





Contents


	Cover

	About the Book

	About the Author

	Title

	Copyright

	PART ONE

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	PART TWO

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43

	Chapter 44

	Chapter 45

	Chapter 46

	Chapter 47

	Chapter 48

	Chapter 49

	Chapter 50

	Chapter 51

	Chapter 52

	Chapter 53

	Chapter 54

	Chapter 55

	Chapter 56

	Chapter 57

	Chapter 58

	Chapter 59

	Chapter 60

	Chapter 61

	Chapter 62

	Chapter 63

	Chapter 64

	Chapter 65

	Chapter 66

	Chapter 67

	Chapter 68

	PART THREE

	Chapter 69

	Chapter 70

	Chapter 71

	Chapter 72

	Chapter 73

	Chapter 74

	Chapter 75

	Chapter 76

	Chapter 77

	Chapter 78

	Chapter 79

	Chapter 80

	Chapter 81

	Chapter 82

	Chapter 83

	Chapter 84

	Chapter 85

	Chapter 86

	Chapter 87

	Chapter 88

	Chapter 89

	Chapter 90

	Chapter 91

	Chapter 92

	Chapter 93

	Chapter 94

	Chapter 95

	Chapter 96

	Chapter 97

	Chapter 98

	Chapter 99

	Chapter 100

	Chapter 101

	Chapter 102

	Chapter 103




About the Book

A fast-paced thriller from the author of the international bestselling Shepherd series.

The gruesome killing of more than 300 white squatters in a South African village is still unsolved when the alleged assassin enters a storage facility in the US and takes several hostages.

No demands and an obvious play for time leave hostage negotiators on edge. When the FBI is called in, they bring Dr. August Burke, a young man with James Dean looks and a brilliant mind capable of seeing behavioral patterns where others can’t. Unfortunately, Burke hates being around people. Can he put his social anxieties aside and solve the mystery before it’s too late?

Together with FBI Special Agent Carter, Burke finds the door to a secret laboratory beneath the storage facility. Is this what the culprits are really after? Soon Burke realizes they are dealing with an enemy who is willing to kill thousands without batting an eye.

Across the globe, Constable Isabel Price picks up her gun and starts the hunt for the killer behind the village massacre, even if that means losing everything. She has no intention on bringing him back alive. Her thirst for revenge leads her to the US, and her path intertwines with the hostage takers.

Between Isabel Price’s quest for bloody vengeance and August Burke’s uneasy gift, Spectrum weaves a web of intrigue and complex characters into an action-packed crime novel.


About the Author

ETHAN CROSS is the international bestselling and award-winning author of THE SHEPHERD, THE CAGE, CALLSIGN: KNIGHT, and THE PROPHET—a novel described by bestselling author Jon Land as “The best book of its kind since Thomas Harris retired Hannibal Lecter” while #1 New York Times Bestselling Author Lisa Gardner said, “The surprises are fast and furious and will leave you breathless to read more”.

Readers can connect with Ethan on various social media platforms:

[image: Image]
www.ethancross.com

[image: Image]
www.facebook.com/EthanCrossBooks

[image: Image]
@EthanCrossBooks


Ethan Cross

SPECTRUM

A Thriller

[image: BE-Logo]


»be« by BASTEI ENTERTAINMENT

Digital original edition

»be« by Bastei Entertainment is an imprint of Bastei Lübbe AG

Published in agreement with the author, c/o BAROR INTERNATIONAL, INC., Armonk, New York, U.S.A.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. This book is written in U.S. American English.

Copyright © 2017 Aaron Brown

Copyright © 2017 by Bastei Lübbe AG, Schanzenstraße 6-20, 51063 Köln, Germany

Written by Ethan Cross

Edited by Lou Aronica

Project editor, English: Lori Herber-Griffin

Cover design, English: Massimo Peter

Cover Illustrations: © shutterstock: ZRyzner | ostill | Lia Koltyrina | talseN | ilolab

eBook production: Urban SatzKonzept

ISBN 978-3-7325-4752-4

www.be-ebooks.com


PART ONE


Chapter 1

Isabel Price stumbled through the rusty door of the small corrugated metal shack and, ignoring the pain, ran as fast as her strong South African legs would carry her.

Words like nightmare and why kept floating through the maelstrom of thoughts inside her mind. She felt light-headed and nauseated. She stumbled over the barren terrain between each clapboard shack of the squatter camp. She had to know if they were all dead. She had to know if her boy was dead.

Dingani shouted her name from somewhere behind, but she ignored him. She had to know. And her desire to know was so strong that no other thought could possibly enter her mind until she knew Tyler’s fate. All she could think about was her boy.

Her father’s shouts joined with Dingani’s. Elliot Price had always possessed a booming and powerful voice. It had served him well as a budding politician back in the days when the white minority ran the government.

Isabel ignored her father’s calls. All she could think about was her boy.

She jumped a fence and landed inside Mrs. Eberle’s herb garden. Isabel didn’t give a second thought to the destruction of the kind old lady’s property. If her fears were justified, then Mrs. Eberle wouldn’t mind. Because Mrs. Eberle was already dead. Along with all the other residents of the squatter camp.

She kept moving, jumped the next fence, and came to a dirt trail beaten into a roadway by the feet of the camp’s poverty-stricken inhabitants. She ran north and east and across two rows of the thrown-together shacks, each one of them slightly different depending on what was available when they were constructed. Most had dirt floors with the residents sleeping on mattresses sprawled over the ground. No furniture. No running water.

Ahead, Isabel saw her destination. A shoddy blue and white shack made of corrugated metal and one-by-fours. She ran up to the tiny home’s front door and knocked with enough force that she feared she may have damaged the clapboard building’s structural integrity.

There was no answer. No sounds inside. No signs of movement.

Using her police training, Isabel kicked the door and burst inside with her flashlight and service pistol at the ready. This shack had been slightly upgraded compared to most of the others. She had seen to that, wanting her boy to have a better life than sleeping in the dirt. She saw Tyler’s birth mother’s body where she had been sleeping on a pull-out couch.

Isabel fought the urge to vomit.

They were all dead.

But she still had to see for herself. She ran toward the back of the shack where Tyler had his own “room,” the size of a small closet. Still, her boy loved having his own space. She saw the blood coming out from beneath Tyler’s door, and she knew.

There was nothing more she needed to see. Constable Isabel Price of the South African Police Service, or SAPS, had seen enough crime scenes and enough victims and enough pools of blood to know when someone was not walking away. And she knew that Tyler—like his birth mother, like everyone else inside this all-white South African squatter camp—was dead.

