged captive said nothing. His face didn’t betray a reaction. Lazar enjoyed a good game of poker, but he didn’t think he would relish sitting across the table from Ezekiel Tyler. He switched to Russian to give Boris his orders. “Stay here with the old guy. Don’t hurt him unless you really have to.”

Boris nodded his understanding. Lazar left the room and locked the door behind himself.
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“If they were smart, they would kill the lights.” Tyler watched as the bulbs stayed on. He and Rollins geared up out of the range of any cameras. It felt like one of the many building assaults he’d done in Afghanistan. Tyler eased the Sig’s slide back a fraction to check its chambered round and tapped the three spare mags against his hip to seat all loads. He’d only brought the M4 carbine as a second firearm, but Rollins’ duffel held a semiautomatic Mossberg shotgun for a third. It had always been one of Tyler’s favorite weapons for breaching, so he ditched the carbine, pocketed extra double-aught shells, and strapped his vest on.

“Take a can of spray paint with you,” Rollins said.

“Camera?”

“Yeah. There’s one at the gate. If you’re careful, you can swing wide out of its range and black it out before it picks you up.” This would be better than disabling it. The telltale static would alert anyone watching.

“All right.” Tyler shook the can.

“I’ll cover you,” Rollins said. He eased himself into position. “This scope has night vision in case they get smart and kill the lights.” He looked through it, adjusted the range, and gave Tyler a thumbs up.

Tyler headed away. When he was out of earshot, he said, “Comms check.”

“Copy,” Rollins confirmed.

“Thanks for coming.”

“Let’s get in and get out.”

Tyler approached on a wide arc. Most security cameras had a 120-degree field of vision. If the one at the gate pointed straight ahead, this left sixty on either side. Tyler crouched and moved from the right. He reached the fence, scanned the ground, and saw no wires, dead critters, or other indications it was electrified. He spotted the camera as he drew closer. It was painted the same generic silver as the fence, and its thin mounting pole didn’t draw attention. Tyler uncapped the can, made sure to stay out of the effective range, and covered the lens in black paint.

If anyone watched the feed, he would see what happened. However, it might get chalked up to a camera failure versus the static indicating someone tampered with or disabled an electric eye. The gate featured a manual operation and no lock, so Tyler let himself in. “I’m approaching the building,” he said to Rollins. The driveway continued for about a hundred yards, and there was no cover to be found. Tyler stayed low and hurried. The path neared the front right corner of the structure before diverting to a parking lot on the long edge. Doors split the sides there and on the short edge closer to his position. There was only one window, and a curtain covered the inside.

Tyler stopped in a crouch about fifty feet from the entrance. “You see anything?”

“No lights or activity,” Rollins said. “Looks clear.” As Tyler stood, Rollins continued. “Wait. One tango coming out the side. He’s moving toward you. I got him.” Tyler waited. A couple seconds later, a suppressed shot made a dull sound, and a body crumpled to the asphalt. Tyler padded around and confirmed the man was dead. He plucked the earpiece out and listened for a few seconds. Someone talked in Russian. Tyler tossed the small device back down.

“If you don’t see anything else, I’m heading inside,” Tyler said.

“Copy. Keep the line open. I can breach, too, if you hit resistance. We need a code word.”

“Bananas.”

“Really? Why?”

“I’m a little hungry,” Tyler admitted. “I kind of wish I’d eaten a banana.” Rollins snorted. “You asked.”

“I did,” he said. “Unless I hear the shit seriously hitting the fan, I’ll wait for your code word.”

“Roger.” Tyler led with the shotgun as he neared the door. Opening one was always better with more than one person. With Rollins limited by injury, Tyler would make do. He moved as far to the side as he could, turned the handle, and pulled. By the time the door swung open, Tyler was clear of the space. No bullets flew from within.

“I don’t see anyone right there,” Rollins’ voice sounded quietly in his ear.

Tyler stepped inside. He waited for the door to close, using his heel to stop it before it completed its arc. He then eased it shut while letting his eyes acclimate to the dimmer lighting. He’d walked into a spartan foyer. Only an unmanned desk remained in the area, though scratches on the cheap tile floor indicated other furniture had been here before.

Another door led to parts unknown. Like the front entry, this one was also unlocked. Tyler opened it the same way as before. This time, bullets whizzed through the empty space. A shout in Russian followed. Tyler put his heel in front of the door and waited. A single set of footsteps drew closer. As they neared, Tyler braced the Mossberg against his shoulder, flattened out on his side, and blasted a guard who approached from fifty feet away.

Any element of surprise he might have enjoyed was definitely gone now.

When the corpse hit the floor, Tyler slipped through the door and let it click shut behind him. He entered an open floor plan. In the building’s past life, this probably served as a production area of some sort. Larger scratches on the floor meant large equipment got moved in and out. Only a few bits remained shoved against the far wall. Tyler didn’t like standing in the area because of the lack of cover, but he paced the perimeter and encountered no other resistance.

The elevator didn’t work, but two staircases—one at each end—led down. When Tyler completed his loop, he took the one nearer the main entrance. He descended with the Mossberg in front and his body pressed against the handrail. Illumination improved as he made his way to the lower level. The stairs ended at a small landing which led to another closed wooden door. This one had been painted over and repaired at some point, and whoever performed the work did a shoddy job.

The light coming from under it was brighter, and Tyler spotted the outlines of two large shoes breaking the pattern. He crouched, pointed the Mossberg at the likely center mass of the man on the other side, and fired. The cheap door fell apart around the blast, and another body thudded to the floor on the other side. Tyler waited, but no footsteps rushed closer, and no bullets zipped his way. This corpse marked the third to fall. He wondered how many more men Lazar employed.

“You good in there?” Rollins asked in Tyler’s ear.

“Yeah,” he answered quietly. “I’m in the basement level. A little resistance so far but nothing major.”

“You think it’s too easy?”

“Not sure yet.” The line between a trap and an enemy force employing poor tactics was thin and indistinct.

In addition to his body getting shredded by pellets, a piece of the door broke free and lodged itself in the guard’s neck. By itself, it would have been a fatal wound. Tyler stepped over the corpse. The corridor was narrow, and a three-way intersection lay a short distance ahead. Again, Tyler wondered why Lazar wouldn’t cut the power—or at least the lights. Maybe he didn’t prepare by furnishing his goons with night-vision equipment.

Tyler hugged the left wall as he advanced. When he came to the intersection, he pointed the Mossberg down the hallway to the right. It was empty of people, though a few doors were on either side. The same held true of the current corridor as it continued. Recessed lighting and plastic domes likely housing cameras lined the ceiling in every direction. Tyler remembered clearing complexes similar to this during his active duty days. He’d been younger then, and he always worked with an excellent team, but an operation like this would still be in his wheelhouse.

He continued straight. A door opened ahead. A bearded man with dark hair stepped out, regarded Tyler with wide-eyed surprise, and reached for his pistol. He never got the chance to clear it, however, as a load of buckshot put him flat on his back. A report from somewhere on this level came a few seconds later, but Tyler saw no shooter. Two more followed soon after. What did the three gunshots mean for Zeke? Executing him at the first sign of trouble made no sense. Was his father trying to get free? Multiple sets of footsteps now came from the hallway to the right. Smart tactics. The opposition was trying to herd Tyler somewhere.

He stepped into the room the dead man had been leaving. The only furniture was a row of large desks. As Tyler surveyed the space, three men stood and leveled pistols at him. He could take out one for certain, and maybe a second, but he’d be open to return fire from the third man. Making matters worse, three more large guys filed in behind him.

“It takes six of you to bring me in,” Tyler said mostly for Rollins’ benefit. “I should be honored.”

None of the others replied, and Tyler wondered if they were conversant in English. “You want me to breach?” Rollins asked.

“Not yet,” Tyler whispered.

Now, Tyler knew Lazar employed at least six more men. Shooting his way out of this scenario wasn’t going to happen. Tyler would need to look for an opening later. He held the Mossberg in one hand out to the side. The risk of no opening presenting itself was real. A cold feeling wrapped his stomach as he realized he might not make it out of here, and his father would be the next person to go into a shallow grave.
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Zeke waited for an opportunity.

His ribs burned with every breath, and he felt weak and tired thanks to his mistreatment the last few days. Still, he would seize an opening if one presented itself. Finally, the assholes keeping him here left a lone man with him. The guy was much younger and bigger than Zeke, but like most young people, he seemed easily distracted. The man checked his phone at regular intervals. He kept an irregular eye on his prisoner while doing so. If he felt better—or were a decade younger—Zeke might have tried something at those opportunities.

Instead, he bided his time. If his son really were coming, there would be an opening soon enough. The sentry in the room kept a large revolver holstered at his hip. It was probably a .357. Considering any six-shooter was slightly slower to cycle and lacked the sustained rate of fire as a semiautomatic—even with speed loaders—it had to be for show or to make the wielder feel like a TV trail boss.

Somewhere upstairs, the sound of a shotgun firing pierced the quiet, and a corpse’s muffled fall followed it.

“Time’s up,” Zeke said.

“Quiet,” the Slavic man barked. He put his phone away and turned his back on Zeke to stare at the door. “Your son is coming?”

“Sounds like he’s already here.”

“He is dead.”

Zeke offered no response, and the other guy engaged no further. They resumed waiting. A few minutes passed with nary a sound. Then, another shotgun blast rang out. It was closer this time. Zeke smiled. His son reached the lower level. Now, he could run into plenty of resistance if the man in charge deployed his charges well. “Anything to say now?” Zeke goaded the younger man.

“Piss off,” the guard said without turning around. He clenched and unclenched his fists, and his rigid posture suggested he was nervous. Zeke crept closer. He was almost within reach of the gun. When another boom broke the uneasy silence, Zeke made his move. He jerked the big revolver free and thumbed the hammer back even though it was probably a double-action weapon. The man grunted in surprise. He started to turn. Zeke put the muzzle in the middle of his back and pulled the trigger.

Blood sprayed the door as the sentry collapsed forward. Zeke stepped out into the corridor. The .357 produced a booming report, and everyone on this level would have heard it. He moved to the right and spotted the guy in charge leaving another door farther along. He turned, saw Zeke, and sprinted away. Zeke fired twice. He missed with the first and managed to wing the guy on the second, but he rounded a corner and kept going. “Shit,” Zeke muttered. He went into the room with the gun leading the way.

An array of monitors stood atop a large desk. Zeke saw his son advance on a dead man and enter a room. Three emerged from another room and advanced on his position from around the corner. They were herding and boxing him in. It would be six on one. Zeke wondered if these guys were supposed to capture John alive. It would make sense if they wanted to maximize their prisoner’s suffering.

Zeke stalked from the room. He wasn’t going to let it happen even if it killed him.
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“We have you six against one.”

The guy Tyler assessed as the oldest of the group spoke as the other trio moved farther into the space. He was tall and brawny—they all were to some degree—but a little gray intruded into the deep black of his hair and beard. Mathematically, he was right of course. Tactically, if these men wanted to use Tyler for live-fire target practice, they could have by now.

He could only think of one reason they wouldn’t. Zeke was alive, and someone ordered the goons to capture his son without killing him. Probably for torture purposes to deepen the old man’s suffering. Tyler operated with no such restrictions. He couldn’t start shooting to test his theory, however. In the face of mortal danger, trained soldiers would revert to what they knew and ignore other rules of engagement.

“You should put the shotgun down,” the same fellow said.

None lowered their weapons. “How about you set all your guns down, too?” Tyler offered. “Then we can beat the hell out of each other like gentlemen.”

Stone faces served as the reply. Then, the spokesman barked a command in Russian. Tyler didn’t understand it, and the looks on the others’ faces told him they didn’t agree with it. The apparent leader repeated it, and the men lowered pistols in turn and nudged them away with their boots. “You must have orders to bring me in alive,” Tyler said as he set the Mossberg on the concrete.

“If possible. You do not have to be uninjured, however, and like I told you, we have you six to one.”

“I can do the math . . . but can you?”

Coal black brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I’m sure you all were soldiers, but so was I. I figure I’m good for three of you.”

His counterpart chuckled. “I have heard you Americans love to boast. This is a bit much, no? You are not a young man. I think you are the oldest one here.”

“I probably am.”

“Yet you still think you can take three of us?”

“What’s your name?” Tyler wanted to know.

“Mikhail.”

“Mikhail, you ever play Russian roulette?”

He snickered, apparently finding this whole situation amusing. “After some vodka, sure.”

“How about the rest of you?” Tyler asked the others. Two of them shrugged and nodded. He wondered if the rest never played or didn’t understand English well enough to parse the question. All five seemed to share Mikhail’s amusement. “Any of you ever try it with three bullets in the gun?”

The mirth fled all their expressions now. “Six to one,” Mikhail said, reminding Tyler of the obvious math.

“Experience and treachery,” Tyler countered.

“You are very sure of yourself, John Tyler.”

“It’d be pretty bananas if I weren’t.”

“I’m on approach,” Rollins’ whisper said in Tyler’s small earpiece.

The six men formed a circle around Tyler. As they moved, he heard a tapping sound from the ceiling—like it came from a pipe or vent somewhere. He caught a pattern, and it soon repeated. Dash, dot, dot . . . dot, dash . . . dash, dot, dot.

D-A-D in Morse code.

Tyler grinned, and the gesture made Mikhail frown. He barked out another command in Russian. To Tyler’s right, Zeke appeared in the doorway holding a large revolver.
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Lazar cursed as he headed toward the exit.

Stupid Boris. How could he let an old and beaten-down prisoner get the drop on him? If Zeke Tyler had been in better health, both his shots probably would have found the mark. The days of mediocre food, beatings, and waterboarding saved Lazar’s life. His arm hurt like hell from where the second shot grazed him and raised a line of blood. The hell with what Dirk wanted from the elderly captive. Right now, Lazar needed to get out of here. He and Dirk could reconvene after lying low for a few days.

Lazar pushed the door open and sprinted for his car, a black Mercedes E Class sedan. Surrounded by mass-market vehicles, it was easily the nicest car on the lot. Marco’s Town Car was gone. Lazar wondered when the Italian left. They didn’t need him anyway, and any time spent thinking about the man was a waste. Lazar unlocked the door, climbed in, and pushed the button to fire up the engine. The turbocharged V6 hummed to life. He threw the Benz in drive and fiddled with his seatbelt as he made for the gate. It was open—no doubt thanks to John Tyler’s assault on the complex.

As he neared the exit, Lazar slowed. A dead body lay on the sidewalk. He wondered how many more corpses littered the interior. Thanks to superior numbers, the men inside could overwhelm John and Zeke Tyler and maybe kill them both. Dirk would be upset, but he could go to hell. He bailed at the first opportunity. Cowards didn’t get to lead after making hasty retreats.

Lazar hit the gas again and drove through the gate. A white Tesla sat against the side of the road up a hill about a hundred yards away. To the right past the rear bumper, a man lay prostrate with a long gun. Lazar jerked the wheel to the left just in time for a shot to slam into the center of the windshield. He pushed the accelerator down and sped past the Tesla.

