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The sword of justice has no scabbard.


	—Antoine de Rivarol,


	French writer, 1753 –1801


	 


	 




PROLOGUE


	 


	Gail Ridley poured the fresh-brewed coffee slowly into one cup, then the other. She savored the vision of the dark, steaming liquid as it filled each cup. The scent wafted up and she breathed it in.


	She left room in each cup. She’d replaced the coffee pot, opened the cupboard and removed a bottle of Bailey’s Irish Crème. With a small smile, she poured a generous amount into each, watching the dark brown liqueur spread throughout the black coffee, changing its color.


	“Mom?”


	“In here,” Gail answered, twisting the top on the Bailey’s and putting it away without hurrying.


	Terri came into the kitchen, her expression drawn. “He’s rambling again,” she said, her voice tinged with sadness and weariness.


	“What’s he talking about?” Gail asked. She pointed at the service tray on the other side of the kitchen. 


	Terri followed her motion and retrieved the tray. “Police stuff, mostly. Names I don’t recognize.” She handed Gail the tray. “Some of it’s hard to understand.  His voice is so raspy.”


	Gail took the tray and said nothing. She loaded the cups onto it, then added a few macaroons and a paper napkin. 


	“He used to have such a deep, powerful voice,” Terri said. She shook her head. “It makes me sad to hear it now.”


	“It’s God’s will,” Gail answered her. 


	“Why would God want Dad to have throat cancer?” Terri asked. There was no malice in her voice. For a moment, it almost seemed to Gail that her daughter was eight years old again, standing in the kitchen, helping her make dinner and asking all sorts of difficult questions.


	“I have no idea,” Gail answered.


	Terri smiled at her. “You’re such a rock, Mom. How you deal with this, I don’t know. If anything ever happened to Matt, I’d—“


	“You’d handle it,” Gail said. She returned her daughter’s smile. “There’s really no other choice.”


	Terri’s smile broadened. She leaned over and kissed Gail on the cheek. “I’ve gotta go. The kids are out of school in half an hour and I have to brush up my résumé for an interview tomorrow.”


	“Good luck,” Gail said. “And tell the grandbabies we love them.”


	“I will.” Terri sniffed at the coffee. Her smile turned sly. “Mom…I don’t think Doctor Hallett would approve of Dad drinking booze in his coffee.”


	Gail shrugged. “I really don’t think it matters, dear,” she said. “And besides, he doesn’t usually drink it, anyway.”


	“Usually?”


	Gail raised her eyebrows slightly.


	“Okay,” Terri said. “Mom knows best.” She kissed Gail again and left through the back door. 


	Gail lifted the tray and made her way into the bedroom. Cal Ridley sat up in the bed, staring down at a photograph of himself. Ever since the cancer had spread to his brain, she’d witnessed wild fluctuations in his memory and cogency. The moments when he was just her Cal had dwindled and were rare now.


	“Who’s that handsome man you’re looking at?” she asked, setting the tray on the table beside the bed.


	Cal cast her a look that was a mixture of irritation and fear. “It’s me,” he snapped. Then he added, “Isn’t it?”


	She smiled warmly. “Of course it is, dear. That is you. Lieutenant Cal Ridley on the day he graduated the police academy. Almost forty years ago.”


	“Lieutenant,” he mouthed. He stared down at the picture for another long moment, then tossed it aside. “Lies,” he said. “Too many lies.”


	Gail didn’t answer. She knew he’d worked for years in the Narcotics Unit and the Vice Unit. Later, he’d supervised those same units. Drugs and Vice had to be the most distasteful parts of police work, she figured. 


	She lifted a cup of coffee and held it out to him. “Cal?”


	He looked over at her, saw the coffee and shook his head gruffly.


	Gail settled into the chair beside the bed. She sipped the coffee herself. The warmth of the liquor spread throughout her stomach.


	“So smart,” Cal said, his voice raspy and broken. “Thought we could bring justice to this world. Our world.”


	“You did,” she said quietly. “You led a noble life, Cal.”


	His eyes snapped to her. There was a wildness in them that frightened her. Not for her own safety, but because of the distance in them. They were eyes that barely recognized her, or maybe not at all. And that foreshadowed what she knew was soon to come.


	“The system is broken, Sandy,” Cal said to her.


	Who is Sandy?


	“You’re the right man for the job, though,” he said. “You and Brian make four.” Then he laughed and looked away. “The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Except all of you are Death.”


	Gail didn’t reply. The doctor told her his words would meander and seem nonsensical at times, almost as if his mind was dreaming while awake. He warned her Cal might slip into speaking gibberish before the end. She could try to engage him, but he told her not to expect too much.


	“Are you thinking about God, Cal?” she asked him. 


	He looked at her again. Recognition and warmth came into his eyes. “Ah, Gail. Did you just say God?”


	“I did.”


	He smiled gently. “You know I only went to church all those years because that’s where you were, don’t you?”


	“Of course I know,” she said.


	He reached out to her. She took his hand.


	“I just thought maybe you might be coming to God,” she added.


	His smile turned slightly cynical. “Me and God have an understanding,” he said. “And it doesn’t involve any last minute reprieves.”