Isabel stumbled out into the crisp morning air, knocking over half the furniture in her wake. She felt the whole world spinning. This had to be a dream. A nightmare. Any second she would wake up in the hospital after having endured a car crash or a gunshot wound or a brain aneurysm, and she would realize that this whole scene had been nothing but a bad dream brought on by some slightly less horrible trauma.

But this felt real. Too real.

She didn’t know what to think or believe. She just fell to her knees in the middle of the dirt path, dropping her pistol and her flashlight and not caring about dirtying up her nice, new pantsuit. She crawled through the dirt, weeping, her tears flooding down her face and staining the ground.

She didn’t scream or say a word.

Constable Isabel Price merely fell over on her side and curled up into a ball. Then she closed her eyes and prayed to wake up from the nightmare.

But all she could think about was Tyler. Her boy. With his head, hands, and feet chopped off. Just like the nearly 300 other residents of the camp.


Chapter 2

One month later …

He heard the low growls before he saw the beasts. The sound of paws in dirt, bushes rustling. Then the roars and the screams. He ran, and one stepped in front of him and Zarina. It batted a paw, toying with them more than attacking. His mother shrieked and dove at the beast, yelling for him to run. He felt warm blood on his clothes, but didn’t know to whom it belonged. He ran and hid and listened as his mother was eaten alive.

But since the recent deaths he had witnessed in a South African squatter camp, the dream had changed.

Now, when his mother was being devoured, he was seeing through the lion’s eyes and feeling what it felt. He sunk in his teeth and tore her flesh, pinning her with his claws. He felt the blood in his mouth as he devoured her entrails while she still lived.

Then he felt something strike his shoulder, and he was instantly awake, reaching for both his knife and gun simultaneously.

“It’s time. Do your thing.” Dr. JoAnn Raskin said.

Idris Madeira, or Kruger as he was known professionally, scowled over at the arrogant little American. He knew what time it was, and his internal clock told him that he’d been awakened ten minutes too early. He checked his watch and confirmed the error. Sleep on a mission was often a luxury, and Kruger had learned long ago to take advantage of every moment of rest—because he never could tell when he might have to go days without closing his eyes.

The target would be sleeping by now. He had decided to wait until three in the morning to be sure. His pompous accomplice had complained and argued that 1:00 a.m. would be more than sufficient. But he overruled Raskin on all operational matters. He was the professional, after all, and had carried out similar assignments on numerous occasions.

The patient predator was always rewarded with the better kill.

From the passenger seat, Raskin handed him the syringe and the tube containing the Q-tip without saying a word, like he was some hunting dog being taken off the leash and told to run. If he hadn’t required the American’s knowledge and connections to complete this final job, he would have ended Raskin long ago. The haughty American certainly deserved it, probably more so than anyone else he had ever killed. But such an act of indulgent, emotional violence would have been rash and stupid, and Kruger had learned to play the long game from years of hard lessons and painful mistakes.

He stepped from the van and headed toward the small two-story home. It was blue-green with projecting eaves and a low-pitched gable roof covered in terra-cotta tiles. He had studied the layout of the house and the target’s routines and knew that Fred Little would be waiting in an upstairs bedroom or asleep in his La-Z-Boy in front of the television.

The Americans were so obsessed with their TVs. He and Zarina didn’t even own a television. If he wanted to catch a soccer game, they would travel down to the local sports bar or attend in person. He had better things to do with his time than watch others live their lives.

The preparations were all in place. Fred Little’s house key had been stolen from his pocket, imprinted, and returned. The security system code had been acquired by watching through a window using a telescopic lens as Fred entered it. Kruger simply walked into the house as if he were the owner returning from a hard day’s work.

As he ascended the stairs, he hugged the wall with his size 22 boots, stepping up one foot at a time, knowing that creaks and groans were seldom found on a stair’s innermost edge. His right hand held a black Beretta M9A1 pistol with a sound suppressor threaded over its barrel, although he had no intention of using the weapon. It was merely a precautionary measure.

When he reached the top of the stairs, he saw a dark face and the glow of eyes. He raised the gun as a reflex before he realized it was only a mirror. He stepped forward, and the image of himself grew larger. A large window over the home’s foyer allowed the moonlight to illuminate his form, but he had to lean his seven-foot frame down in order to look into his own eyes.

But were they his eyes or were they Kruger’s?

He couldn’t remember. He couldn’t differentiate the line between Idris, the husband and father, and Kruger, the professional killer and mercenary who was spoke of in certain circles as a phantom. He had only allowed Kruger to be a mere shadow, a predator, a weapon, a tool used to print money for Idris. But now he couldn’t decide if Kruger had taken over or lost all control.

And then he was back in the squatter camp, going from house to house. He saw his own hands bringing down the blade over and over, chopping off pieces of what had once been people so poor they slept in the dirt. But in his ears, he didn’t hear the ripping and breaking of sinew and bone. He heard his mother’s screams and the growls of the lions.

Suddenly aware of his surroundings, he stood back up to full height and checked his watch. Cursing himself, he double-checked his weapons out of pure habit. He had succumbed to another fugue and had apparently been staring into the mirror for a full five minutes.

On most of his missions such a lapse would have resulted in his death. He was lucky that this particular target was sleeping peacefully and had no one to watch over him. But Kruger knew that luck only held out so long. It only took one mistake, one second of lost focus. He needed to get out of the game. And he needed to do it quickly or he wouldn’t have to worry about whether he was truly Idris or Kruger, because they would both be dead.

He opened the bedroom door and crept inside. Fred Little slept on his back and was snoring like a bear. The thin sheet had been kicked away and only covered a portion of Fred’s torso. He wore nothing but a white T-shirt and checkered boxer shorts. This routine had been verified on three previous nights using a remote-controlled drone to peer into Fred’s bedroom window.

Kruger gently moved the sheet aside and pulled up on the leg of Fred’s boxer shorts. Then he retrieved the Q-tip from the tube and swabbed the injection site. The local anesthetic would keep Fred from feeling the penetration of the needle. He waited a moment to be sure the numbing effect had taken hold, and then he injected the succinylcholine into the middle third of Fred’s upper thigh, straight into vastus lateralis muscle.

He waited a few moments for the drug to spread through his target’s system. As he waited, he watched Fred sleep. Kruger knew from his research that Fred was the youngest of three boys born to a wealthy farming family in rural Kentucky. His inherited money allowed Fred to attend college at MIT and study robotics, but to Kruger’s eyes, Fred still looked like he belonged in the backwoods, hunting and fishing, with his auburn brush pile mustache and long sideburns cut into a point in the middle of his cheeks. But Kruger definitely wasn’t judging the man. He—or rather his alter ego, Idris Madeira—had been born in a small village in Mozambique and felt more at home on the savannah than in a jungle of concrete.