At the top of the rise, another bullet hit his Benz, this one clanging around the trunk somewhere. He hated the idea of having to get his car fixed because some American shot at it. Lazar considered getting out and dealing with the situation, but getting away was more important. He could spend a few days off everyone’s radar and then get back to enjoying his life. If Dirk or Marco reached out to him, they could figure out a way forward.

At considerable expense to the Americans of course.
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Zeke studied the six men who formed a semicircle around his son.

All of them had a former military bearing. You could always tell in the way a fellow carried himself. Somewhere overseas no doubt—probably eastern Europe considering he’d heard a few of the men speaking Russian. As good as John might have been, he couldn’t take on a half dozen foreign mercenaries at the peak of his prime. His son’s eyes flicked to the right, and Zeke offered a fractional nod of comprehension.

“Is this the guy you’ve been guarding?” John asked the group.

Silence prevailed for a few seconds. Finally, someone spoke. He looked to be the oldest of the group. “Da. He is.”

“Mikhail, I don’t think your men have done a good job there.”

“It will soon be corrected.”

A stocky merc on the far left squatted and reached for a weapon on the floor. John moved to the right. Zeke leveled the long revolver’s barrel at the one scrambling for his gun and fired. The bullet took the guy in the collarbone area, and he fell over as blood sprayed the wall behind him.

The one to his right stood rigid with wide eyes. Never one to pass up such an opportunity, Zeke ruined the guy’s head with a shot just under the right eye. He swung the barrel to the right again, but this time, his target bobbed and weaved, preventing Zeke from firing his last round. John decked one adversary with a hard elbow as two more moved in. Zeke didn’t want to risk a shot in crowded conditions.

When he found his original quarry again, the man was nearly on top of him. Zeke leaned away from a wild punch and immediately grunted in pain. Standing and shooting was one thing, but being active with at least one broken rib took its toll. Whoever this guy was, he possessed the brains not to stand still and make himself an easy target. Zeke’s foe shouted a few Russian curses the old sailor recognized before baring his teeth and moving forward again.
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Tyler fought the urge to point out the numbers to Mikhail. The Belarusian enjoyed mentioning his six-to-one advantage a few times. Zeke’s arrival with the revolver changed the math. He put two men down right away. Tyler remembered a lesson his father taught him early. “If some son of a bitch is dumb enough to stand around in the middle of a gunfight, put him down.” Tyler had never passed up such easy opportunities in the years since.

When the second man went down from a head shot which would necessitate a closed-casket funeral, one of the three mercs closer to Tyler broke off and charged him. Tyler wanted to help his dad—seventy-eight years old and clearly looking worse for wear. First, he had more immediate problems. Tyler ducked a haymaker and landed a punch to his enemy’s solar plexus. The guy chose not to wear a vest. When his adversary took a step back and sucked wind, Tyler loaded up a hard elbow strike, clocking the enforcer in the face. His head spun, and he spiraled to the floor.

Mikhail and another mercenary waded in. Tyler didn’t even have time for a quick glance at his father. While Mikhail was tall and broad-shouldered, the other commando stood a little shorter and had a more wiry build. Sure enough, he launched a volley of quick punches and kicks to keep Tyler on his heels. Tyler blocked a few and let his vest soak one of the punches. He used his right hand to pull his adversary’s arm and hit him in the jaw with a solid left. It didn’t put him down, but the merc stumbled into Mikhail.

Tyler kicked the wiry guy in the back of the leg, driving him to one knee. He then wrapped his hands around the man’s head and twisted hard, snapping his neck. The lifeless body slumped to the cold floor. Mikhail scowled, and Tyler taunted, “Want to go over the math again?”

“I will kill you, John Tyler.”

“Get on with it, then.”

Mikhail’s assault came with a speed which belied his large frame. His punches were both fast and hard, and the force of one rocked Tyler back on his heels even though he blocked it. Somewhere behind him, a gunshot rang out, and both Tyler and Mikhail winced. Another legionnaire fell over dead. Tyler capitalized by kicking Mikhail in the midsection. He was smart enough to wear a vest, but the force of the strike still made him retreat a step.

Zeke sprang into action, holding the barrel of the revolver with the remnants of a bloody shirt wrapped around it. He swung the butt at Mikhail who raised his arms to defend himself. Even though he blunted the blows, he grunted in pain each time. Zeke got him in the shoulder with one, and when Mikhail’s guard dropped, the next took him just below the ear.

He stumbled to the side and somehow remained on his feet. Tyler bent down and picked up the Mossberg. Mikhail’s eyes widened, and he raised a hand. “I’m taking credit for three of you,” Tyler said as he lined up his adversary’s bearded head and pulled the trigger. When Mikhail’s nearly headless body fell over, Tyler finished off anyone who wasn’t already dead. “All hostiles down,” he said.

“Roger that,” Rollins said. “I’m headed downstairs now.”

“You all right?” Tyler asked his dad, who took a pained deep breath and leaned against the wall.

“I’ll live. How’d you find this place?”

“Helpful friends and relatives.”

“Thanks for coming.”

Footsteps rang on the tiled floor. As they grew closer, Rollins’ familiar voice said, “It’s me.” He limped into the room a minute later. “Mister Tyler.”

Zeke nodded. “Rollins. Nice to see you.”

“You, too.” Rollins jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Someone drove out of here like he was practicing for the Indy Five-hundred. I put a couple in his car, but he kept going.”

“Lazar,” Tyler said.

“He acted like he was in charge of all these guys,” Zeke said, a wave of his hand sweeping the corpses in the room. “He had a boss, though. Some prick named Dirk Bracker.”

“Let’s talk about it on the way out of here.” Tyler headed for the door. He stopped and held an arm out for his father. “Can you make it on your own?”

Zeke scoffed. “Christ, I might have a broken rib, but I’m not a cripple. Let’s go.”
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Only when the door closed behind him did Lazar let out a deep breath.

The house was familiar to him, but he didn’t think anyone could find him here. He’d taken steps to insulate himself from many things, this residence among them. While he’d spent years building a network of fellow Belarusian expats and a nice business, he also made sure to plan for trouble. The men were expendable. Lazar would take care of himself. Former soldiers looking to hurt Americans for money would never be a scarce resource.

Once he verified all the doors and windows were locked and the security system was online, Lazar fixed himself a drink. He eschewed vodka for bourbon, pouring three fingers into a glass and downing it all at once. His throat burned. He poured a second round of three fingers, this time carrying the glass to the brown leather couch. A maid service kept the residence neat and tidy even when he didn’t use it. Lazar sipped the whiskey and dialed Dirk. “What’s happening?” the German said.

“As they say in your country, the shit has hit the fan.”

“What do you mean?”

“John Tyler came for his father.”

“Shit.”

“He had some help,” Lazar said. “Another man outside the gates. He sniped at least one guard and put a couple rounds in my car as I drove away.”

“You left?” Dirk’s voice went from quiet to shouting instantly. “Why the hell did you leave?”

“I had a feeling what John Tyler would be capable of,” Lazar said. “You are not paying me to get shot.”

“What about Zeke?”

“No idea. I presume his son got him free.”

“They’re still outnumbered,” Dirk said. “Even with a guy dead outside, there must have been eight or nine others.”

“I understand numbers are on our side,” Lazar said. “I’m still not sure things went the way we wanted them to.”

“I’m going to check the cameras.”

“You may not like what you will see.”

“What we will see.”

“What do you mean?”

“Get online,” Dirk barked. “We’ll review the footage together.”

Lazar grumbled but walked down the hall to his study. A seventeen-inch laptop sat on the mahogany desk. Lazar logged in and opened his email. He accepted the virtual invite from Dirk, and the German used the connection to share his screen. “We need to talk contingencies,” Lazar said. “There are two scenarios here.”

“Later.” A display of four camera views filled the meeting window. “I want to see exactly how much shit hit this particular fan.” Lazar watched as Dirk cycled through the feeds. One showed a body in a corridor. Another lay just inside one of the doors to the lower level. The view of Zeke Tyler’s room showed Boris lying on the floor dead. A few seconds later, another camera revealed a half-dozen bodies strewn about the concrete. All were bloodied, and two were missing most of their heads. “For Christ’s sake, Lazar. This is a bloodbath.”

“I think we need to presume Zeke Tyler is free,” Lazar said.

“No shit.”

“How do you want to proceed?”

“I don’t know, goddammit,” Dirk grumbled. “How could one man go in there and do all this?”

Lazar didn’t address the question. “I think we need to keep a low profile for a few days. Tyler found this complex somehow. You need to go to a place where he won’t think to look for you.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

“It’s best for security. I don’t think he’ll be able to find me where I am. What you do is ultimately up to you.”

“I still want Zeke Tyler to pay for what he did,” Dirk said, “but I have to think about next steps.”

“Call me when you know.”

“I’m not sure I will. You didn’t exactly deliver on your promises.”

Lazar scoffed and drank the rest of the bourbon in a single gulp. “Do what you want, then. It’s your life. If you don’t try to protect it, it’ll be your funeral.” He closed his laptop and ended the phone call. Dirk was on his own. If the man still wanted to hire Lazar and his men for round two, he would pay dearly for the privilege.
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Tyler drove Rollins and Zeke away from the complex.

Thanks to its isolated location, no one should have heard the gunfire or seen a body fall. There were plenty of cameras inside, but Tyler presumed Lazar’s boss—Dirk Bracker, a name they would need to investigate—installed them and could access the feeds. If he did, the man would see his prisoner missing and carnage basically everywhere else.

Tyler dropped Rollins off at his pickup. “Thanks for coming,” he said as the two shook hands.

“I’m glad you got your father back.”

“Me, too.”

“If you could manage without my help until I’m at a hundred percent, I’d appreciate it, Tippy.”

Tyler grinned. “Sure . . . but your seventy percent is better than most people at full capacity.”

Rollins drove away, and Tyler climbed once more into the Tesla. Zeke sat in the passenger’s seat, his head turned to look out the window. And avoid an inevitable conversation, Tyler thought. There wasn’t much to see at the moment. Grass and trees surrounded them, though the changing colors of the leaves at least made a pretty tapestry. Tyler guided the electric SUV back to a narrow street, then to a county road, and eventually onto the highway.

“Can’t this thing be tracked?” Zeke wanted to know.

“It can . . . if someone thinks to look for it and obtains a warrant.”

“You don’t suppose the FBI will?”

“I think I could explain my presence here. I brought the Tesla because it runs silent. No one heard us approach. If the feds cotton on to this place . . . and I’m sure they will eventually . . . they’ll discover a slaughterhouse inside and be busy processing the scene for a day or more. Those FBI shows you like to watch might portray it differently, but the real Bureau moves at government speed for many things.”

“You drive this thing a lot?”

“Not really,” Tyler said. “I left it behind earlier when I met someone who gave me information. Had the feeling I was walking into a shitshow, and I turned out right. The cops don’t know I was anywhere near the location.”

Zeke lapsed into silence and kept looking out the window. His father had always been quiet and a little hard to read. “James is in town,” Tyler said after a few subdued minutes. He was breaking one of his own rules here. Normally, Tyler embraced not saying anything and letting the other person fill in what they perceived as uncomfortable silences. While he’d never been a trained interrogator, Tyler recognized the value of the technique. This time, he eschewed the rule in favor of getting his father in a mood to chat.

They needed to have a difficult conversation about Irina Malkin.

“Really?” Now, Zeke turned to look at him. His face was a little pinched. Tyler figured Lazar and company mistreated the old man while they held him in captivity even though he didn’t appear visibly injured.

“Apparently, you getting kidnapped by some asshole is enough to get him to fly across the country.”

“You two patch things up?” Zeke wondered.

“I don’t know,” Tyler admitted. “We’re not going to hold hands and roast marshmallows together, but I think we’re in a better place than we’ve been.”

“Good.”

Tyler didn’t want to discuss his brother, but he needed to keep his father talking. “You need the VA hospital?”

“Yeah. Pretty sure I have a fractured rib or two. They beat on me like a rented mule.”

“They’re all dead now.”

“Not Dirk Bracker.”

“We’ll find him soon enough,” Tyler said. He drew in and slowly released a deep breath. “You and I need to talk about Irina Malkin.” Zeke snorted. “Don’t dismiss this. You were screwing some Soviet spy while you were still married to Mom.”

“Nothing to say.”

“Really?”

“Nothing to say,” Zeke repeated.

Tyler jerked the wheel to the right, drawing an angry horn of protest from the driver behind them. He stopped the Model X on the shoulder. “Fine. Get out and walk.”

“What?”

“You have two choices, Dad. We can have an uncomfortable conversation like two goddamn grown men, or you can get the hell out of my car and make your own way back.”

“It’s dark,” Zeke said.

“And it’ll get colder.” Tyler shrugged. “We’re still in Delaware. Maybe you could hitchhike back to Harford County and go to the hospital.”

“You’re just gonna leave me here?”

“Not if you man up,” Tyler said.

“You wouldn’t toss me out.”

“The hell I wouldn’t. You couldn’t do much about it at full strength, so I’m pretty sure your ass is going to end up on the asphalt.”

Zeke stared at Tyler for a few seconds before rolling his eyes and offering a meek nod. “All right, damn you. We’ll talk . . . since you clearly want to.”

“I don’t want to,” Tyler said. “It’s a necessity.” He merged back onto I-95 South. When Zeke remained quiet, Tyler prompted him. “This is the part where you start talking.”

Zeke sighed. “You want to know if I loved your mother, right?”

“Yes.”

“Every day. Every moment she was alive.”

“You just couldn’t keep it in your pants around Irina?” Tyler demanded.

“Hell, you’ve seen her. She’s still a looker.” Zeke tried to smile, but Tyler’s glower discouraged him. “I knew it was a honeytrap. She was gorgeous. A ten out of ten. I might have been a six on my best day. There was no reason for her to be interested in me other than what she perceived my intelligence value to be.”

“I know how honeytraps work.”

“When she made contact, I ran it up my chain of command. For whatever reason, the brass wanted me to feed her information. A lot of it was stuff we figured they knew already plus stuff we didn’t care if they knew.”

“And in return,” Tyler said, “you tried to get the same from her.”

“Yes,” Zeke said. “I didn’t like the idea. I loved your mother. Irina kept after me, though, and the brass thought there was value there. So . . . we were lovers.”

“Did Mom ever know?”

“No.” Tyler shook his head. “You never stepped out on Rachel when you were deployed?”

“Not once.”

“You should have. She was no goddamn good.”

“This isn’t about me,” Tyler said. “Why did you never tell me any of this? I only found out because she sent you a card, and then some crazy asshole kidnapped you while a different crazy asshole told millions of people you were a traitor.”

Zeke chuckled. “Boatloads of crazy assholes on this one.”