After a sufficient amount of time had passed, Kruger flipped on a lamp beside the bed. When that didn’t rouse his slumbering target, he slapped Fred across the face.

The man opened his eyes, breathing heavy and trying to clear the haze of sleep. Fred tried to move but found himself paralyzed.

“Don’t struggle, my friend,” Kruger said. “I’ve injected you with a paralytic that still allows you to feel pain. The downside is that it will also relax the muscles that allow you to breathe. If you struggle too much or exert yourself, you’ll die from asphyxiation.”

Probably still groggy from sleep and hoping this was all a dream, Fred said, “What do you want? Take whatever you need.”

“I was going to do that anyway, but it’s very polite of you to offer consent.”

“What’s this about?”

“I need some information.”

“Information about what? I don’t know anything important.”

“Make no mistake, my friend. I know exactly who you are, what you do, and who you work for. I need your access code, Mr. Little.”

“What? I don’t—”

“All you need to understand in this moment is that I have all the power, and you have none. The drug I have given you will last long enough for me to inflict all manner of pain upon your body. You will not even be able to move or resist, and the more you fight, the greater the odds of suffocation. You can save us both from such unpleasantness. Give me the code.”

“My code wouldn’t let you into any of the vaults or boxes. Even if you could …”

“Shhh. I don’t need you to tell me reasons why I can’t do something. I’ve learned one lesson over and over again throughout my life: the only thing stopping any of us from doing and having what we want is fear. And if you’re not afraid, then anything is possible. You see, Mr. Little, there is much in this world that still frightens me. There are monsters much worse than me out there. However, I am likely the most frightening man you’ve ever met. You possess what I require, and I fully intend to employ every method of torture necessary to extract all that I need from you. And trust me, I am well-versed in such things.”

Kruger laid a massive left hand on Fred’s chest, felt the shallow breathing, the increased pulse, the man’s lungs struggling for air.

“You win. I’ll give you whatever you want. Just please …”

Tears rolled down Fred’s cheeks. Kruger fought the urge to wipe them away. He felt pity on this man, this innocent man who had done nothing more than stand in his way. He had never before felt such emotions toward a target. What was happening to him? He felt anxiety and panic rise in his own chest, flashes of the squatter camp flashing into his mind. Pushing them away, he reminded himself that he was Kruger. The lion took no pity on the gazelle.

“I know, my friend,” Kruger said. “Just give me the code.”

Fred rattled off the twenty-digit security code.

Kruger wrote it down in a small notebook and said, “If the code you give me is incorrect, we have plans in place to kill your son. And we won’t be as gentle with him as I’ve been with you.”

Kruger didn’t say the words with malice or anger, but he tried to convey a ruthless, uncompromising determination. The big man stared at the code a moment and then looked back to Fred. “I will do horrible things to your son if this code is incorrect. I won’t enjoy it. I don’t want to. But I will.”

“The code is valid. It will work.”

“Good. Now, where’s the watch?”

“How the hell do you know about that?”

Kruger sighed. Fred needed a demonstration. They always did. He grasped Fred’s left hand and snapped the pinky at the joint. The paralyzed man screamed, and his breathing became a fast wheeze like a panting dog.

“Do I have to ask twice?” Kruger said.

“My dresser. Top right-hand drawer,” Fred replied between gasps.

He walked over, opened the drawer, and found a metal lockbox with a digital code. Fred rattled off the digits, and Kruger opened the box. The watch was inside. Leaving the bulky metal box in the drawer, he stuffed the watch into a pocket of his black tactical pants.

“You have the code and the watch. Please, I’ll disappear for a while,” Fred said. “I won’t tell anyone that I gave you anything.”

Kruger returned to the bedside and took a seat beside the condemned man. He gave the type of consoling nod usually reserved for the receiving line at a funeral.

“I’m afraid that you are not going to disappear, Fred. I wish that this was a perfect world where a person like you could be trusted to do as you promise. But those words are hollow, and unfortunately, I’m going to need something else from you as well. I need to cut off both of your thumbs and scoop out one of your eyeballs.”

“No, please, no. I—”

Kruger clamped his hand over Fred’s mouth and nose, depriving the poor man of the oxygen he so desperately needed. In his diminished state, Fred Little died quickly and relatively painlessly, although his eyes were wide and full of fear as he passed. Kruger had always heard that suffocation was one of the best ways to go, that you simply fell asleep.

But he had also been waterboarded once. The lack of oxygen and feeling of drowning had been quite painful and traumatic, in his experience. Shooting Fred in the head may have been quicker and less terrifying for the poor man, but he didn’t want to leave behind any ballistic evidence.

When he removed his hand and looked into the dead man’s eyes, he saw more flashes of men, women, and children bleeding from their mouths, eyes, noses, and ears. Their stares were cold but still mirrored their last seconds of pain and agony, just like the eyes of Fred Little.

He tried to tell himself that it had all been necessary, merely part of a mission. He didn’t choose who lived or died. He just carried out the orders of someone with a lot of money. If it wasn’t him collecting that money, it would have merely gone to someone else, and the targets would have been just as dead.

Kruger accepted that argument, understood the ways of the world, the food chain and his place on it. But Idris Madeira kept thinking of the missionaries who had once visited his village and their tales of a place of burning and weeping and eternal torment.

He checked his watch, cursed himself for losing another few minutes, and then removed his tools, laying them out on the dead man’s chest. Four tools in all—a speculum to hold open the eyelids, an evisceration spoon and an enucleation snare for removing the eyeball, and a pair of ratcheting pruning shears for cutting off the thumbs. After examining the tools and planning out the procedure, Kruger picked up the speculum and evisceration spoon and set to work.


Chapter 3

Dominic “Nic” Juliano swerved around a Sunday driver and then used the emergency brake to drift the black Maserati GranTurismo MC Stradale around the corner onto Lead Street. He slowed as he bumped up through the entrance marked with a red sign stating Do Not Enter posted above a white sign that read Reserved Parking—Police Vehicles Only.

He rolled into a spot and looked over at his passenger. She was ignoring him, which was pretty much the standard for LJ these days.

The building in front of them possessed a vaguely Persian flair. Maybe it was the sandstone and the palm trees, but it had always reminded Nic of the Sultan’s Palace from that cartoon, Aladdin.

He shut off the Italian sports car’s engine, and the purring beauty fell silent. He gave the dashboard a pat and a rub and said, “Sleep well, baby.”

LJ rolled her eyes and, in a rapid burst of sign language, used her hands to say, “So, Uncle Nicky, does it make you feel cool to drive my dad’s car around like you just stole it?”

He signed back, “Don’t call me Nicky, and considering that I probably don’t make enough on my SWAT team pay to cover the monthly interest on a car like this … the answer is hell yes. It does make me feel cool. And it’s the only perk I received for taking you in, princess.”

Nic had already stepped from the car before he realized the implications of the words he had just signed to his niece. He growled. He was twenty-eight years old, single, and the only life he had known since he was eighteen was defusing IEDs in the army and kicking in doors as a cop. He didn’t have any business raising a thirteen-year-old girl, especially one who was hearing-impaired.

He dropped his six-feet-four-inch frame back into the cab of the sports car. LJ wouldn’t look at him. Her jaw was set, and her cheeks were wet.

He knew she could see him in her periphery. He started to sign that he was sorry, but she cut him off. She didn’t look at him as she signed out, “I can’t even deal right now. If you don’t want me around, then maybe I should go live with Grandma and Grandpa. I don’t want to be a burden.”

“We’re family. I didn’t mean that how it sounded. I love you, and you’re not a burden, and your dad was very specific in the will. He didn’t want you growing up in that house.”

“Yeah, because I’m much better off living in your crappy little apartment than in a mansion.”

“I told you I’m looking for a new place. And trust me, kid, it’s much more important who you live with than where you live. You know about our family history. That’s not the life your dad wanted for you.”

“Doesn’t seem so bad to me.”

Nic gritted his teeth. “That mansion you mentioned was actually built by my Grandpa Angelo. They called him ‘The Grand Executioner’. I didn’t really understand what that meant when I was a kid. You know, baseball players had nicknames like that, no big deal. When Grandpa Angelo died, we inherited the place. It was cool at first, much better than our place in the city, lots of room to play ball and get into trouble. There was even this big room in the basement that we used as a skating rink. Used to invite girls over and go skating.”

“Oh, yeah. Sounds rough.”

“The room was nothing but concrete with a drain in the middle of the floor. No pictures or furniture. Just the drain and a few weird-looking pulleys hanging from the ceiling. One day, Junior and I were playing hockey in there, and Ma catches us. She freaks out.”

“You weren’t supposed to be in there?”

“Pop didn’t care. He knew we played in there, so when Ma flipped, we didn’t know what to think. She forbid us from ever going into that room again. It wasn’t until a few years later that I learned that Grandpa Angelo called our skating rink ‘The Slaughter Room’. And there were lots of times when Pop used that room and had the door locked. But then the next day, he’d unlock it and tell us to have fun. I never wondered why the floor was usually wet and the room smelled like bleach after Pop was done with it.”

LJ didn’t speak. She merely looked at the floorboard and seemed to consider the implications. After a moment, she signed, “Did you ever go into the Slaughter Room again?”

Nic felt a chill despite the blistering heat beating down on the car. “Point is, kid, growing up in our family, in that house, with Tommy Jewels as a dad, well, that stains you. Makes you feel dirty on the inside, and I’m still trying to wash myself clean. Your dad knew that and didn’t want that for you. It’s that life and your Grandpa Tommy that got your mom and dad killed.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No, I don’t. But trust me, Grandpa Tommy is the kind of guy who death follows around. He has a knack for turning people into something they hate or getting them killed. I think he did both to your dad. And Junior was too scared of Pop to get out like I did.”

“You made your point. Still doesn’t make you surrogate father of the year, Uncle Nicky,” she said and stormed from the car.

One thing about raising a hearing-impaired teenager was that, when they ignored you, there was no amount of yelling you could do to get through to them. But from what he had been told by the other guys on the job, most teenagers were like that anyway.

Nic grabbed his gear and a big white box out of the trunk and followed her inside the secure entryway of the City of Henderson Emergency Services Facility. From here, they had to be buzzed inside and clear security. He knew the woman on guard duty well.

“Come on, darling,” he said. “We’re freezing out here.”

Over the intercom, Betty—a sixty-eight-year-old African-American grandmother—said, “Freezing. Ha. This is Nevada. What is it out there, 117 degrees? And you can save that darling crap.”

“You’d miss it if I stopped. Now, are you going to let us in?”

“I see the way you look at me,” Betty said. “It’s sinful.”

Nic laughed, and then looking straight at the security camera, he said, “Would you open up already. Some of us have to work today.”

“You men are all the same,” she said, and the door buzzed open.

As they came through security, to where Betty stood guard behind a reception desk, Nic was about to ask a favor from the grandmother when the most gorgeous blonde woman Nic had ever seen walked around the corner.

Most single twenty-eight-year-old men who drove Maseratis would have probably loved to have been greeted by someone like Bristol Whelan. The reason such a radiant beauty didn’t set Nic’s heart on fire was that he had already dated her, bought a ring for her, and messily broken up with her.

Bristol stopped short, tensed up, and seemed to be telling herself that she was a beautiful, confident professional, or something of that nature. Nic had been the one always whispering those kinds of encouragements in her ear, before the breakup. Despite her good looks, she was very insecure about herself. And very jealous. Of everyone. She was probably jealous of Betty. Still, that wasn’t why they had separated. The jealousy he could have forgiven. Everyone had faults. But the one thing that had clinched it for Nic was the constant tension between Bristol and LJ.

The two most important ladies in his life were constantly at odds, and the three of them had never felt like a family together. And LJ was a part of him now. He had to not only think of what was best for himself, but also what was best for her. The woman he married would not only be his wife, but also LJ’s mom, and he knew that Bristol would never be able to fill those shoes.

Bristol seemed to finish her personal pep talk. Then, she walked over, gave Nic a curt nod, leaned down into LJ’s face, and said, “Hello, Elisabetta.”

LJ’s face scrunched up, as if she had just opened a dirty diaper. Nic looked back and forth between the two of them. If it had been a Disney animated feature, they would have been perfect for the roles of villain and heroic princess. LJ had the same thick coal black hair that Nic and his brother had inherited from their father. LJ was also built just like him, tall and muscular. Bristol was petite with golden blonde hair cut short and swept over to one side. LJ wore a T-shirt with a funny but inappropriate saying on it, which was her usual, while Bristol wore a gray pantsuit to fit her role as Assistant City Manager.

LJ turned to him, the disgust still on her face. She signed, “This is the one you buy a ring for? She didn’t even learn a single sign. Not even hello. You should have kicked that b—”

He signed back, “Elisabetta Juliano, watch your hands.”

LJ rolled her eyes and replied, “Let’s see if she understands this sign.” Then LJ flipped Bristol a middle finger and swaggered her way over to Betty.

“She’s as pleasant as ever,” Bristol said.

“Yeah, she drinks shark tears for breakfast. I wouldn’t stand too close.”