Tyler grinned in spite of himself. “Yeah, I guess there were.”

“I never told you,” his dad said, “because I knew how you’d react. Years back, you still would’ve been too hot from your mother’s death. Over time, it became less important. I figured it would never come out.” He sighed again. “It was a long time ago, and I hate to fall on the, ‘I was following orders’ defense, but I was. Irina was a target for us, and we got some usable intel from her.”

“I heard.”

“Your CIA friend?”

“Yes,” Tyler said. “Always great to hear about your father’s years-long affair from a professional spook.”

“If you’re looking for an apology, you might as well pull over again and throw me out.” Zeke crossed his arms, winced, and undid the gesture. “I came to love Irina. It’s stupid, and I know I shouldn’t have, but I did. She felt the same way about me. We watched her country spiral into nothing. I never stopped loving your mother. Not for one second.”

This time, Tyler fell silent before eventually saying, “This is a lot to take in.”

“I’m sure it is.”

“Let’s get you to the hospital.”

“All right,” Zeke said.

They made the rest of the drive without another word.
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The nearest VA hospital to Zeke’s Evergreen Acres condo was in Perryville. Set in Cecil County, it stood just across the Susquehanna River from Aberdeen Proving Ground where Tyler had been stationed when Lexi was an infant. Tyler found an EV spot for the Tesla, and even though it had a decent amount of range left, he plugged it in before heading toward the entrance with his father.

Thanks to the silence following the uncomfortable conversation about Irina Malkin, they didn’t work up any kind of cover story for his father’s injuries. The law required doctors to report suspected instances of child and elder abuse to the police. As if sensing Tyler’s unease, Zeke said, “Let me go in alone.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want the folks there to hassle you,” he said. “If you brought your wife here in my current condition, people would think you were cuffing her around. They might not be as quick to jump to the same conclusion here, but let’s not take the risk.”

“How do you want to play it, then?” Tyler asked.

“You can fake concern, can’t you?” Zeke gave a look like a sad old basset hound. When Tyler rolled his eyes, the old man continued in a shaky voice. “My sorry sea saga is I got tired walking some riverside, went to one o’ them damn metal benches, and tripped onto the backrest. Knocked the wind outta me, and . . . I don’t know how long I sat there . . . got a good Samaritan to call my son here . . . who took his sweet time.”

“I got there as quick as I could, Dad.”

“Perfect.” Zeke’s normal speech returned with a smirk. “I almost believe you. I’m going in.” Tyler realized his father might have been good at the intelligence game back in the day.

After an LPN in gray scrubs called Zeke’s name, Tyler remained outside and dashed off a message to Lexi in Signal.

Hey kiddo. I know it’s late. You up?




She replied quickly, and Tyler worried this whole mess meant she wasn’t sleeping enough.

You bet. What’s going on?




Your grandfather is checking into the VA hospital at Perry Point.




Is he all right?




More or less. I think they treated him pretty roughly, but he’ll be OK.




What are you going to do?




Pass along another name. Dirk Bracker. Dad said he’s the one behind the whole thing. He and Lazar are probably lying low for a while.




I’ll still start looking.




I knew you would. Be safe.




A half-hour later, with the Model X’s battery at capacity, Tyler walked into the hospital. He explained to the nurse at the front desk how he’d gotten a call from his father to pick him up at a park in Havre de Grace but didn’t know what was going on. Presenting his own military retiree card helped ward off any potential questions or concerns. The nurse told him Zeke would be admitted shortly, and she would provide the room number once she knew it.

In the meantime, Tyler sat in the waiting area. The chairs were comfortable enough, and their vinyl surfaces resembled leather to the point a lot of people may not know the difference. Tyler knew “leatherette” car seats were almost always vinyl. While he waited, Tyler leafed through the most recent sports magazine he could find, but even its stories were at least a month out of date. No wonder so many people got their news—of any stripe—from one of a zillion online sources.

About twenty minutes later, the nurse provided Tyler with his dad’s room number. She told him visiting hours were over, but he could check in quickly. Tyler headed to the third floor. Zeke lay in the bed closer to the window. The other remained unoccupied for now. “They won’t do anything for my ribs,” he grumbled.

“Pretty typical,” Tyler said. “I don’t think doctors have taped ribs for twenty years. I presume you’re staying the night?”

“Yeah. Better be just one.”

“I’m sure it will. You need anything before I go?”

Zeke shook his head. “Thanks for coming to get me.”

“Any more vengeful family members from the past I need to know about?” Tyler asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Here’s hoping. Good night, Dad.” Tyler left the room. When he got back to the SUV, he texted James the hospital location and Zeke’s room number.
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Zeke watched the woman take his breakfast tray away.

She looked to be in her thirties, blonde and pretty, and was the nicest person he’d encountered during his stay. Everyone had been pleasant enough, but the reality was they kept him for observation and little else. A couple IV bags got rid of the dehydration. His ribs would need to heal on their own, and the doctor said he only prescribed good painkillers in extreme cases. Everything else was a bruise, cut, or scrape. At least it was all consistent with flopping on and off a metal bench.

A soft knock sounded on the door, and James walked in. Zeke smiled at his younger son. He also noticed how much James had started to resemble him. Subtract a little hair and add a pair of glasses, and the likeness would be uncanny. “You flew all the way out here because I have a fractured rib?”

“No, you old grouch.” James sat in the chair by Zeke’s bed. “I came out here because you were missing.”

“You and your brother getting along?”

James waffled his hand. “More or less. For now at least. With you being free, I’m sure we’ll find something to snipe at each other about.”

“Maybe you should try not to,” Zeke said.

“Maybe we will. How are you feeling?”

“I’m all right. Little sore. Good thing I’m retired, so I don’t officially have to go on light duty.”

“You getting out of here today?” James wanted to know.

“Should be.”

“You need anyone to stay with you?”

Zeke scoffed. “I’ll be fine, James. Don’t worry about me.”

Neither man said anything for a moment. Then, James offered, “It’s been kind of nice, actually. Working with John and Lexi. I’d like to think we all contributed to finding you.”

“Really?”

“You know what John’s capable of. Lexi’s really good with computers. She wasn’t the last time I saw her. Amazing skill growth in my book. Anyway, she knew how to look, but I’m the money guy, so I focused her efforts on where to look and what she might go searching for.”

“I’m not handing out report cards, son,” Zeke said.

James chuckled. “I know, Dad. You and John, though . . . you’re both men of action. I never wanted to join the military, and I probably said some things I shouldn’t have.” You damn sure did, Zeke thought, but he let his son continue. “I’ve worked a safe and sometimes boring job for a long time. I guess it was nice to feel like I contributed to something other than a rich guy’s bottom line.”

“I’m glad you were all able to come together.” James smiled. Zeke did not. “About the military thing . . . I never cared if you went in or not. You didn’t need to follow me or your brother. Hell, he went into the goddamn Army. Broke the Navy streak. I couldn’t be disappointed in you. But . . . you said some things to your brother. He had a few hard times during his years, and I know he’s too much of a stubborn ass to admit it, but I think you hurt him.”

“What kind of hard times?” James asked.

“Maybe you two should get a couple beers and talk it out.”

“Maybe we will.” James sighed. “Dad, what would you think about me getting a job closer to you all?”

Zeke shrugged. “You should do what you want.”

“I feel like I’ve missed out on too much. John has a business which seems to be doing well. Lexi’s a junior in college already.” He paused, and Zeke had a feeling what would be coming next. “You’re not getting any younger. Sorry to be morbid, but I don’t want to be three thousand miles away the next time something happens.” Bingo.

“Like I said,” Zeke told his son, “do what you want. I’ll be happy to see you more often. Lexi, too, and we might even get your brother to admit it. You need to be able to make it work for yourself, though.”

“I think I can,” James said, “and I will.” He nodded as if confirming the decision for himself. “I don’t need to take up any more of your day.”

“Thanks for stopping by, son.” When James left, Zeke thought about everything he’d been through the last few days. He realized the FBI might still be interested in him since he’d been on his way to a federal detention center when Dirk, Lazar, and company killed three men to get him free. Maybe NCIS. He’d probably helped any investigation by checking into a hospital run by another federal agency. “Shit,” he muttered, and he kept an eye on the door wondering when the men in suits would walk through it.
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With his father freed from captivity, Tyler needed to catch up on a lot of work.

He knew he asked more than he should of Smitty and Ortiz. They didn’t complain—not too much at least—but he still felt bad when some extracurricular mission forced him to push extra labor onto their plates. He tended to work at least one Saturday a month anyway. Neither of his employees were here, so Tyler could catch up on the paper-pushing side of running the shop and maybe finish a job or two.

After an hour spent in Exceland two cups of coffee, he got to work in the service bays. A Dodge Daytona IROC needed new brakes. Tyler was about twenty when the IROC mantle passed from the Chevy Camaro to the Daytona. Even then, he wondered why it would move from a legitimate rear-wheel drive sports car to a front-drive hatchback with sporty aspirations. Nothing in the intervening thirty-odd years provided a good answer.

The car needed new pads, rotors, calipers, and fluid topped off. Tyler had it on the lift with the tires off when he heard another vehicle approach. The engine sounded like at least a V-6. A monitor mounted between the first and second bay doors showed a late-model Ford Explorer stopping near Tyler’s 442. “Shit,” he muttered, washing his hands and heading back into the main part of the shop.

Agent Hess walked through the front door. “You service these?” he asked, jerking his thumb toward his official ride.

“Little too recent to be a classic.” Hess’s eyes moved toward the coffee pot. “Help yourself.”

“Thanks.” The FBI man poured himself a cup. At least he had the good sense to drink it black. “Can we talk for a moment?”

Rather than the usual dark suit, Hess wore black jeans and a maroon sweater. “Is this Saturday casual?” Tyler asked, not addressing Hess’s question.

“Like you, I’m catching up on some work today.”

“Don’t try to make us sound the same. I fix cars. If I arrested old men on trumped-up charges I wasn’t smart enough to see through, then you could make your comparison.”

“I suppose I deserved that one,” Hess said.

“There’s no ‘deserve’ about it. What do you want, Hess?”

“Can we talk in your office?”

Tyler stifled an eye roll and figured it might get rid of the fed sooner if he just went along with it. A moment later, Tyler sat behind his desk, and Hess dropped onto a guest chair. “What’s so important?” Tyler demanded.

“I know your father is at the VA hospital in Perry Point.”

Tyler offered no reply but silently chided himself. Zeke had used the VA system for decades, so going to one of their hospitals had been the logical choice. The downside Tyler failed to consider, however, was the VA’s status as a federal entity. Feds getting basic data from them would be easy, and a smart agent like Hess might have a doctor or nurse flag any patient whose name appeared on a BOLO list somewhere.

“I’m not interested in him as a traitor anymore,” Hess continued when Tyler remained silent. “Langley shared some intel with us and NCIS. It turns out your father worked as a double agent for the good guys during the last years of the Soviet Union.”

“I know,” Tyler said. “If you’d listened to me, we could have avoided a lot of this.”

“I’m going to presume you got him out of wherever he was.” Tyler again made no reply. “It would be nice to know where he was being held. My team could figure out who was behind it all.” Tyler crossed his arms and said nothing. “I could question you. Maybe you should go back to the office with me.”

“If you want me to come with you, you’d better get your entire team here.”

“I don’t want to fight you, Tyler.”

“I’m not sure the feeling is mutual. If you hadn’t been so eager to throw my dad in jail, the assholes who busted him out don’t get their opportunity. He wouldn’t be in the hospital right now. I might enjoy bouncing your head off the wall a few times.”

“Do you even care I lost two agents when someone broke your dad out?”

“Not really, no. Their lives are on your head, not mine.”

Hess took a couple deep breaths before continuing. “I’m not investigating your father anymore. However, I think he might be able to tell me who took him. Where he was. What he saw. Anything he shares could help in the investigation.”

“You know his lawyer’s name,” Tyler said. “Call the man.”

“I could pose the same questions to you,” Hess pointed out.

“I have a lawyer, too.”

“Maybe I’ll pull the GPS records for your Tesla.”

“Get a warrant, then,” Tyler said.

“Maybe I will. One more thing . . . we’re pretty sure you went to an Italian restaurant in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania recently.”

Tyler offered his best noncommittal shrug. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Marco’s?” Tyler spread his hands. Hess scowled but continued. “We have Marco De Fazio in custody.”

“The Bureau is going after health code violations now?”

“Come off it, Tyler,” Hess said. “We think De Fazio was working with someone else on the kidnapping of your father. A license plate from the crash site led us to one of his employees. We went to the restaurant. Guess what we saw?”

“People eating Italian food?”

“A bunch of bodies in an office. I think you know about it.” Tyler remained silent. “De Fazio’s lawyered up of course, but I think we’ll get him to talk. Probably even flip on his partner.”

“Sounds promising,” Tyler said.

“You don’t need to pursue it yourself. This isn’t a competition.”

“Says the guy running a distant second place.”

“It’s not too late to work together.”

“It became too late when you hauled my father out of his condo on a bunch of bullshit charges your intern should have seen through.”

Hess stood. “Thanks for the coffee.” He left his empty cup on the desk and walked out of the office. The Explorer’s engine fired up a minute later. Tyler picked up the cup, spiked it into the trash can, and walked back to the service bays.
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Lexi parked her Accord coupe at the shop and carried her laptop bag inside.

Her dad popped out of the service bays when she walked in. “Thank goodness,” he said. “I thought the FBI might have been coming back.”

“They were here?”

“Hess came to tell me the three- and four-letter agencies aren’t investigating your grandfather as a traitor anymore.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Lexi asked.

“Yeah. The rest of the conversation didn’t go as well, though. Hess wants to know where he was, where I was, if I rescued him . . . the usual shit the FBI cares about.”

“Did you tell him anything?”

“If you’re going to be rude,” Tyler said, “I won’t make fresh coffee.”

Lexi put up her hands and chuckled. “Mea culpa.” She walked into her dad’s office, unslung the bag from her shoulder, and took the laptop out. The aroma of brewing java arrived through the door a moment before her father did. “I looked into Dirk Bracker.”

“What’s his connection to Dad?”

“I feel like I remember Grandpa telling me the story once,” Lexi said. “He didn’t name names, but the circumstances fit. Dirk’s son Ralf basically knocked up another sailor’s wife. Twice. The other guy took it really hard and hanged himself. Grandpa made sure Ralf got kicked out of the Navy. Years later, he was in a bad place and killed himself, too. Dirk blames Grandpa for what happened.”

“Jesus. I guess it’s easier than realizing his son was an asshole who made terrible life choices.”

“I guess.”

Tyler poured each of them a mug of coffee and carried both to the desk. “I want to focus on Lazar first.”

“But Dirk was the guy who funded everything,” Lexi protested.

“I know. Lazar provided the facility and the men. He’s just as complicit. He also might be easier to find. Dirk probably has more money and can create roadblocks Lazar can’t.” When Lexi frowned, Tyler added, “Save your research into Dirk. We’ll come back to him. Besides, Lazar might be able to tell us something you can’t find online.”

She nodded after a moment. “It’s likely they’re both in the wind.”

“I know,” Tyler said. “This might not be the best comparison, but when I was in Afghanistan, my unit didn’t go after Taliban commanders and major warlords right away. We tried to pluck the lower-hanging fruit first. It took an asshole out of play, and it gave us intel we didn’t have before.”

“All right,” Lexi said. She cracked her knuckles in what Tyler felt was a gesture for show and then got to work.
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In the early afternoon, James arrived at the shop in an Uber.

“What’s he doing here?” Tyler asked.

“I asked him to come.” Lexi shrugged. “He’s good at following the money . . . especially when it’s been illegally obtained or moved. Considering the kinds of jobs Lazar often did, I think we can use the help.”

“A heads-up would’ve been nice.”

“He’s your brother, Dad.”

“I know,” Tyler said. “My comment stands.” James walked in the front door and looked around the place. In the just over two years Tyler had owned Special Operations Classic Car Repair, he’d made several improvements to the facility. The counter and waiting areas were first among them. He ripped the wood paneling and cheap linoleum out himself and then hired a contractor to make the place look nicer. New drywall, fresh paint, a few framed photos of muscle cars, and laminate flooring provided a new and better look. It made a better impression on new and existing customers, and now, Tyler wondered what his younger brother would think of it.

“Looks good,” James said. “Was this a gas station before?”

“Yeah,” Tyler said.

“You’ve definitely made a big upgrade.”

“I’ll try to ignore the surprise in your voice.”

James flashed a smile. “I guess I never saw you as a business owner.”

“I didn’t either until a couple years ago. Come on . . . Lexi’s working in the office.” Tyler pointed to the coffee machine as they walked. “Pretty fresh if you want a cup.”

“I won’t turn one down.” James grabbed a paper cup and added cream and sugar to his hot beverage. They returned to the office where James took the other guest chair. “How’s it going?” he asked Lexi, whose eyes moved side to side scanning something on the screen.

“It’s going,” she said. “Just a matter of combing through multiple financial transactions. This guy takes crypto more often than conventional payments.”

“Makes sense,” James said. “Harder to track.”

“I got into one of his crypto wallets.” Lexi grinned. “Password reuse. Most people are vulnerable to it.”

Tyler sat at the desk. “Take some of the prick’s money.” Lexi arched an eyebrow at him. “I presume you have one of those wallet things, too.”

“I do. The one I found is old. Lazar hasn’t accessed it in a while.”

“Taking funds might clue him in to the fact someone’s poking around,” James said. “I really don’t care if you rob this scumbag blind. Sounds like he deserves it, and if nothing else, Dad is going to have some medical bills. I just think we wait until him noticing doesn’t matter.”

Tyler nodded. “Probably a good call. When did you become tactically smart?”

“I listened to you and Dad talk about wars enough,” James said. “Maybe a little rubbed off on me.”

“Maybe,” Tyler said. “I’ve heard you talk about money, but I’m not keen to manage my own retirement accounts.”

“I’d be happy to help you.”

“I might have found something else,” Lexi said, interrupting the sudden money conversation. “A few of Lazar’s more conventional transactions go to a place called the Blue Hen Ranch.”

“I’m going to guess it doesn’t have anything to do with University of Delaware athletics,” Tyler said.

“It’s an escort service.”

“So Lazar is a fan of ladies of the evening. How does this help us?”

“I’m scraping the socials of all the girls who work there,” Lexi said. “Lazar might be cautious, but the same probably isn’t true of the women he hires.”

“I’m glad you use your powers for good,” James said.

Lexi smiled and focused on the task at hand. When she came to live with Tyler three and a half years ago, she was a high school senior who was as handy with technology as anyone her age. In the time since, she’d learned to use most of the programs on his old laptop—stuff way over Tyler’s head. Now, she interned for a private investigator who could teach her even more. Lexi was on her way to a nice career, and moments like these made Tyler proud of her progress.

A few minutes later, she turned the laptop so Tyler and James could both see the screen. A beautiful brunette who looked like an age peer of Lexi’s took a selfie in front of a house. She wore a bikini top which left little to the imagination. Behind her in profile, a surly man stood on the porch not paying attention to her. Based on the photos he’d seen, Tyler surmised the guy to be Lazar. “Is this a place he owns?”

“It is,” Lexi confirmed. “It took me a couple minutes to find it. I had to remove them from the photo and then do some reverse image searching. The closest match was a real estate listing from about four years ago.” She clicked into the next tab. “Same house, slightly different angle.”

“So now we know his address,” Tyler said.

“I’m sure it’s not his only one,” Lexi cautioned, “but you’ll probably be interested to know that the house isn’t registered to Lazar. It’s owned by a shell corporation he happens to be the CEO of.”

“We found him. You found him. Good job, kiddo.”

“Now what?” James wanted to know.

“Now, I pay Lazar a visit at his swanky beach house,” Tyler said.

“You’re not going alone, are you?” Lexi asked in a pointed tone.

“I’ll be going after a Belarusian expat on American soil. He’s a man who has some intelligence value.” Tyler grinned. “I know just who I can call to ride shotgun.”
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Thanks to the hard work of his team, Fred Flanker listened to the original interview with Irina Malkin.

It happened three years ago. Some outfit in Europe managed to track her down, though they took care not to divulge any details past her name and former affiliation. Flanker knew where she was. He hoped the radio hosts did not. The recording started after the interviewer had already introduced himself, but his identity wasn’t important. Flanker slipped on a comfortable pair of headphones and listened as a male voice with a vaguely German accent spoke first.

“I’m joined today by Irina Malkin, a former Soviet and Russian intelligence officer. She’s since left her old country and is now residing in ‘parts unknown.’ I presume this cloak and dagger is for security reasons, Miss Malkin?”

“Sure.”

“The Soviet Union became a long footnote in history decades ago. Can you tell me what you did for the intelligence services back then?”

“Not really,” Irina said. “Not most of it, anyway. Like in America and most other countries, we have a lifetime obligation to protect government secrets.”

“Even when the government you took the oath to is dead and gone?”

“Even then. There’s no easy way out of it, and I’m not looking for one.”

“I think most of our listeners have read spy novels or seen movies,” the questioner said. “James Bond is pretty popular around the globe. Who’s your favorite Bond, by the way?”

“Connery all the way,” Irina answered with a light chuckle. “Though From Russia with Love is fiction in every sense of the word.”

“Do they manage to get many of the details right?”

Irina laughed again. “Rarely. It was a different time then. Most fiction doesn’t understand the key to working these jobs is you can only trust people to have their own interests apart from their country’s no matter what they present.” Flanker bristled at this. It was a popular accusation lobbed against the CIA—John Tyler had even done it more than once—but not often true in his experience. Maybe Russia decades ago was a viper’s nest.

“I presume you know American officers and agents who did the same work as you from the other side.”

“Of course.”

“Have any interesting stories?”

“I’m not sure I can tell you any of them,” Irina said.

“You don’t keep in touch with anyone from the old days . . . on either side of the Iron Curtain?” the host wanted to know.

“Not really. We don’t exactly seek each other out. Too many people might still be interested in what we did or have to say. Old ties can still be pulled on and exploited.”

“Did any of your American counterparts make an impression on you?”

“A few did. There was one man in particular. He was in the Navy. I’m not sure he started out in intelligence, but we crossed paths quite often for a few years. His name was . . . well, it’s not important and not like I could tell you. We met at a diplomatic function in the early ‘eighties.”

“Was he trying to get information out of you?”

“Of course. I was doing the same to him. The Soviet Union loved to recruit beautiful women to be spies. American men couldn’t resist.”

“Could he?” the interviewer pressed.

Irina chuckled lightly. “No. Not for long, anyway. It only took him a couple weeks to fall into my bed.”

“So I guess James Bond writers got something right after all.”

“Yes, I guess so.”

“Was he trying to work you for intel, too?”

“Yes,” Irina said. “We both knew what we were doing. It’s an old dance.”

“There could be a great story there, you know. You could write a book under a pen name. Really put an authentic spy story out there.”

“I’m sure other people already have,” Irina said. “I need another vodka if I’m going to think about it too much. It’s not really something I would do. I’m an old woman, and part of me thinks I don’t care if I burn bridges. The rational side tells me I still need to care. People are probably still listening back home. My home country’s president is former KGB. I’m sure he is listening . . . or he’s telling people to keep an ear out for old folks like me talking too much in our dotage.”

“Sounds like the world remains a dangerous place today,” the host said.

“The more things change, the more they stay the same.”

The segment wound down from there. Flanker heard the version aired on the Big Vinnie Velvet podcast. Why anyone would trust a person who used such a ridiculous moniker would always be a mystery. Whoever made the doctored version for Vinnie to use did a good job. They took many of Irina Malkin’s direct quotes—many of them out of context, of course—and used some AI trickery to fake or cobble together the words she didn’t come out and say.

The interview was unclassified, so Flanker sent the link to John Tyler via Signal. He didn’t expect a reply from his often surly friend, but one came a few minutes later.

Got a location on Lazar. Beach house in Delaware.




Must be nice.




As a private citizen, I don’t want to cause an international incident. Be proper to have a government man come along.




You know me . . . I’m all about preventing international incidents.




Uh-huh. I’ll send you the details soon. Thanks.




Flanker set his phone down. Lazar would be a good intelligence source. He might have insights into Belarusian and other eastern European criminal activity. Another asset there couldn’t hurt. Tyler would have his own agenda of course. He would want the dirt on the man who hired Lazar and funded the vendetta against his father.

Maybe they could both get what they wanted.
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“Dad, when’s the last time you called an escort service?”

Tyler chuckled at Lexi’s question. “Been a while.”

“How long?”

“Fifty-three years,” Tyler said.

“You’re never too old to try new things.”

“Not true, kiddo, but I’m game to do this now.” Thanks to Lexi’s research, they had more information than Tyler thought possible to know about the Blue Hen Ranch. The intel included a direct line to the madam herself—if Signal counted as a direct line. She went by the name Annie Cannon. “At least she’s a fan of history.”

“Not the name on her birth certificate, I guess?” Lexi asked.

“I was into astronomy as a kid. Annie Cannon helped develop the stellar classification system.”

“Wow, Dad. You know some really random facts.”

“You never know when they’ll be useful.” He opened Signal and initiated the call, setting it to speaker so Lexi could hear. A woman answered on the second ring.

“Yes?”

“Miss Cannon? I have a proposition for you.”

“So do most people who call me,” she said. “How did you get my contact information?”

“My daughter’s really good at research. I have twenty thousand in crypto I can transfer to you, and I don’t need you to do a lot to earn it.”

“Most men think my girls don’t do much to earn their money.”

“Do you know a man named Lazar Kozlov?”

“What if I do?” the madam demanded.

“I heard he’s a patron of your establishment. Mister Kozlov is an asshole. You might tell me a lot of men are, but⁠—”

“I will tell you exactly that.”

“Fair enough,” Tyler said. “Lazar arranged for my father to be kidnapped and held against his will. He’s not your garden variety prick.”

“I’m not sure how I can help you here.”

“Does he have any appointments on the books?”

“Do you really expect me to share this kind of information with a stranger? I don’t even know your name.”

“Unless you’re a long-dead astronomer,” Tyler said, “I don’t know yours, either. You can call me Tyler.”

“First name or last?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“All right, Tyler,” Annie Cannon said. “You’re a fan of famous Delaware women. I like that. Sure you don’t need anything for yourself?”

“Positive.”

“As you might imagine, I don’t get many cultured men calling me.”

Tyler snorted. “You don’t have one calling you now. I’m good.”

“Your loss.” Annie sighed. “Yes, I know the man you’re asking about . . . and your assessment of him is correct. A few of my girls have complained about him over the years. He gets a little rougher than they’re comfortable with.”

“I’m not surprised,” Tyler said.

“You mentioned twenty in crypto?”

“Yes.”

“What you need in exchange?”

“A way to get to Lazar. Does he come to you, or do your girls go to him?”

“We make house calls for clients who pay a good rate,” she said.

“Does Lazar have a house call on the books?”

“Tomorrow, in fact. He’s requested his two favorite ladies.”

Lexi wrinkled her nose. Tyler kept the conversation going. “I just need to get into the house.”

“What about my girls?”

“They should stay calm and act like everything is normal,” Tyler said. “I won’t be alone, but we’ll keep them safe.”

“You promise?” Annie asked.

“We’ll do everything we can.”

“That’s not a guarantee.”

“There are no guarantees in this work. We’ll do our best, but if Lazar throws a grenade in the bathroom where one of them is standing, there’s not going to be much I can do about it. My colleague and I will take every reasonable precaution. We’ve both done things like this plenty of times before.”

“I guess I can’t ask for anything more than that,” the madam said.

“Make sure you stress the acting normal part. Have the girls take a Valium or something if they need to. The key is not to tip Lazar off. He needs to think two ladies are coming to his house to do exactly what he paid for. Nothing else.”

“I’ll send you the appointment details. The girls usually . . . set a scene for Mister Kozlov before he arrives to the house. I’ll also forward you my wallet information. I want all twenty up front.”

Tyler expected this. Annie and her workers were assuming all the risk, so the normal model of half up front and the rest upon completion didn’t compensate them fairly. “Not a problem,” he said. “I’m taking a risk trusting you on this.”

“We both are. You have two valuable assets to protect.”

“Understood.” Annie promised to send the relevant info and disconnected.

“What did you think of your first call to a madam?” Lexi asked with a grin.

“I think I could wait another fifty-three years to do it again,” Tyler said.
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Lazar looked out at the yard of his beach house.

He’d talked to Dirk earlier. They were both going to ground. Lazar heard through some connections about the FBI and maybe NCIS taking an interest in a shootout at Marco De Fazio’s restaurant. They’d taken the man in for questioning. Dirk felt confident Marco wouldn’t betray them. Lazar didn’t share the same sentiments. He found the man to be a weak fop. The feds would offer Marco a deal to save his own skin, and he would take it, thus putting Dirk and Lazar both near the top of the wanted list. The heat would die down eventually, but neither could stick his head up for a while.

Lazar stood on his deck with a triple shot of bourbon in a glass. This would be his third. He carried a pistol in the other hand as he surveyed the property. It was a short walk from the sand. A tall fence to keep water surges at bay meant Lazar couldn’t see much beyond. The last hardcore beachgoers would stop coming as soon as the water grew colder again. Lazar liked it when the crowds were sparse, and he didn’t mind going for a swim when the temperatures dropped. Americans were wusses about cold water.

Three steps carried Lazar into the grass. The yard wasn’t huge. It would be big enough for a dog to run around if he wanted a damn dog. Though the fence prevented him from seeing anything at ground level, Lazar could hear waves lapping on the beach. A gate opened to a dedicated trail stretching about a hundred feet to the smooth Delaware sand.