“What’s in the box?” she said, pointing to the large white box he carried.

“It’s a surprise.”

“You’re always full of surprises.”

“Thanks,” he said before he realized she had probably meant that to be an insult. “Remember the time that I rented out the Eiffel Tower over at the Paris casino for your birthday?” he added.

She smiled weakly. “Yeah, I still don’t know how you pulled that off. With the table and candlelight and dinner on the observation deck.”

“Best view in the city,” he said. “That was a pretty good surprise.”

Her smile fell, and tears welled up in her eyes. “Remember the time that you broke up with me and told me that you had been cheating. That was quite a surprise too.”

“Bristol, listen—”

“Save it. That night when you told me that we needed to talk, I thought you were going to propose. Instead, you tore my heart out.”

“I never meant to hurt you. That was last thing I would ever want to do.”

“You have a funny way of showing it. I should have known that any guy who drives a Maserati and lives in a crackerjack box for an apartment wasn’t husband material.”

“What does the car and my apartment have to do with anything?”

She rolled her eyes. “You are so selfish. You could sell that car and buy a house with the money, but then I guess you wouldn’t be able to pick up chicks with your cool ride.”

He was dumbfounded for a moment. The thought of selling the car had never even occurred to him. It had been his brother’s pride and joy. Selling it would feel like a betrayal. But maybe she was right. Maybe having a nice home for LJ would be a better way to honor Junior’s memory.

“I’ve actually been looking into selling it,” he lied.

“Whatever, Nic. It doesn’t matter. Not my problem anymore.”

With that, she pushed past him and didn’t look back as she exited the building.

He joined LJ and Betty at the security desk. “What am I doing wrong, Betty?”

“Most everything, but I’m not one to judge. Then again, I don’t think Ms. Whelan is tough enough for you anyway.”

“What does that mean?”

“You need a woman who can kick your ass. Now, what’s in that big white box? If that’s donuts and you force me to screw up my diet …”

“It’s not donuts. It’s full of nunya.”

Betty gave him a dirty look. “Don’t you pull no ‘nunya’ business shit with me, boy. Don’t get sassy with me. I invented attitude. It was me and Whoopi Goldberg. We pioneered the sass.”

“I don’t know who that is. Whoopi? Wait … was she on Hollywood Squares?”

“I can’t even look at you right now.”

He laughed and was about to fire back when their rookie team member, Hank Stromberg, stuck his head around the corner and said, “Sir, we have a hostage situation. The officers on scene are requesting immediate assistance, and Sgt. Ortiz isn’t—”

“I’m right behind you.”

Then Nic gave Betty his best sad puppy face. He didn’t have to say a word. She rolled her eyes and said, “I’ll get her to school. You just be careful out there, kid.”


Chapter 4

Standing beside the white panel van, Kruger watched the family of five as they exited the private vault company’s front door. The youngest boy on the end kept staring at him, despite his mother’s tugging. The big South African didn’t blame the boy for gawking. After all, Kruger was a seven-foot man dressed in a long coat and a stocking cap amid the sweltering heat of a Las Vegas summer.

He made sure to keep his distance, and he waited until the kid was gone before he tossed his sunglasses into the van. He didn’t even want a cursory description to be given to the police.

But he needed to make sure that no children were inside the building. That was the most important thing to him. There wasn’t much he wouldn’t do for a mission, but killing children had always been off-limits. Maybe that was why the squatter camp massacre had damaged him so deeply.

He saw the faces of those poor children as he cut off their heads. His actions were born of mercy, but they didn’t understand that. The fear in their eyes haunted him like nothing he’d ever done in the past. He’d always been a predator, but never a monster. Now he could no longer stand by that claim.

His hands twitched, and his whole body felt cold despite the heat. Tears filled his eyes.

He thought of his own little girl, Kianga. His sunshine. As he watched the family walk away, he thought of times he had spent with her. Taking her into Kruger National Park on safari trips to see the elephants, the lions, and the bevy of other wildlife. He had never told her that the lions had killed her grandmother, but he had made sure that she feared and respected the beasts.

He saw Kianga in little pink pajamas covered with the faces of kittens as they played hide-and-seek inside their sprawling compound, which was strangely close to the spot where he and Zarina had been rescued as children. Why he would ever want to live so close to that place, he had no idea. But it was home, and all he wanted in that moment was to get back in the van and return to the curly-haired girl in the pink pajamas.

A strange longing swept over him, and he wondered, not for the first time, if he was a good father. He certainly provided for his family. Kianga wanted for nothing. She attended the best schools, and he had hidden away enough money to protect and care for her for the rest of her life. He loved her and had made sure that she knew it. But was that enough?

Wiping away the tears, he internally screamed at himself. What was he doing? He had never given thought to Kianga while on a mission. Her father was Idris, the man who tucked her in and kissed her forehead and knew all of her little tickle spots. Her father was not Kruger, and so Kruger didn’t think about her. But with the lines blurred, he had lost his center and was adrift in a sea of uncertainty and doubt.

Despite any trepidation, he had to keep up his act for a bit longer. Whatever was left of Kruger would have to prop Idris up long enough to do what was necessary.

He looked to Sparks and the Doc, who were readying themselves on the other side of the van. His assigned code name for the mission was Mr. K. His wife enjoyed assigning the code names, and he enjoyed indulging her.

Although he had never pulled a job with either of these people, he wasn’t concerned. The Doc had specialized knowledge, and Sparks—a thirty-something American nobody named Lamar Franklin whom he had recruited as extra muscle—would serve his purposes perfectly as well.

Kruger had mapped out every element of the plan; every foreseeable circumstance had been accounted for. Although, he had been around the block enough times to know that unforeseeable obstacles would arise. When that happened, he would crush them. Not out of anger or insanity or bloodlust. In truth, he was indifferent about hurting people, or at least he used to be. But the mission always came first. That was how he succeeded where other men failed. Because there was nothing he wouldn’t do for money.

At least, that’s what he had always believed. He had never been haunted by things he had done, until now.

He gave a nod of approval to Sparks and the Doc. It was time. They had already received confirmation that the manager was on the premises, and the collateral damage and number of probable hostages was at a manageable level, which meant no families.

They had positioned the van out of range of all the cameras, but once they stepped another five feet toward the doors of the private vault company, they would be leaving a digital record for the police to follow later. They were ready for this. Each of them pulled down a ski mask and moved toward the entrance.

The business’s name was displayed prominently in five-foot blue letters on the face of the building and again in ten-foot letters on a tall double-sided sign.

GoBox.

Over the tagline: Keeping your valuables safe, secure, and close at hand!