Lazar made the walk, still carrying his drink in one hand and the gun in the other. No one else was around. He stared out at the water. While he liked the beach house, he didn’t buy it to hide out indefinitely. Where had the plan gone off the rails? No one expected John Tyler’s involvement to lead to the upheaval it did. Even before he found their location and killed a bunch of men, he’d gone to Marco’s Pennsylvania restaurant and done the same there. Dirk and company underestimated the retired soldier, and it cost them all dearly.

The whiskey stung Lazar’s throat as he took another swig from the glass. Maybe he should have pushed back harder on Dirk’s plan—especially when the man wanted to involve a nitwit like Marco. Getting into business with friends never ended well. Lazar’s finger slipped inside the trigger guard as he fumed about recent events. Then, he chided himself for his poor discipline and stuffed the gun into his waistband.

One of the perks of his vacation house was the Blue Hen Ranch. Two of his favorite whores were visiting tomorrow. He would leave and let them set the place up just the way he wanted, and then he could take out days of frustration on them over a period of hours. They were being compensated well, and if their madam wanted extra money to cover the inevitable beatings, Lazar would pay it.

He turned around and stalked back toward his house.
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Zeke walked into the large cafeteria for Sunday brunch.

He tried to make it every week. Residents at Evergreen Acres kept different schedules for daily meals, but the place always filled up for brunch. The restaurant went all hands on deck, too, setting out an array of meats, eggs, pancakes, oatmeal, and even a carving station. No wonder the bill for dining services went up fifty dollars a month earlier in the year.

Even at seventy-eight, Zeke was one of the more spry residents especially for his age. He still felt far less than a hundred percent after his ordeal at the hands of Dirk Bracker and a bunch of paid goons, so he took it easy, eschewing his normal walk. He didn’t get the usual invitation for Sunday morning pickleball, but in his current condition, he would have declined it anyway.

A few seconds after walking in and surveying the scene, Zeke got the feeling something was off.

He’d always been good at talking to people. It served him well in the Navy and basically gave him the run of the place here. Everyone knew Zeke, and residents and staff alike greeted him either by name or by calling him Chief. Today, people looked up, let their eyes linger on him for a few seconds, and then glanced away. Considering the very public nature of his arrest by the FBI—and their lack of a public apology or retraction—most folks here probably still thought Zeke was a traitor to his country.

He put his jacket on a chair at an uncrowded table and lined up for a tray. Charlie got in line behind him. He used a cane to get around and rarely accepted anyone’s offers of assistance, sometimes resulting in falls, drops, and spills. Like Zeke, Charlie served in the Vietnam war, and he almost always wore a navy blue hat proclaiming his veteran status in yellow block letters. “It’s not true, Charlie,” Zeke said as they advanced in the queue.

“What?”

“What the FBI charged me with. It’s not true. They let me go.”

“Mm-hm.”

“I want you to believe me, Charlie.”

“Mm-hm,” he said again. Zeke gave up and grabbed a tray. He took a plate of meat and eggs plus a lone pancake back to the table with him. Two people sat at the opposite end, but no one pulled out a chair near Zeke. Even residents who couldn’t get around well hobbled to a spot more distant from the buffet. Not a single person came up and said hello.

Zeke groused to himself and cut his pancake. Someone needed to get the word out about the charges being dropped. Zeke liked it at Evergreen Acres, and he wanted to stay here, but a continual cold shoulder from hundreds of people who used to be his friends could compel him to find somewhere else to live.
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Tyler and Flanker drove to Delaware in the latter’s SUV.

It was a vehicle Lazar had never seen before and would have no reason to associate with Tyler. Thanks to Lexi checking real estate, vacation, and short-term rental listings, they knew the place on the opposite side of the street two houses farther along was empty for the foreseeable future. Lazar didn’t seem like the type to chat with his neighbors, so it was unlikely he knew this. Tyler and Flanker watched as the man left about a hour before sundown.

Thirty minutes later, a late-model Volkswagen Jetta pulled into Lazar’s driveway. Two pretty women—one brunette and the other blonde—got out carrying boxes of supplies. “I can’t believe you called a madam,” Flanker said, craning his neck to watch the girls with interest.

“First time for everything.”

“You never . . . indulged during your active duty days?”

“No,” Tyler said. “Every year, we had to watch training films about trafficking in persons. It was horrible. Even if I were the type to walk into a brothel, I think those pictures and videos might’ve shaken me of the habit.” Flanker offered no response, and Tyler presumed his friend partook of a few ladies of the evening during his stretches overseas for the CIA.

“How long are we giving them?” Flanker wanted to know a few minutes later.

“I learned Lazar is usually gone for a couple hours so the girls can set up whatever scene he’s paying for,” Tyler said. “We can’t interrupt and distract them too much, or he’ll know something’s wrong.” He glanced at his watch. “Let’s give them twenty more minutes.”

The plan was for Tyler to go inside and make himself inconspicuous until Lazar returned. Then, when the host was distracted by his female company, Tyler would emerge from hiding, the ladies would leave, and the real business of the evening could commence. Flanker’s job was to remain in the car and serve as the lookout until Lazar returned. Once the girls drove away, he would join Tyler in the house.

At the appointed time, Tyler slipped a small earpiece into place. Flanker did the same. Tyler called the CIA man, and they established an open comms channel. “Good thing you’re the one going in,” Flanker said as Tyler approached. “Those two would go crazy for me.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It’s from the CIA field manual. If prostitutes are involved, always send your ugliest operative.”

“They must have sent you every time, then,” Tyler said.

Flanker chuckled. “Yeah, so this is an unwelcome change.”

Tyler knocked on the door. The brunette opened up and let him in, setting all three locks once she’d confirmed Lazar was nowhere nearby. While the young woman was very pretty, she couldn’t have been much older than Lexi, and her eyes showed no warmth. “You Tyler?”

“In the flesh.”

“Cool. Just wait somewhere we’re not working.”

“How long do you think Lazar is going to be?” Tyler asked.

She shrugged. At the moment, the woman wore tight-fitting jeans and a T-shirt at least one size too small. If the thin cotton garment riding up above her waist and drawing attention to her breasts were the goals of wearing it, mission accomplished. Tyler wondered what outfits Lazar demanded these women wear. “An hour, I guess.”

“I’ll try not to get in your way.”

Tyler checked out the other rooms. He would try to keep Lazar contained during their inevitable confrontation, but these situations were always fluid. As he walked, Tyler checked obvious places for hidden weapons. Vents. Clothing drawers. He also searched for hidden panels, finding one near a bookcase. It held a Glock 17 and a spare magazine. Tyler found another weapon in a desk drawer in the study. He buried both in a hamper full of dirty clothes.

Forty minutes later, the same girl told him things were ready, and they were simply waiting on the host to return. The pair had set up the living room and kitchen to resemble a nightclub, complete with a stripper pole, disco ball, annoying colored lights, and music. It currently played quietly, but Tyler expected the volume to go up once Lazar got back. Both young women changed into glittery bikinis and high heels. The blonde looked young, also, and it made Tyler uncomfortable to be in the same room with them. “Turn the music up when Lazar is here,” he said. “I’ll stay out of the way and also try to keep the two of you safe.”

“We can take care of ourselves,” the brunette said.

“I don’t doubt you, but I know Lazar is an asshole. I’ll do what I can.”

“Whatever.”

Tyler returned to the study. It sat two rooms away, so it allowed him to stay close. He could hide behind the desk, but if Lazar needed to use it, the jig would be up quickly. As a converted bedroom, the area contained a small closet. The door was unlocked, and the interior held a single stack of unlabeled cardboard boxes. Tyler had plenty of room to hide, and he couldn’t think of a reason Lazar would need to access the small space. After twisting the knob back and forth a few times, Tyler was satisfied it would be quiet and not give him away over the music.

A few minutes later, the music volume went from barely audible to ear-splitting. Sound waves shook the walls of the house. Tyler didn’t recognize the song of course. He couldn’t name most tunes recorded in the past twenty years. He took his hiding spot in the closet. Even if he were standing out in the open, he wouldn’t have line of sight to the living room.

Decibel levels retreated to normal, and Lazar settled into whatever routine he’d worked out with the Blue Hen Ranch. “Thanks for inviting us to this party, sir,” one of the girls said. “We know you could have anyone you wanted here.”

“You will have to show your gratitude later,” Lazar replied. His voice only carried a light accent. A couple of light slaps followed along with some perfunctory giggles from the girls.

The banter went on for a few more minutes. “Christ,” Tyler muttered to the empty closet. “He’s acting out some fantasy of being popular.” Two much harder smacks carried over the music, and Tyler figured Lazar had moved on to the being an asshole phase of the encounter.

No time like the present to make himself known.

He slipped from the closet, drawing his Sig as he padded down the hall. Lazar sat in a plush recliner, his back to the doorway Tyler entered through. Both the blonde and brunette were smart enough not to look at the new arrival. The duo danced around Lazar, who offered a few crass and critical comments while holding a drink. He offered no indication he knew someone else was now in the room.

Tyler put the muzzle of the Sig against the back of his head. Both young women took this as their cue to leave. As they hastily packed a few things, Tyler noticed the blonde sporting a bruise around her eye which would turn into a large shiner in the days ahead. Lazar kept hold of his drink in one hand but raised the other. Tyler pushed the gun into the back of his skull a little harder. “Hello, Lazar. I believe you know my father.”
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When the women left, Tyler walked around the chair. He kept the Sig trained on Lazar the entire time. The Belarusian showed no emotion. He glanced between the weapon and his glass of whiskey as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Tyler remained standing but leaned against the arm of a long and sturdy couch. “Might as well dispense with the pretense. I presume you know who I am.”

“Da.”

“Which also means you know why I’m here.”

“You want revenge for what happened to your father,” Lazar said. Tyler couldn’t tell from the rear, but Lazar had unbuttoned his shirt as part of his role playing with the hookers. He had a hairy chest and the beginnings of a potbelly. Too much time in management always revealed itself.

“Close enough,” Tyler said. “One of the things I’d like to know is how a Belarusian expat ends up working for a rich guy with a vendetta.”

“Tell him he comes from a shithole country,” Flanker’s voice said in Tyler’s ear. He ignored it.

“As you said,” Lazar pointed out, “Dirk Bracker is rich. I have never cared much for making sure my politics align with the people I work for. Your politics in America seem to change every four years anyway. Too much for a simple man like me to keep up with . . . so I follow the money. Where it is good, I will work.”

“Even if it means kidnapping and torturing a senior citizen?”

Lazar waved a hand. “We are both soldiers, John Tyler. We should not care about such small matters.”

“I think you practiced a different version of soldier than I did,” Tyler said. “I’ve never been a fan of causing people pain for no reason.”

“Enjoyment is a reason.”

Tyler fought the urge to shoot Lazar on the spot. He needed more information from the man first. “What was Marco De Fazio’s involvement?”

Lazar snorted. “He was Dirk’s friend. I guess he contributed a few men especially when it was time to get your father away from the FBI’s custody. Otherwise, I don’t really know. He is an annoying fag. I never cared much for him or his crew.”

“I took a bunch of them out,” Tyler said. “It sounds like the Bureau has circled back and arrested Marco. My guess is he’ll roll on you and Dirk at some point.” Lazar sipped his whiskey and said nothing. “What about the podcaster?”

“No idea. Dirk and Marco wanted to use him to discredit your father. Their hope was more legitimate news sources would pick up the story and run with it.” Lazar shrugged. “I don’t know if this happened or not. I thought Vinnie was an imbecile who would only attract people as dumb as himself.”

“It’s a shame I have to kill you. I’m starting to agree with you.”

“I doubt we are so different, John Tyler.”

“Oh, I think we are. What did Dirk want with my father?”

“Revenge,” Lazar said. “The same reason you are here in my house tonight. You Americans are not as special or precious as you like to believe. At the end of the day, we are all animals with the same motivations.”

“He held a grudge about his useless son?” Tyler asked.

“Do you have children?”

“Don’t insult me by pretending you haven’t read an entire dossier about me.”

Lazar grinned. “Very well. Would you not go to great lengths if something happened to your daughter?”

“Sure,” Tyler said. “The key difference, though, is my daughter’s not an asshole. She wouldn’t need me to avenge her shitty actions and decisions.”

“I will take your word for it.”

“Was Dirk going to kill my father?”

“Eventually,” Lazar admitted. “He wanted my men and me to beat and waterboard him. Dirk wanted an apology for what your father did to his son.”

“He threw the prick out of the Navy,” Tyler said, “as he damn well should have.”

“You will need to take Dirk’s grudge up with him.”

“I intend to. Where is he?”

“I don’t know.” Lazar downed the last of his whiskey, and the ice cubes rattled around the empty glass. “He did not tell me where he was going, and I did not ask. Just as I declined to share my location with him. I figured your FBI would put the pieces together and start looking for us. I’m impressed you found me here. How did you do it?”

Tyler ignored Lazar’s question to ask, “You really don’t know where Dirk went?”

“We did not tell each other by design. This way, if someone found either of us⁠—”

“I get the idea,” Tyler broke in. “You’re just not very useful to me if you don’t have much else to say.”

The corner of Lazar’s mouth turned up. “May I interest you in a drink?”

“No.”

“Do you care if I have another? Since you will kill me anyway?”

Tyler turned up the palm of his free hand. “Help yourself.” He’d checked out the wet bar. Other than a decent booze collection and a few glasses, the freestanding buffet held nothing of interest. As Lazar got up and walked across the room, Tyler moved to stand at the chair to keep his eventual shot closer and at a better angle.

“I wish I had ice here,” Lazar said.

“You’ll be all right without it.”

Lazar set his glass down and surveyed the bottles. They hid his hands from Tyler, who shifted to the side just in time to see Lazar bring a pistol to bear. Tyler chided himself for missing it even as he ducked behind the large chair. Bullets slammed into the leather, padding, and wood. Footsteps indicated Lazar moved. Tyler leaned out enough to see him heading for the doorway. He fired three quick off-balance shots, missing with the first two but clipping Lazar in the right side with the third one. The Belarusian grunted but kept moving.

“What’s going on?” Flanker demanded.

“Hidden gun,” Tyler whispered.

“I’m on the move.”

Tyler stood and proceeded toward the doorway. A line of blood marred the floor, and a trail of crimson drops revealed the path Lazar took. Tyler spent some time walking around the interior to familiarize himself with the layout, but this was still Lazar’s house. The home-field advantage was his. Tyler maintained a slow, steady pace. He long ago learned the value of patience in these situations. The ones who ran off all hot to shoot someone rarely made it back alive.

A few drops of blood led into the study Tyler hid in before. He didn’t enter the room. Lazar could have hid in the closet or taken a position behind the desk. The latter probably made more tactical sense. It was big enough to stop handgun fire. Tyler moved to the next space on the opposite side—a bathroom. He turned around so he could face the study, deliberately knocked a plastic cup from the counter, and stretched out in the doorway.

Sure enough, Lazar’s footsteps heralded his arrival. He rushed into the corridor. Tyler already had a bead on him, and Lazar’s eyes flashed in recognition of the ruse far too late. Two rounds ripped into his chest, and a third snapped his head back before his body dropped to the floor. “Lazar is down,” Tyler said.

“Copy,” Flanker replied. “I’m entering now. Where are you?”

“Hallway off the living room.”

Flanker arrived on the scene a moment later. He performed the perfunctory pulse check even though Lazar was obviously dead. “He tell you anything?”

“You heard him.”

“I was hoping he might have said something your mic didn’t pick up.”

“Is this officially an international incident?” Tyler asked.

Flanker ran a hand through his hair. “Considering who this asshole is and what he does, probably not.”

“Damn. I was hoping to cause one.”

“I’ll still need to get a team out here. Don’t know how Langley will classify it. They usually allow me one international incident a year.”

“You already use it?”

“I didn’t even wait for January to end,” Flanker said. The CIA man stepped into the other room to call his team. “They’ll be a little while. Want to see if we can turn up anything about Dirk Bracker?”

The pair searched the house as well as they could within the time limit but turned up nothing. Lazar kept a laptop inside a desk drawer, but it was password protected. Tyler handed the computer to Flanker, who set it on the desk. “Can your people get into it?”

“Probably. The bad guys are good at encryption. We’ll see.”

On their way toward the exit, Tyler diverted to the living room to check out the buffet. The hidden drawer was a masterpiece. He’d missed the seams because they looked so natural. The top two-thirds of one compartment lifted off the remainder, which was large and deep enough to store the gun Lazar used, along with a wad of cash and a few passports. Tyler divided the cash between himself and Flanker.

They walked out of the house and toward Flanker’s SUV. “Thanks for coming tonight,” Tyler said.

“Sure. I’m probably out for anything you do against Dirk.”

“Use up your allotment of dead Americans already?”

“I did,” Flanker said with a chuckle, “but at least I waited until March.”
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After getting back into the Tesla, Tyler called Zeke. “Lazar is dead,” he told his father.

“Good. Miserable bastard. Did he suffer much?”

“I clipped him with one shot before finding him and finishing him off. He was in pain for a few minutes.”

“I wish it had been worse,” Zeke said. “He tell you anything?”

“Nothing useful. He and Dirk both went to ground. Told me he didn’t know where Dirk went, and Dirk was clueless about his location, too.”

“Makes sense operationally.”

“It’s why I believed him,” Tyler said.

“What are you gonna do now?” Zeke wanted to know.

“Two things. Lexi and I are going to look for Dirk and the podcaster they used to try and discredit you more . . . Big Vinnie Velvet.”

“You and Lexi, huh?” Tyler heard the amusement in his father’s tone.

“Okay, so she’ll be doing ninety-eight percent of it.”

“I want Dirk when you find him.”

“Understood,” Tyler said.

“I mean it, John. The son of a bitch kidnapped me, had his goons torture me, and all over his worthless kid years ago. I’ll be the one putting a bullet in him.”

“Good. I want to see it happen.”

“You will,” Zeke said. “Every good shooter needs a spotter.”

“I’ll let you know when we’ve gotten a location,” Tyler said. “You up for shooting?”

“I can lie flat and look through a scope. You find the son of a bitch. I’ll take care of the rest.” Zeke ended the call without saying goodbye. It was typical for him. Talking to his father, Tyler realized where he’d acquired the habit.

He called Lexi next. “I’m not keeping you up on a school night, am I?”

She snorted. “Come on, Dad. I’m not in fifth grade.”

“Lazar isn’t a concern anymore,” he said. “Let’s turn our attention to the other guy.”

“Will do,” Lexi said. She avoided using Dirk’s name, too. With Lazar dead, Tyler didn’t think anyone was listening to their calls, but he wouldn’t put it past the feds. FBI Agent Hess might be desperate for a lead.

“The mouthy one, too. He might be easier to bring on board.”

“I think you’re right.”

“Tell me you’re still doing your schoolwork while this shit is going on.”

“Fine. I’m still doing my schoolwork while this shit is going on.”

“I’m serious, Lexi. You’re taking classes you care about now.”

“I know, Dad. I’m handling it. When you’re a freshman, you think the three-hundred and four-hundred professors are going to be impossible sticklers. It’s actually the opposite. They treat us like adults. I’m getting my work done. Emily and Kim don’t see me as much, but they understand . . . sort of.”

“I hope you won’t need to neglect your friends much longer,” Tyler said. “I couldn’t do this without you.”

“If only you could write me a good letter of recommendation in a couple years.”

Tyler chuckled. “Sure. It’d be nice. I get the feeling your boss will be happy to take care of it for you when the time is right. Hell, he might even offer you a full-time job.”

“We’ll see,” Lexi said. “I’ll let you know when I have something, Dad. Hopefully tomorrow.”

“Thanks, kiddo.” Tyler disconnected. He returned to the hotel. While he didn’t need to keep staying here, he’d paid through tonight. Might as well use it. He walked into his room, took a shower, and sat in front of his travel easel with a fresh piece of paper. Tyler closed his eyes and let the ideas come.
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Zeke stayed in the cafeteria and ate his breakfast. He’d considered taking it back to his room but decided against it. People were shunning him now because they believed what they’d heard. He wondered if he would get a chance to change the narrative. Truth still needed to matter even in a society where it seemed to get less important every year.

Zeke slept fitfully last night, his mind doing the math between staying at Evergreen Acres and finding a new community. In the end, he concluded he needed to stick it out. He’d spent a lot of money on the place already, and moving somewhere else would ramp up the expenses. Besides, this story would follow him until the facts came out. Going to a different community would simply be inviting new people to Google him and give him the cold shoulder.

Two men in obvious federal agent suits walked in through the main door, spotted Zeke, and headed toward his table. He muttered a few classic sailor curses under his breath. He’d seen both of them before but never got their names in the chaos. One looked to be in his forties and walked with the posture and purpose of someone who served in the military. The other man was younger with lighter hair and a goatee he probably should have shaved off. “What do you bastards want?” Zeke grumbled as the pair stopped at his table.

“Mister Tyler, may we sit?” the older one asked. He was the man in charge.

“You gonna arrest me again if I say no?” They offered no reaction. Zeke rolled his eyes and waved his hand at two chairs across from him. “Nobody else will share a table with me. You might as well.”

The duo sat. “I’m Jason Hess,” the one in charge said. “I’m a supervisory special agent with the Baltimore Field Office.” He showed Zeke his badge and ID. “My colleague is Special Agent Patrick Zellhoefer.” Zeke pushed his tray to the side, crossed his arms, and remained silent.

“How are you today, Mister Tyler?” Zellhoefer asked.

“Pissed off,” Zeke said after a few more seconds of quiet. “I used to have a lot of friends here. It was a great place to live. Then, you idiots hauled me away, and now, no one wants anything to do with me.”

“We’re sorry all this happened,” Hess said. “Someone went to a great deal of trouble to make you seem guilty of very serious charges.”

“If it hadn’t been for my son, I’d either be dead at the hands of a madman or awaiting trial in one of your jails.”

Hess showed a thin smile. “Your son is a special guy. He was smart enough to figure out what was really happening when we couldn’t.”

“He’s smart enough not to trust a pair of stuffed shirts like you,” Zeke said.

“The government is satisfied you did nothing wrong,” Zellhoefer added.

“Oh. The government is satisfied, is it? Was the government satisfied by my years of service in the Navy? Was the government satisfied by the intelligence I brought in? Was the government satisfied by⁠—”

“All right,” Hess broke in. “You’ve made your point.”

“Have I?”

The supervisory agent leaned in closer. “I see where your son gets it.”

“If you think I’m bad, you should’ve met his mother.”

Zellhoefer started to say something, but Hess stopped him with an upraised hand. Probably for the best. The younger agent lacked his boss’s experience and polish. “You’ve been cleared of all charges.”

“Don’t tell me,” Zeke said, jerking his head toward the room of people eating behind him. “Tell them.”

“All right.” Hess stood, and Zellhoefer did when his boss started addressing the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, can I have your attention for a moment?” The din of conversation quieted, and over a hundred pairs of eyes turned toward the FBI men. “My name is Jason Hess, and I’m with the FBI. It’s true we arrested and investigated Mister Tyler here. I’m sure some of you saw it happen, and I’m sorry if you felt traumatized by it.

“Today, I’m here to tell all of you something important . . . Mister Tyler has been cleared of all charges. Someone made a compelling case, but it was an attempt to frame him. I wish it hadn’t worked so well, but it did. Zeke Tyler is the fine patriot you always knew he was. Thank you. Enjoy your breakfasts.” Hess extended his hand. Zeke stood and shook it.

“I appreciate it,” he said, also shaking Zellhoefer’s hand.

“It’s the least the Bureau could do,” Hess said. They left, and many of the residents—especially the older single women—watched them leave.

Eyes now turned to Zeke, who’d remained standing. “You all should have known better,” he announced to the crowd. Several people could no longer meet his gaze. “You should have known me better, for Christ’s sake.” Zeke shook his head, left his tray on the table, and walked out of the cafeteria without another word.
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A soft knock on the office door snapped Tyler out of his concentration.

Lexi smiled and walked in, carrying a fresh cup of coffee in one hand and a laptop bag on her shoulder. “How’s it going, Dad?”

“All right,” he said. “Just catching up on some work. I have to do a few more things in here before I get my hands dirty again.” He eyed the computer as she unpacked it. “You have something?”

“On our favorite podcaster, yeah. Vincent Valette is our guy.”

“Valette?”

“His grandfather was French-Canadian,” Lexi said.

“I wonder what he would think about his grandson’s screeds.”

“Probably not much. I’m going to email you what I’ve compiled so you can go over it on your own, but I’m happy to review it now.”

“Thanks, kiddo,” Tyler said. “You’re not missing a class to be here, are you?”

Lexi waved a hand. “I turned my assignments in this morning.”

“You’ve been burning the candle at both ends since this all started.”

“I’m fine, Dad.”

“The dark circles under your eyes disagree.”

Lexi frowned and touched the skin under her left eye. She rarely looked tired, so when she did, it was obvious. “I’ll catch up on my sleep once you deal with Vinnie and Dirk.”

“Make sure you do.”

“You want to know what I’ve found?” Lexi asked with a little edge in her tone.

Tyler extended a hand toward the laptop. “Please.”

“All right. Vincent Valette owns an LLC which covers his podcasting and merchandise. The company also owns a house just outside York, Pennsylvania. It’s one of a few on what used to be a farm or a large field. Unfortunately, some of my research forced me to listen to snippets of this idiot’s show.” She shook her head. “The fact that so many people take him seriously is a problem.”

“Not ours to solve,” Tyler said. “What about his property. Alarm system?”

“No, actually. I listened to him go on some uninformed rant for about five minutes about how alarm companies are scams to harvest your personal details and make you beholden to a police state.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Yeah,” Lexi said, “this asshole is a real piece of work. Anyway, he employs two guards to watch the house and grounds. They’re onsite full time as far as I can tell. From the way he talks about them, I get the impression he’s known them for a while.”

“Good to know. At the end of the day, he might be interested in keeping them alive.”

“Not at the expense of his own life.”

“Of course not,” Tyler said.

“I looked at the topological map.” Lexi clicked to a new tab and pointed at the screen. “It’s a couple acres of flat earth, but you can see a few trees. There’s the main house, and the smaller one must be where the security guys live. The other building is an old barn. Satellite view shows it’s in bad shape.”

“Thanks, kiddo. I’ll review all this later.”

“You going to pay Vinnie a visit?”

“Probably tonight,” Tyler said.

“You think he knows where Dirk might be?”

“I doubt it. Vinnie was a means to an end. Dirk needed the audience and reach. He’s not going to share important details with someone who’s basically a short-term contractor.”

“Be careful, Dad,” Lexi said as she shut the laptop.

“I will,” Tyler said.
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Tyler waited until nightfall to move on Big Vinnie Velvet.

As usual, he arrived three hours early. Dusk was just settling in then. Tyler found a spot on an adjacent property to keep an eye on the podcaster’s compound. Getting over the fence would be easy. Lexi’s report indicated only two guards, and Tyler saw no one else. Vinnie himself arrived shortly after Tyler did, parking an Escalade in the garage and then turning on a series of lights inside the large house.

As darkness descended, Tyler switched to night vision to track the sentries’ movements. One was active, walking a regular route around the perimeter and favoring the rear of the property. The other lingered closer to the home, popping in periodically before resuming his duties. Vinnie’s friends didn’t provide great security. It was almost surprising no one found him before. The podcast’s core listeners didn’t strike Tyler as especially stable, and he’d seen firsthand what crazed fans could do a few years before.

The back half of the estate featured the old ramshackle barn and a few mature trees. When the guard headed away from the fence, Tyler made his move. He ditched the night vision and approached the fence. There was no sign it was electrified, but he flung a small stick at it anyway. No reaction. Tyler tossed his jacket to settle atop the barbed wire, scaled the fence, retrieved his coat, and assessed the situation.

He’d gotten good at waiting over the years. Patience saved lives. Tyler crouched behind an oak and waited for the guard to come back around. About five minutes later, footfalls crunching over grass and leaves heralded the man’s approach. The other sentry was nowhere to be seen at the moment. This one was about Tyler’s height but wider and stockier. A pistol hung from a holster on his left hip.

When the man passed the tree, Tyler stepped forward and locked in a chokehold against his surprised foe. A kick to the back of the knee allowed Tyler to gain more leverage, and fifteen seconds later, the guard passed out. After making sure the other guy remained oblivious to what happened, Tyler zip-tied the unconscious man’s wrists, stuffed a handkerchief in his mouth, and tied his ankles to a nearby tree. His arms pointed toward the back fence, so the second man would need to make a close approach to see his comrade.

He didn’t. Tyler picked his way across the property, using trees and shrubs for cover where he could. The guy emerged from the house a moment later eating a chicken wing. Tyler snorted. Vinnie had survived so far on a combination of luck and people not being willing or able to unravel his LLC.

The problem with luck was it always ran out at some point.

The guard finished his wing and threw the bone toward the fence at the side of the house. A nice way to attract predators. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve as he walked an irregular pattern. Tyler didn’t hear the two communicating at any point. It was amateur hour all the way. This one was at least big enough to pass for intimidating. Tyler guessed him to be six-three and built like a middle linebacker. He looked the part even if his actions revealed second-string incompetence.

As the guard moved past his position, Tyler struck. He used another kick to the back of the knee to buckle the larger man’s leg. Tyler clocked him with an elbow to the side of the head. The guy fell to his left, but the blow didn’t end the fight. As soon as he hit the ground, the sentry rolled over, got back to his feet, and came up holding a nightstick.