Kruger smiled. He would have his hand on those valuables very soon. But he hadn’t been hired to steal from GoBox—this private vault company—or its patrons. The valuables he sought belonged to the United States government.

The three of them moved across the parking lot in a tight formation. The blacktop smelled like a tar pit. The heat didn’t bother Kruger. He was used to living out in the bush in worse heat than this. It was the urban smells that bothered him. The scent of mankind’s rape of the natural world and the perversion of Earth’s wonder and beauty. This was what bothered Kruger. He was more at home in a world where predators wore manes of tawny golden hair instead of Italian suits.

But predators always followed their prey, which meant Kruger needed to go where the money was. Especially under the present circumstances where Kruger needed to quickly steal enough money to retire for good. And if he intended to keep his beautiful wife in pearls for the rest of her life, he would need to hunt down and walk away with a large amount of cash without becoming the hunted.

And today, on this morning, this GoBox vault company was where a whole hell of a lot of money was hiding.


Chapter 5

This was not at all what US Army Corporal Lamar Franklin had expected to return home to. He had signed up for the military to avoid having to do things like this, but here he was, just like ten percent of US veterans, unemployed. After four years of guarding sand, he had returned home to an empty house and a now ex-wife who had run off with a wannabe rapper and all of their savings. Franklin’s gran-mama had always said that he came from the short end of the gene pool. He supposed he had done nothing with his life to prove her wrong.

He checked his M4A1 assault rifle.

He knew the plan.

Mr. K would shoot out all the cameras, and Franklin—or Sparks, as was his code name for this operation—would handle the armed security guard in the corner. Trying to treat this like any other mission, he followed the same routine he always did before entering battle. He held his St. Michael Army pendant and prayed, May I fulfill my duty with courage. If death should overtake me on this field, grant that I die in the state of grace, forgive me all my sins, those I have forgotten and those I recall now: grant me the grace of perfect contrition.

Then Franklin reached the building’s front doors, which were glass monstrosities accented with dark wood grains. He could already see a portion of the building’s lobby. It looked like most other upscale banks he had been in, but GoBox was far from a normal bank.

Kruger went in first. The big man raised his tactical shotgun and ventilated the suspended ceiling with several volleys of lead meant to not only get everyone’s attention, but also disable all the lobby’s security cameras.

The Doc carried a big sawed-off shotgun, but the Doc didn’t shoot. The Doc wasn’t there to shoot, even Franklin knew that much. He just had no idea why someone like the Doc would be involved in this robbery. But if the payday was half as large as Kruger had promised, then he didn’t care if the Doc was there to steal nuclear launch codes. A check with enough zeros could make a poor Catholic kid from Oakland break just about any commandment.

As soon as Franklin breached the door, he had the M4 up and ready and trained on the security guard in the far right corner. Of course, Franklin didn’t know what he would do if the guard resisted. He wasn’t going to kill some perfectly innocent nobody who was probably making twelve fifty an hour.

Luckily, Franklin was able to remind the forty-something beer-gutted white dude that he was outgunned and underpaid with only a short three-round burst into the wall beside him. The guard raised his hands, and Franklin took the gun from the man’s holster.

Kruger yelled, “Everyone stands up tall and raises their hands up high and does not move! Or everyone dies!”

Some of them raised their hands, but others were paralyzed by fear and shock. He shouted, “Do it now!”

Franklin grabbed the fat, old rent-a-cop by the shoulder and shoved him over to the center of the room with the others.

They had studied the building’s layout extensively. As soon as they walked through the front doors of GoBox, the reception desk sat right in the center. It was white marble and was one part reception desk and one part display counter, which showed off the different types of private boxes and vaults the company offered. They knew there was always one-armed security guard up front, with two more in the back.

To the left of reception was a small area separated off by a wooden railing, like the audience section of a courtroom. Behind the railing sat four desks. The whole place smelled of cucumbers and citrus, which seemed somehow pretentious to Franklin, like normal air wasn’t good enough for these people. Two of the desks were now empty, and two were occupied by a dark-skinned twenty-something beauty and a plump woman with short white hair. They both wore khaki pants and blue button-down shirts sporting the company’s logo. This was what GoBox called the Concierge Area, where new customers would go to discuss the offerings at GoBox and get signed up.

Kruger jammed the shotgun in the younger woman’s face and asked, “Have either of you touched the silent alarm?”

The two terrified women both shook their heads in a forceful negative and then sat there like wide-eyed statues with their hands high in the air. They looked like they were reluctant to breathe or blink for fear of that being their final act.

“Well, go on and activate the alarm then,” Kruger said. “We wouldn’t want the police to be late for the party.”


Chapter 6

Nic Juliano had thought he was done with army green after eight years divided between the military police and the explosive ordnance disposal team. But when he’d come back to the States and was blacklisted by Las Vegas SWAT, he’d settled for army green again. The standard fatigues and tactical gear for Henderson SWAT had been acquired from Department of Defense surplus and were a dark green camouflage, which went well with their army green ballistic helmets. The only part of the uniform that was black was the body armor, which said Police across the front in bold white letters. Even the armored vehicle he was riding in was DOD surplus and army green, but he couldn’t complain. The army had been good to him. Henderson Police Department had been good to him. Still, he yearned to put on the black uniform of the FBI’s SWAT team and then, one day, the uniform of their elite Hostage Rescue Team.

Nic closed his eyes and focused his mind on the task at hand. His own aspirations were of little concern to him at the moment. Right now, all that was important was rescuing the hostage and keeping his guys safe while doing it.

The team was normally packed into the transport like sardines, but today they were three men short, which really opened up some leg room. He looked around at his brothers, five of them huddled together knee to knee in the back of the BearCat armored transport, with one more brother and a sister riding in the cab up front.

He yelled up to the driver, “ETA?”

“Five minutes.”

Nic leaned in and said, “Strom, give me a full sitrep.”

Hank Stromberg, their newest team member, was a big, blond farm boy from Iowa. He looked like he could bench press a Cadillac. Over the roar of the engine and the road, the rookie said, “A 911 call came in that a woman and her husband had got in a fight three days ago, and he locked her in a closet and has been holding her prisoner there ever since. She managed to snag her phone and call 911. She’s still in the closet. The husband is a bit of a survivalist type and has a lot of guns registered to him, but he doesn’t have anything significant on his rap sheet.”

Nic knew that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It was a bit counterintuitive, but usually the people with the longest criminal records came along with the least amount of necessary force. Because they had already been through the system and had beat it. It was the people with clean records and a strong desire to stay out of prison, no matter the cost—those were the people who worried Nic.

“What about the house?” Nic said.

“It’s a ranch style,” one of the other officer’s replied. “One level. No basement. Should be pretty straightforward.”