“I knew a fan would visit at some point,” he growled.

“Keep guessing.” They were past the house, and this end of it remained dark. It was unlikely Vinnie could see what happened, but Tyler still wanted to end the encounter quickly.

“There are two of us, you know.”

“Not at the moment,” Tyler said. “Just you and me.”

The so-called defender smirked. A twitch in his bicep told Tyler a swing was coming. Sure enough, the arm went back, and the nightstick rushed forward. Tyler stepped back and leaned away from the attack, but he felt the breeze as it passed an inch or two in front of his face. The man tried to do a backhand strike after whiffing, but it lacked power. Tyler blocked the attempt, grabbed the tonfa with both hands, and used a well-practiced twist to disarm his larger adversary.

By the time surprise registered on the sentry’s face, Tyler whacked him hard in the midsection. With his foe doubled over, Tyler hammered him in the back a couple times to drive him to all fours and then turned the lights out with a blow to the head. He checked for a pulse just in case. The guard was still alive. Tyler trussed this one to a nearby tree just like he did the first.

He approached the house. There was no indication Vinnie’s friend locked and unlocked the door as he came and went from the house. The door was mostly glass with a white frame and ornate gold-painted handle. Sure enough, it was unlocked. Tyler opened it and slipped inside. He entered in the kitchen where a single bulb remained on over the stove.

Past a hallway, two lights shone from a living room. A half-empty bottle of beer sat on a small end table near a leather recliner. The seat pad featured a permanent impression of the host’s large ass. In the corridor, illumination spilled out from under a closed door, and the sounds from within indicated Vinnie was urinating and then washing his hands. Tyler dropped into the recliner, drew his Sig, and waited.
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He didn’t need to wait long.

Vinnie walked into the room a moment later and stopped when his eyes took in the gun. He lived up to his billing as big, though it didn’t come from height or muscle. Vinnie stood about six feet tall but must have been close to four hundred pounds. The zipper of his blue track suit strained across his stomach. Even though his real last name indicated a French heritage, his complexion and hair looked far more Italian. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded. The voice came loaded with bluster, but a bead of sweat running next to Vinnie’s right eye betrayed his nerves.

“Let’s not pretend you don’t know.”

“John Tyler. Son of Ezekiel.”

“I’d bow,” Tyler said, “but I feel like I’m sitting in a ditch.”

“You kill my guards?”

“They’re alive. Might even be awake again by now. They’ll need your help getting out of their current predicaments.” Tyler pointed to another chair with the Sig’s muzzle. “Sit.”

“What if I⁠—”

“Sit your fat ass down,” Tyler barked, and Vinnie quickly complied. The other chair was smaller and didn’t look as comfortable, though it also lacked a large impression matching the size and shape of its owner’s backside. “You know who I am, which means you should also understand why I’m here.”

“Pretend I’m stupid.”

Tyler snorted. “Don’t need to pretend. You say some of the dumbest shit I’ve ever heard, and I was in the Army for twenty-four years. The fact people actually believe you is a terrible sign for our country’s education and common sense.”

Vinnie smiled despite the situation he found himself in. “They believe me, and I make tons of money saying what you call dumb shit.”

“Because it is dumb shit,” Tyler said. “Normally, I wouldn’t care. This is a free country. People can rot their brains any way they want. If it weren’t your drivel, it’d be someone else’s. Here’s the problem . . . you ran a smear campaign against my father.”

“So?”

“So he didn’t do the shit you accused him of. My dad served honorably in the Navy. He was a double agent working against the Soviets. Your buddy Dirk tortured him, but you ran his name through the mud. The fake interview didn’t help.”

“It was good work, wasn’t it? My listeners ate it up, too.” Vinnie’s amused expression never wavered, so Tyler changed tactics. He aligned the long black housing of the Sig to the right and pulled the trigger. A nearby lamp exploded, removing some light from the room and showering Vinnie in plastic and glass. “Jesus Christ!” He recoiled and shifted as far away as he could. Rapid breaths broke the quiet in the room, and a dark stain spread over the crotch of Vinnie’s pants.

“The next one will give you a third nostril,” Tyler said, returning the muzzle to again line up with his quarry. “Here’s what we’re going to do about this situation.” Vinnie continued to hyperventilate and said nothing. “You listening, asshole?”

“Yeah,” he managed to say.

“Good. Tomorrow morning, you’re going to use the opening segment of your worthless show to do a full-throated apology for what you said about my father. You’ll admit you got it wrong, you ran a phony interview, he’s innocent, and he served with honor and distinction. Before your show ends, you’ll repeat those points for anyone who tuned in late.” Vinnie puffed like he’d just attempted a marathon. “You’re also going to donate your proceeds from the last week to an accredited veterans’ charity and send me proof. I’m sure my email address is in some document you read.”

“What if I don’t?”

“Then I’ll come back,” Tyler said. “You might be able to get more guys, but so can I, and mine are way better than yours. I’ll make sure I bring your two friends inside and kill them in front of you while you piss yourself again. My demands won’t change.”

Vinnie gulped but went on. “W-W-What if I call the cops?”

“Same answer.” Tyler extended his arm, holding the gun a few inches closer to the still-spooked Vinnie. “No one can track my movements here, and I have an alibi ready to go. All you’ll do is annoy me even more.”

“All right,” the podcaster said. He swallowed hard and tried to calm his rapid breaths. “All right.”

“Take an aspirin or something. You’re no good to me if you have a heart attack and croak before tomorrow morning.” Tyler stood. “I’ll be listening to your shitty show and waiting for an email. You’d better do what I asked.”

“The donation part might take a couple days, but yeah. I will.”

“I’ll see myself out.” Tyler left the room, exited via the glass door, and scaled the fence again a minute later. He made his way across the other property, climbed back into the 442, and headed away from the greater York area.
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When the Big Vinnie Velvet Show was due to start, Tyler locked the front door of the shop and flipped the sign to Closed.

He, Smitty, and Ortiz sat around the desk in Tyler’s office while he brought up the podcast. Generic rock music played until a couple minutes past the appointed start time. When it ended, Vinnie’s familiar voice started speaking. “The weekend is over, everyone. Welcome back to the grind and another edition of the Big Vinnie Velvet Show. As always, I’m joined by my producer, Tin Hat Tony.”

“Wassup?” Tony asked. As execrable as Vinnie was, at least he had a good voice for the medium. Tony didn’t, and he contributed nothing other than sucking up to his boss.

“We try to bring you the best content every day.”

“Stuff you really need to know.”

“Right. Tony and I want to make sure everyone is informed.” Tyler snorted, and both Ortiz and Smitty shook their heads. “Every now and then, though, we get it wrong.”

“We do,” Tony added.

“And when this happens, we always want to correct ourselves.” Vinnie cleared his throat before continuing. Tyler wondered if he’d be reading off of a printout or tablet screen. A blowhard like Vinnie probably needed help staying on message and not going off script at the drop of a hat. “We recently ran a story about a Navy chief named Ezekiel Tyler and his dalliance with Soviet intelligence officer Irina Malkin.”

“Total babe,” Tony said.

“What an asshole,” Tyler muttered.

“I’m here to tell you today we got a bunch of important details wrong,” Vinnie went on. “The FBI did arrest and investigate Mister Tyler. However, they’ve since cleared him of all charges and categorically said he wasn’t a traitor. In fact, he worked as a double agent and was able to score some intel on the Soviets.”

“And score with Irina Malkin,” Tony said. “Who could blame him?”

“I might kill the producer on general principle,” Tyler grumbled.

“I’ll alibi you,” Smitty said.

“Now, let’s talk about Tyler’s family,” Vinnie said. “I’ve heard people found his son and granddaughter and confronted them. I want to tell you all today . . . don’t do it. Leave them alone. No one in the family has done anything wrong. One of Ezekiel’s sons spent over two decades in the Army as a Green Beret. We like patriots here at the Big Vinnie Velvet Show, and the Tyler family definitely counts. We got the story wrong. Chalk it up to a bad source. I’m sorry it happened. We’ll try to do better going forward.”

“It’s all we can do,” Tony said, reminding people he still converted oxygen to carbon dioxide.

Tyler closed the browser. He’d heard enough from these two morons. “He kept his end of the bargain.”

“You need to visit him again, let me know,” Ortiz said. “He might be apologizing today, but it’s his fault people came after you and Lexi.”

Smitty nodded. “What are you going to do if some of his listeners didn’t get the message.”

“I’ll deal with them,” Tyler said, “and then I’ll go back and deal with Vinnie.”
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After a few long days of class work and research, Lexi was glad to join her dad and grandpa for dinner.

They all ate at Evergreen Acres. The place actually tried to do Taco Tuesday. Lexi wondered how spiced meat and dairy would go over with a crowd of mostly senior citizens, many of whom probably had digestive issues. Thankfully, a more conventional menu was also available. Lexi and her grandfather were sensible and opted for cheeseburgers and fries. Her dad kept up his streak of living dangerously by venturing into the faux Mexican choices.

A few of the residents stopped and said hello to Zeke, and he was happy to shake hands with some of them. “People seem to be warming up to you again, Grandpa.”

He waved a hand and harrumphed. “It was a misunderstanding is all. The FBI actually came here and announced they’d cleared me.”

“Really?” Lexi’s dad asked, stopping with a forkful of rice halfway to his mouth.

“Yeah. Some agent named Hess and a younger guy who needs to shave better.”

“I know them both. Good for them. I wasn’t sure Hess had it in him to not be an unfeeling government robot.”

“Beep, boop, arrest, beep, boop,” Lexi said.

“Enough about him,” her grandfather declared. “I want to know about Dirk. He’s got a reckoning coming.”

“I think I found him. He’s apparently into farming and leased land . . . things like that. I don’t really get it all. Anyway, he owns a company that helps farmers who can’t manage all their acreage by leasing some of their fields to other people. The farmer gets a share of the money from whatever’s sold.”

“Actually sounds like a good thing,” her dad said.

“Too bad the son of a bitch needs to catch a bullet,” her grandpa said around a swig of his iced tea.

“His company owns a farm in Virginia,” Lexi said. “Pretty big place. There’s one house plus a few barns, a silo . . . whatever the usual buildings are. All the fields are leased. I don’t think Dirk is much of an agrarian himself. It has to be where he lives.”

Her dad crunched a taco and waited to finish chewing before he talked. “This time of year, there can’t be much planting and harvesting. Maybe a pumpkin patch or something. We shouldn’t run into a lot of resistance.” He paused and frowned. “Does Dirk own any houses in his own name?”

“Two,” Lexi said. “Easily findable without much knowledge or sleuthing ability. If he’s trying to lie low, he won’t be at either one.”

“Makes sense. Dad, you’re the key player in all this. When will you be ready to go?”

“If I had to, I could do it now,” the old man said. “Deep breaths still hurt a little. I want to get this bastard. Give me a few days.”

“Let me know when you’re up for it.” Lexi’s dad turned to face her. “I presume you sent me all this information already?”

She smiled. “Before we all left, yes.”

“Wow. You should work for a detective agency or something.”

Lexi dunked a fry in ketchup and ate it. She needed to pick up the pace before they grew cold. “I’m happy to dig up more if you need it.”

Her grandfather shook his head. “You’ve done enough. You’re in college. Enjoy it. You shouldn’t be here eating with a couple of geezers like us.”

“Speak for yourself, old timer,” her dad said. “Don’t bring your bolt-action rifle, either. We’re not hunting buffalo on the plains. I’ll have a more modern alternative . . . something we can screw a suppressor onto the end of.”

“Would I sound like an old man if I complained about you kids and your new guns?”

“Yes,” Lexi and her father said in unison.

Her grandfather grinned, spread his hands, and turned his attention back to his dinner.
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Dirk Bracker sipped his coffee and looked out over the farm.

It was a pleasant Friday in the fall, and Dirk liked to take his morning and evening drinks out to the deck in nice weather. Steam rose from the mug, and he inhaled the aroma. Not much else was right with the world, however. Marco remained in federal custody. Like Dirk, Lazar went to ground, but the Belarusian had been silent for a few days now. The man had never been especially chatty, and this was a poor time for frequent conversations. Still, the lack of communications concerned Dirk.

He didn’t think anyone would find him here. A company Dirk claimed no public role in held the deed for the property. The names of a few farmers and co-ops appeared on lease agreements for the fields. Even now, one small family operation still worked their area, setting it up as a pumpkin patch for the autumn and Halloween. By the time the holiday rolled around, they would have an impressive stock of pumpkins and the interesting gourds many people bought for decoration.

Dirk’s thoughts drifted to Ezekiel Tyler. The man still needed to pay for what he did to Ralf, and his generic apology would never be sufficient. Battered but not nearly broken enough, the elder Tyler was nevertheless alive when Dirk wisely left the Delaware facility before the man’s son upended everything. If they took another run at the old man, there would be no underestimating the family.

Given the absence of obituaries, Ezekiel Tyler remained alive. For now. Dirk wanted to go after him again, but it would require time and effort—not to mention a new organization supporting him. Marco wouldn’t be a factor. Lazar was incommunicado and could be dead for all Dirk knew. Rebuilding would take time and money. Dirk had both but not inexhaustible amounts of either. As much as the thought chafed him, he knew he would need to wait to make a second attempt.

It would allow him to replenish the coffers enough. With a few months since his abduction and captivity, Ezekiel Tyler might think himself safe. His family’s concern and vigilance would ebb without a threat. Dirk took another sip of his coffee. He would need to steel himself for the months ahead.

Ezekiel Tyler would give him the apology he needed, and then the man would get the brutal death he deserved.
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At five-thirty on Saturday afternoon, Tyler and Zeke watched Dirk Bracker leave his farmhouse.

The car headed up the long driveway and turned onto a county road. Tyler brought Ortiz’s pickup, leaving the Tesla with his employee. For his part, Ortiz looked excited to slam his foot down and enjoy the instant electric torque. Tyler appreciated the Model X’s ability to run silently, but the vehicle was a moving beacon, and anyone who wanted to know his location could get it. Ortiz’s truck was new enough to drive well but also old enough to avoid features like built-in navigation.

It was much harder to track.

Tyler and his father stretched out on a hill about five hundred yards from the back of Dirk’s home. They enjoyed a great view of the large cherrywood deck, and it was one Tyler would have loved to pack up and install at his own place. The fields were empty of workers, and the only crops still in use were squashes and pumpkins. The kind of quiet only possible when on a farm covered the area.

“You think he’s making a break for it?” Zeke asked.

“Doubt it.”

“Why?”

“He wasn’t carrying anything,” Tyler said. “We’ve been here for two hours. He hasn’t taken a single bag to the car. He’s probably going out to get dinner.”

“But he might be doing a runner,” Zeke pointed out.

Tyler grinned. “‘Doing a runner?’ Enjoying your Britbox subscription, Dad?”

Zeke chuckled. “I suppose I am.”

“If we knew where he was going, we could take the tube. Maybe catch him in the loo.”