“Do we know who built the house? Is it part of a subdivision?”

“It’s out in one of those crappy little housing developments,” Strom said.

“We may be able to get a floor plan right from the company’s website or see if they have tours of other available units nearby.”

“They try to alter them more now than they used to though. Build to fit, you know.”

“Is the hostage still on the phone?”

“No, they think the suspect may have figured out that she had the phone. But they’re not sure.”

“Which means he may be expecting us,” Nic said. “Okay, Strom and I will approach the house alone and on foot, just to do some recon and maybe toss in a robot if we have an open opportunity. The rest of you maintain a perimeter with the uniforms. I want to have a breaching plan in place before the Sergeant arrives on scene. Now, bring it in, boys.”

Everyone stuck their fists together and hung their heads.

“Take care of each other out there,” Nic said. “Concentrate, focus. Who’s singing it with me?”

Strom shook his head. “It’s my turn, but I’m not doing it.”

“You have to, or you’ll jinx the whole damn thing. Now … If you’re lost, you can look and you will find me …”

Stromberg rolled his eyes. “Time after time.”

“You have to sing, rookie. If you fall I will catch you, I’ll be waiting!”

Strom’s big Nordic features cracked into a smile, unable to maintain his composure another second. In a surprisingly pleasant baritone, Strom sang, “Time after time.”

Nic said, “Very nice! Remember, you watch the six of the guy next to you, and he’ll watch yours. You do that, and we go home safe and happy. Time after time.”

He ended with a quick prayer, and a moment later, the BearCat pulled up to the outer perimeter of uniformed police officers already on scene. The team hopped down from the armored transport and immediately went to work.


Chapter 7

The 911 call had originated from inside one of a hundred identical rental homes that were elbowing out the Creosote bush and Jimson weed on the outskirts of Henderson. As Nic and Strom approached the rows of tightly packed ranch-style homes, there were plenty of opportunities for cover. The problem wouldn’t be approaching the house without being seen. The problem was going to be sneaking past all of the neighbors without them making a fuss or—what happened most often—warning the person they were trying to reconnoiter.

They had stripped off some of their gear and helmets and had then covered up their uniforms with tear-away clothing that they used in certain clandestine infiltration missions. The goal was to blend in enough to reach the target residence without being identified as police. That pretty much meant not being seen at all, since some people seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to spotting cops.

When Nic graduated from the police academy, his Uncle Romeo had told him that he smelled like a cop now, like Nic had been defiled by his choice of profession. Uncle Romeo had always been notorious for sniffing out police officers, an ability that almost seemed ingrained at birth for some people. Especially those who grew up in the world of organized crime.

Luckily, there were some alleys and back paths they could stick to. The kid took point and led them up and over a block to the rear of the suspect’s home. All they had to do was cross over a fence and they would be staring at the target house’s back door.

“Drop in the Throwbot,” Nic said. “I’ll set up over by the dumpster.”

The Throwbot XT was a tactical micro robot that looked like a toilet paper roll with a flywheel attached to each end. Nic would be able to steer the robot and see video and audio using a control unit the size of a handheld radio. Weighing just one pound, the Throwbot could be thrown up to 120 feet, and it moved with virtually no sound.

Stromberg hopped the fence and headed for one of the rear windows of the target residence. Nic followed after the big Viking but squatted down at an opposite corner of the house beside a large dumpster. Nic considered the time: 10:11. The garbage man would have already made his appearance, and it was unlikely for anyone to be taking their trash outside right at that moment, but Nic lived by Murphy’s Law … whatever could happen, would.

He could barely see Strom as the big, blond operator cut out a small section of glass from one of the bedroom windows and, after checking for hostiles with a snake cam, tossed in the tiny remote-controlled robot.

The house was built from tan stucco with a brown adobe tile roof. It was long and narrow with a garage jammed onto the front.

Squatting beside the dumpster, Nic readied the control unit and waited for the robot to be in place. Within a few seconds, he had an audio and video feed coming from inside the house. The bedroom was dark, so he switched to the Throwbot’s thermal camera.

He steered the tiny machine around the bedroom’s corner and down a hallway where he could see a small kitchen and dining room combination. And there, standing in the dining room to the side of the rear sliding glass door, was their shooter. He held a twelve-gauge shotgun at the ready.

Nic panned the Throwbot to the right. From there, he could see the sliding glass door, a curtain blocking the view from the outside.

The only problem was that a nearby streetlight illuminated the backyard in such a way that anyone standing in front of the curtain on the outside would cast an obvious silhouette.

And apparently Stromberg was walking directly in front of the sliding glass door. Even on the small grainy image displayed on the control unit, Nic could see Strom’s outline clear as day.

Nic panned back to the shooter, who was raising the shotgun.

Dropping the remote, he took off in a sprint.

Stromberg looked up in confusion, but Nic was already on top of him.

He didn’t bother to try anything fancy. He only had time to realize that he needed to get Strom out of the line of fire. He hit the big man full speed and barreled him over.

Nic heard the blast of the shotgun. He heard the glass shatter and felt it sting his face. Then he felt a terrible bone-jarring impact that stole his breath and sent him flying through the air.

Before the darkness came for him, Nic heard more shooting and screaming, then Strom yelling for someone to get down on the ground.

And then Nic heard nothing.


Chapter 8

The back half of the GoBox facility held the customers’ private lounge, four private viewing rooms, the manager’s office, and the vault room and its conveyor system, which retrieved the personal vaults and brought them up from the branch’s primary vault, which was made from steel-reinforced concrete and rated as Class 1 by Underwriter Laboratories, the standard vault certification agency. Kruger knew that it was also stored underground and only accessible through the company’s automated retrieval system. Not even GoBox employees could enter the vault. It was inaccessible and impenetrable. The only way to retrieve one of the personal vaults or large bullion storage units that the company offered and stored inside the ultra-secure vault was to provide a thumbprint analysis scan, retinal scan, an eight-digit pin code, and have your photo verified by GoBox security.

Fortunately for Kruger, his mission wasn’t to steal what was inside the GoBox vault.

But before he could steal anything, he would have to get past a manned security checkpoint encased in four inches of bullet-and explosive-resistant clear polycarbonate material.

“Sparks, make the call and activate the communication jammers,” Kruger said.

Franklin, following the plan, grabbed the telephone receiver off the top of the reception desk and dialed 911.

“We have taken over the Henderson, Nevada GoBox location,” he said. “We have hostages, and we are heavily armed with assault rifles and explosives. Our instructions are as follows. Number one, don’t come near the building or everyone dies. Number two, after this call is terminated, we will be disabling all communication in and out of the building. You will be contacted with further instructions. Number three, we will only negotiate with an FBI Supervisory Special Agent or above. We will not speak to local police. If these instructions are not followed, then everyone dies.”