“Oh, shut up.” Despite the brusque statement, amusement came through in his father’s voice.

Tyler looked through his spotter’s scope. “Might as well test your rifle, Dad. Dirk’s not home.” Even with the suppressor on the end, the report would probably be loud enough for the sound to carry to nearby properties. This was a farm, however, and people in rural areas were far more tolerant of random gunshots than city dwellers. A low stone fence rose about three feet from the ground, covering the deck to about eighteen inches above its floor. Rocks of all shapes and sizes went into it, and Tyler admired the handiwork both from a distance and with the closer look the scope afforded him. “You ready? I have a target.”

“Hang on.” Zeke extended the legs of the tripod and moved his head into position. Tyler brought a Sig Sauer XM7, popularly regarded as the replacement for his beloved M4 carbine. Its 6.8MM rounds offered more stopping power than the M4, and it was deadly from a greater distance. “All right. What am I looking at?”

“Around the center of the deck,” Tyler said. “About in line with the big umbrella. There’s a small rock in the wall. Almost square, and it’s a shade darker than the ones around it. Range is five hundred and nine yards.” Tyler plucked a few blades of grass and tossed them into the air. “Wind is left to right here, and weeds near the deck show the same. You see the rock?”

“I see it,” his father said. He made some adjustments to the scope, breathed in and out, and fired. The bullet slammed into the fence, deflecting into the dirt but leaving a mark. The shot was about six inches to the right and two inches high. Tyler reported these to his father, and Zeke adjusted the scope again. “Here comes take two.” Another round hit the partition, and this one struck the square stone in question.

“Excellent. Nice shooting, Dad.”

“Thanks. Didn’t sound too loud.”

“The suppressor’s doing what it’s supposed to,” Tyler said. “Now, we wait for Dirk to get back. It’s a nice night. He might even make it easy for us by coming out onto the deck.”

“I don’t mind plugging the bastard through a window,” Zeke said.

Tyler favored a shot in the open because even glass in the way was a variable to account for. It might deflect the bullet enough to miss or to be nonlethal. By the time Tyler and his dad could close the distance to the house, Dirk could call the police ten times over. This needed to be one shot and done.

Good thing both Tyler men had plenty of experience waiting.
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About ninety minutes later, Dirk returned.

He left his BMW SUV in the driveway and disappeared from view. A moment later, lights came on in the house. Through a window, Tyler spied Dirk in the kitchen. He put a clear plastic container in the fridge. “Looks like a dinner run.”

“Every man should get a last supper,” Zeke said.

Dirk hung up his jacket and then walked out of view. It didn’t take long for him to re-emerge. He opened the sliding door to the deck, carrying a drink in a tall glass. The liquid was a medium brown and filled to the top. Tyler guessed it to be a whiskey and soda. Dirk sat on a deck chair and stretched out. “You better call him,” Zeke said. “The longer this asshole sits there and preens, the more I want to empty the magazine.”

Tyler took out his phone. It was the dumb model again, ensuring no one could trace him here while the much better device remained in his home. Lexi found Dirk’s cell number. It technically belonged to his farm company and carried no association with the man himself. No one knew if it would work—they didn’t risk a test call for the chance it might tip Dirk off to an impending threat. Tyler never liked testing things live in the field, but sometimes, circumstances rendered it impossible to avoid.

He keyed in the number, put the call on speaker, and dialed. While it rang, Tyler reminded Zeke not to get too loud. They were situated a good distance away, but voices carried over mostly flat terrain. Dirk picked up on the third ring. “Who is this?”

“Dirk, it’s John Tyler.”

On the deck, Dirk sat forward at attention like someone poured used motor oil on the back of the chair. “What? How did you get this number?”

“I’m resourceful.”

Dirk snorted. “Nothing in your jacket suggests you’re particularly smart.”

“Well,” Tyler said, “when you’re dumb like me, the best thing to do is farm out work to people with bigger brains. I got good at it in the Army.”

“How nice for you,” Dirk said. “Look . . . you got your father back. It’s more than I ever got with Ralf. What the hell do you want?”

“Can’t I just call to gloat?” Tyler knew he was pushing Dirk’s buttons and wanted to. The goal was to keep him outside and talking. Then, when he was focused on the conversation, Zeke could shoot him and put an end to everything. “You had a whole organization setup to keep one old man prisoner, and none of it mattered in the end.”

“You think I can’t do it again?”

“I think it won’t matter,” Tyler said.

Dirk sighed, and he took a long drink from his glass before talking again. “You know . . . this was a challenge. Even bringing the operation together was hard. Ralf deserved our best, though, and your father deserved our worst. When I knew you were closing in, I got out so I could rebuild if I wanted to take another run at this. I’ve been thinking plenty about it. I was on the fence, but you helped me make up my mind. I guess I should thank you, but I won’t, you son of a bitch. You want to gloat? I’m coming for your father again. No podcasters. No FBI involvement. Just me and Lazar, and we⁠—”

“Lazar’s dead,” Tyler broke in.

He watched as Dirk shook his head in apparent surprise. “What?”

“He’s dead. Someone went to his house in Delaware and shot him. Two in the chest and one to the head. Real shame.”

“Shit,” Dirk muttered. He stood, drink still in the other hand, and paced the area in front of his chair. “How do you know?”

“You’re the one who made sure the FBI got involved. Thanks to you, they’re seeing it through. You might say I have a rocky relationship with most of their agents, so they came to me with questions.” Tyler paused to let Dirk keep simmering. “I had an alibi of course.” At some point, Tyler realized someone would find Lazar’s body, and the feds would come into the investigation, connect a few dots, and have questions. If Dirk thought these things had already happened, it could make him reckless.

“Did you kill Lazar?” Dirk demanded.

“The FBI doesn’t consider me a suspect,” Tyler said, keeping his tone non-committal to match his answer.

“Screw you. You and your father both.”

Tyler nudged his dad. “I’m here, too, you bastard,” Zeke said.

Dirk chugged most of his whiskey and soda and set the glass down hard on a deck rail. “You! You think you’re free? Think you’re safe? You’d better not. I don’t care if Lazar’s dead. I’ll find someone else. Someone better this time. I’m going to avenge my boy for what you did to him. You’re gonna get what’s coming to you.”

“Ralf deserved everything he got. I’d run him out of the Navy a hundred times out of a hundred, and I’m not sorry for shit. He was an asshole, and now, I know where he got it.” Zeke fell silent and looked through his scope again.

“You’re both dead,” Dirk hollowed. His face was red now, and with one hand free, he gestured wildly as if making a point to someone sitting right in front of him. “Both of you. I’m going to⁠—”

“Dirk,” Tyler broke in. Zeke gave him a thumbs-up. “I hope you enjoyed the drink. It’ll be your last one. You’re gonna get what’s coming to you.”

Dirk’s head turned to look at the glass. He started to turn back toward Tyler and Zeke’s position when a bullet took him just above the right eye. A spray of red and gray preceded his lifeless body falling to the planks. As soon as the corpse dropped, Zeke began packing things up. Tyler helped, and they were on the move again in under a minute. Their perch required them to pick their way across someone else’s unused fields, but they encountered no resistance. Tyler guided the pickup back to the main road. Thanks to Dirk living in isolation in an area full of farms, there weren’t even any sirens approaching as they headed away.
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On Monday morning, Tyler and Ortiz finished working on an old Mustang which had been in an accident. Tyler handled replacing the damaged suspension components and putting a new tire on. Ortiz took care of the body work. He was way better at it than either Smitty or Tyler, and his aptitude in this area really filled a hole in what the shop could do. The fact he was willing to lend out his truck when necessary—or come along with a gun—made him an ideal employee.

Tyler spent a couple minutes giving his hands a thorough wash. He’d often felt mechanics and surgeons spent the most time with their hands and forearms soaped up and under running water. Once the last bits of grease were gone, he poured himself a cup of coffee and sat in his office. A short while later, a familiar Ford Explorer appeared on a camera as it entered the lot and parked near the main entrance. Agent Hess got out and walked into the building.

He stopped in Tyler’s doorway. “Coffee fresh?”

“Not really.”

“You gonna make a new pot?”

“Not for you,” Tyler said.

Hess frowned and proceeded to the brewing station. He found all the supplies and set a fresh carafe to brew before returning to Tyler’s office. “We’ve made considerable progress on everything surrounding your father’s case,” the FBI man said as he dropped onto one of Tyler’s guest chairs.

“The case you’re no longer working.”

“I told you I hoped he wasn’t a traitor,” Hess pointed out. “There are other lingering aspects to iron out.” Tyler said nothing and busied himself looking at the remaining jobs in the day’s queue. He’d be pulling a late night, but he needed to put some time in after missing a few days pursuing the men who abducted his father. “I get the feeling you know this already.”

Tyler shrugged. “I feel like you’ve pointed out how I’m not a trained investigator more than once . . . including while your goons were hauling my dad away.”

“We paid a visit to Big Vinnie Velvet. Interesting guy.”

Tyler snorted. “Putting it mildly.”

“You’ve talked to him?”

“I’ve had the distinct displeasure of listening to his show and dealing with a few of his more dedicated lunatic fans. I don’t need to inflict more pain on myself.”

“Interesting. I found his sudden reversal on your father curious.” Tyler again said nothing, and Hess continued. “Two of his guards looked like they’d been in fights recently. Neither wanted to talk much about it.”

“I can only imagine what kind of trouble the people who work for him might get into,” Tyler said.

“When’s the last time you were in York, Pennsylvania?”

“Been a while. Can you recommend any Italian restaurants in King of Prussia I might want to stop in on the same trip?”

Hess smirked. Tyler smelled the coffee, and Hess got up to pour himself a fresh cup. When he took his seat again, the fed proceeded as if his last question hadn’t been dodged. “Guys like Vinnie talk a good game. They’ll say all kinds of shit about the government on their shows to sound tough and gin up their listeners. You get them alone in a room, talk about what you know, throw some charges out there, mention the federal prosecutors’ win rates . . . ” Hess sipped the fresh java. “He couldn’t roll over on Dirk Bracker fast enough.” Tyler didn’t answer. “Not going to insult me by claiming you’ve never heard of Dirk Bracker?”

“I’ve probably insulted you enough for now,” Tyler said. “Need to save some for the next time you waltz in here. I’ve heard the name.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Hess. “Bracker’s an interesting fellow. You know about his son of course.” Tyler offered a single bob of his head. There was no point denying the basics. He and Lexi had been days ahead of the FBI. “It took us a while to find him . . . something about an LLC or shell corporation. My team is good at unwinding those things, and I’m good at telling them to do it.”

“It’s nice to be the boss sometimes.”

Hess smiled. “Yes, it is. Anyway, we found where Bracker lives. A big farm where he leases out the fields. Guess what we found on the patio deck?”

“Outdoor furniture?”

“A dead body. Dirk Bracker’s to be specific. Had a nice hole in his head. He’d been dead about eighteen hours by the time we got to him, and . . . well, let’s just say the local wildlife discovered the body before we did.”

“Serves him right,” Tyler said. He took a swig of his own coffee and wished he’d poured himself a cup from the fresh pot Hess made.

“You had nothing to do with it?”

“I didn’t kill him, no. Good riddance, though. If you let me know when his funeral is, I’ll be sure to piss on his grave.”

“Somebody shot him,” Hess said. “Any idea who?”

“He was tangled up with a lunatic like Vinnie.” Tyler spread his hands. “Could have been anyone.”

“What will I find if I look for your location data from Saturday?”

“An Army JAG lawyer telling you to get a goddamn warrant.”

“Humor me. What did you do on Saturday?”

Tyler sighed. He’d worked all the details out, figuring Hess might stop by and pose a few questions. Even on a remote farm, a body could only go undiscovered for so long. “I came here. Went to visit my father. Went home. Ate dinner and watched a movie with my daughter.”

“She’ll confirm this?” Hess demanded.

“Sure.” Lexi stayed alone at Tyler’s house, and her phone data would support it. The early trip to the shop enabled Tyler and Ortiz to switch vehicles. Hess could keep digging, but he wouldn’t unearth anything.

“Ever hear of Lazar Kozlov?”

“I take it he worked with Dirk?”

“We think he was the man who supplied the muscle,” Hess said. “Someone shot him in his home a few days ago.”

“Sounds like you’ve had an easy time wrapping this one up.”

Hess swigged more of the coffee. “Be careful, Mister Tyler. You’re not in Afghanistan anymore.”

“I’m aware, Agent Hess . . . but thanks for the geography lesson.”

Hess grunted, finished his java, and tossed the cup into the trash. Once the fed left, Tyler dumped out his own coffee and refilled the cup. Then, he got back to work.
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Lexi and Tyler ate dinner at his dining room table Monday evening.

As usual when they ordered in, the meal of choice was pizza. This time, Lexi picked it up on her way. It came from a place Tyler had never heard of. The crust was a touch chewy, but the pies were otherwise great. “Sounds like you’re getting good at not answering the FBI,” she said.

“I guess. It’s just a natural extension of my principle about saying as little as possible to the cops.”

“Well . . . you did break it for one particular FBI agent.” Lexi grinned. “How is Hope?”

“She’s all right,” Tyler said. He smiled at the memory. Hope Raines came to him for help when she was mired in a bad assignment. Despite his initial reluctance, he signed on and eventually joined her undercover. The adrenaline rush of being the getaway driver for a robbery crew caused Hope to jump Tyler’s bones. They finished her mission—and their brief time as lovers—before parting on good terms when she accepted a much better assignment. “I talked to her before this whole mess started.”

“You gonna meet up with her anytime soon?”

Tyler shrugged. “We’re not high school sweethearts. We’ll see how it goes.” Having finished two slices, Tyler considered calling it a night on the pizza front. The aromas wafting out of the boxes were too much, however. He took another wedge of pepperoni. The long triangular piece held the perfect amount of grease, and even though it had cooled since Lexi picked it up, the cheese still formed long strings when he separated his slice from the rest.

Lexi changed the subject. “I wish I could have done more for you and Grandpa.”

“What are you talking about? You did plenty. Hell, I couldn’t have done most of what I did without you.”

“Thanks. Uncle James helped. You gonna see him before he flies back tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Tyler said. Before all of this, he and his brother probably would have avoided one another. Now, they might have a chance for a more normal relationship—especially if James abandoned California and moved closer to Maryland. “Don’t worry about him, though. You have a job now.”

“Dad, I’m an intern. I barely go to the office while I’m in class.”

“Still. You’re working for an investigator. I would imagine getting arrested would dampen your career prospects.”

“Probably,” she admitted.

“Then, let me take those risks,” Tyler said. “You did more than your share. I hope you’re able to get some rest and finish the semester like a normal college junior.” Lexi also helped herself to a third slice of pizza. Hers was mushroom and green pepper, and she blotted the extra grease with a napkin. “Who raised you?”

She chuckled. “Mostly Mom.”

“It shows.”

THE END
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