Franklin had done well and relayed the instructions just as he had been told. With a smile beneath his ski mask, Kruger said, “Nice job, Sparks.”

Kruger and Franklin gathered the four hostages from the front of the building.

“Watch them,” Kruger said to the Doc.

Then he moved to the thumbprint and retinal scanner mounted beside a steel security door just past the reception desk. This part was easy. All he needed to gain access was to have his prints and retinal scans on file in GoBox’s system, and all it took to accomplish that was a form, a photo, and five dollars. GoBox didn’t require ID, Social Security card, or anything that proved that a person was truly who he or she claimed. As long as you had a thumb and an eye to scan and the monthly fee paid three months in advance, GoBox would rent you a vault. So that’s what Kruger had done, and then, of course, before the mission was complete, he would delete his scans from the GoBox computer system.

With his prints and retina in their computers, Kruger simply walked up to the scanner and gained access to the secure door like any other customer. He slid his hand into the reader and stuck his eye up to lens, and the steel door clicked open.

Kruger stepped into the small secure room and looked to his left, where a wide-eyed security guard manned the station. But the rent-a-cop wasn’t alone. The manager of this GoBox branch also occupied the space beyond the glass. The manager leaned down to a long, skinny microphone on the desk. When he spoke, his words came through a speaker mounted somewhere in the ceiling.

In a pretentious British accent, the manager said, “My name is Quentin Yarborough. I’m the manager of this facility. The police are on their way, and there is no way to make it any farther into the building. I would suggest to you that it’s time to make your escape, posthaste.”

Kruger laughed and said, “You know what the problem is with any security system. The human element. Until we can figure out a way to take ourselves out of the equation, there is no such thing as security.”

As planned, he motioned for Franklin to bring him the two women: the bronzed beauty and the white-haired lady. As was almost always the case in Kruger’s experience, people couldn’t be told anything. They had to be shown. And Quentin Yarborough was about to receive a demonstration of exactly how helpless he was in this situation and learn precisely to what lengths Kruger would go to achieve his mission.

“I’m going to ask you nicely just once,” Kruger said. “Open the door.”

Quentin Yarborough narrowed his eyes and held Kruger’s gaze. He could see the white aristocratic self-importance and arrogance oozing from the man. As always, Yarborough needed a demonstration.

Franklin shoved both women inside the ten-by-ten secure checkpoint, and Kruger positioned them so that they faced the glass. Then he retrieved a .44 Magnum revolver from a holster nestled into the small of his back. As he opened the gun’s cylinder and removed the bullets, he started whistling the tune to Vader Jakob, a nursery rhyme his mother had hummed to him often when he was a boy.

He left one bullet in the chamber and put the others in the pocket of his long, black coat. Then he spun the cylinder and snapped it back shut into the gun.

“I assume you’re familiar with Russian roulette?” he said.

“You wouldn’t dare. You’re bluffing. The police will be here any moment, and there’s nothing to steal beyond our wallets. All of our customers’ assets are locked safely away in our vault, and not even I can give you access.”

Kruger cocked back the hammer of the massive pistol.

“In his autobiography, Malcolm X stated that he once played Russian roulette and pulled the trigger three times in a row to convince his partners that he was not afraid to die.” He raised the gun to the head of the white-haired woman and whispered in her ear, “Are you afraid to die?”

Tears streamed down the woman’s face. She trembled uncontrollably and clenched her eyes shut.

He squeezed the trigger, and the gun clicked on an empty chamber.

The terrified woman jumped and screamed at the small sound of the hammer falling.

Kruger opened the cylinder again and gave it a spin. This time, he placed the gun against the beautiful young Indian woman’s head.

“What’s your name, my lovely?” he said.

“Gabi Deshpande.”

He ran his fingers through her hair. She didn’t move. Didn’t pull away. Her shoulder-length hair was black like obsidian and silky and reminded him of feathers against his skin. She even smelled exotic, like jasmine tea.

Kruger wrapped his massive hand around her neck and lifted her slender body from the floor. He placed the gun against her head and cocked back the hammer.

“Ask your boss very nicely, very sweetly if he will put aside his own ego in order to save your life. Mr. Yarborough doesn’t believe that I would kill every one of you, but he doesn’t know me very well.”

The young beauty could only release a strained choking sound from her constricted throat. He squeezed tighter to ring out another choked gasp from her and make her eyes bulge.

The door didn’t open, and Yarborough didn’t say a word.

Kruger pulled the trigger.

Everyone except for Kruger jumped. Gabi shook with fear and looked like she could pass out at any moment.

Dropping Gabi to the floor, he stuck the gun to the white-haired woman’s head and cocked back the hammer. He didn’t even bother to spin the cylinder this time.

He met Yarborough’s gaze. “You’re going to open the door. It’s an inevitability that you would be better off accepting.”

Quentin Yarborough’s eyes bored a hole right through Kruger’s skull, but with a snarl of disgust falling across his lined and pale features, the facility’s manager ordered, “Open the door.”


Chapter 9

Assistant Special Agent in Charge Samuel Carter threw the rubber stress ball against the wall of his office. It bounced back, and he caught it. He then repeated this over and over, seeing how many he could catch in a row and how fast. With a sigh, he put the ball away and booted up his computer. On paper, this new promotion had seemed great. But they didn’t tell him how boring it was sitting in the office all day. He was a field agent. He wasn’t built to sit on his ass, filing requisition forms and conducting performance reviews. Sam Carter should have been out there on the streets, investigating and catching bad guys.

When his phone rang, he snatched up the receiver like it was a low-hanging branch and he was drowning in quick sand. He could see from the indicator light that it was his secretary. “Hello.”

“Sir, three gunmen in Henderson took over the GoBox building and have hostages. The locals are requesting FBI assistance.”

“SWAT?”

“No, that’s the strange thing. The hostage takers specifically demanded an FBI SSA or higher. I was calling to find out who you want to send.”

“That sounds serious. I had better handle it myself.”

“Sir?”

“Please phone Dr. Burke and let him know that I’ll pick him up on the way.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea, sir? That he’s ready? He hasn’t been out in the field yet, and he doesn’t do great with crowds. Or people in general.”

“He’s as ready as he’ll ever be. Tell him I’ll be there in ten minutes. And tell him to wear something presentable. Tell him to pretend he’s going to church.”

OEBPS/9783732547524_front.jpg
RNATIONAL B

o






OEBPS/www.png





OEBPS/tw.png





OEBPS/fb.png





OEBPS/BE-Logo.jpg