	“You’re a good man, Cal,” Gail said. “And God forgives us all.”


	Cal squeezed her hand gently before releasing it. “Not those who play at being God,” he rasped.


	Gail didn’t know how to reply. She sipped her coffee.


	Cal stared out the window. “All the mistakes of a broken system. I tried to fix them. With my tools. My Horsemen. Hank. Bill. Sandy. And Brian.” Tears formed in his eyes. “Brian was such a young pup. I shouldn’t have brought him in. And then Sandy—“


	 He broke off, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he wept silently.


	Gail put down her coffee. She took his hands, covering them with her own. 


	“I gave them all those cases,” Cal rasped. “All those sonsabitches that slipped through.” Tears streamed down his cheeks. “And they did what had to be done,” he said. “They brought justice to bear.”


	“It’s okay, Cal,” she whispered. “It’s all right, dear.”


	Cal didn’t seem to hear her, yet he lowered his voice to a croaking whisper. “But there’s no justice in the world,” he said.


	No, Gail thought. There isn’t. 


	 




ONE


	 


	Ten years later


	 


	 


	“It isn’t right,” Detective Randall Cooper muttered to absolutely no one. “It’s not fuckin’ right.”


	He stood in the back of the near empty courtroom as the judge droned on about the reasons for his whacked out decision. The words he spoke didn’t matter to Cooper. What did matter was the result.


	Jeff Odoms was going free.


	Cooper shook his head, as if doing so would change the reality in front of him. 


	Jeff Odoms, the man who kidnapped two fifteen-year-old Japanese foreign exchange students from Riverfront Park, was going free.


	The man who tortured them in his basement for three days with a riding crop and bared electrical wires from a lamp cord was going free.


	The man who forced those poor girls to do things with each other they probably had not even imagined doing with boys their own age was going free.


	Cooper only half-listened as the judge spoke about the many flaws in the search warrant (the warrant he had written, goddamnit, and he knew how to write a search warrant). Phrases such as “lack of particularity” clanged in Cooper’s ears. 


	Sure, he rushed the warrant a little. Who wouldn’t? Two girls were missing. They’d been missing for three days. Was he supposed to sit at his desk and tippy-tap type until every i was dotted and every t was crossed? He didn’t become a cop to be a clerk. He became a cop to catch bad guys and save lives. Not like that panty-waist judge up there.


	And yeah, maybe his informant didn’t have the cleanest record around. There were a few convictions for what the judge was calling “crimes of integrity.” Joey Bitts was a thief. What’d you expect his record to look like? He sure as hell came through with good info on this one, didn’t he? Just because he lied in the past, we have to throw out his statement?


	“This is bullshit,” Cooper muttered, wanting to scream at the judge.


	He had good evidence on this case. He had the girls’ statements, certified by a court interpreter. He had a witness who described the van the kidnapper used to snatch the girls and Odoms owned the exact same van. Once he got into the house, he found the electrical cord. He found the riding crop. Hell, he even found the videotape Odoms made over the three days. The sick sonofabitch is on the tape sixteen different times!


	You had it, he thought. Right up until one crack of the gavel from Judge Kravinski up there. Now it’s all gone. 


	“In summary,” Judge Kravinski said, his tone neutral, “the probable cause to obtain the warrant was insufficient due to the informant’s failure to qualify as to veracity under the Aguilar/Spinelli doctrine.”


	Aguilar/Spinelli up your idiot ass, Cooper thought. 


	“Even absent that,” the judge continued, “the warrant itself did not accurately describe the residence to be searched nor the items to be seized.”


	Cooper seethed. How am I supposed to know what I’m going to find until I get in there?


	“The initial questioning of the defendant by Detective Cooper was done in violation of Miranda,” Judge Kravinski said, glancing toward Cooper at that point, “and frankly, I have concerns that more than just the defendant’s Fifth Amendment rights were violated during that interrogation.”


	Cooper returned the judge’s stare, his jaw taut. Did he expect someone like Odoms was just going to say, “Oh yes, detective, I did kidnap and torture those girls you found in the basement” or something like that? No, Cooper knew. Sometimes scum like Odoms had to be persuaded. Just a little.


	“Without a doubt,” the judge continued, “his Sixth Amendment rights were violated or at least delayed, since the detective’s own testimony reveals the defendant was not provided with an attorney immediately upon request.”


	Cooper shook his head again. He was supposed to serve up a defense attorney to this maggot as soon as he asked for one? Like a fuckin’ cheeseburger?


	“These are not, as the State has tried to argue, harmless errors.” He glanced over at the prosecutor, who stood stone-faced, staring straight ahead. “Taking all of this into consideration,” the judge continued, “I have no choice other than to suppress all physical and testimonial evidence obtained in this case, with the exception of the independent observation by the patrol officers in this case that a van matching the general description of the kidnapper’s van was parked in the defendant’s driveway.” 


	For a brief moment, Cooper allowed himself to hope this might turn the tide. If the judge thought the van was enough for PC, then they could claim inevitable discovery and –


	Judge Kravinksi adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat. “However, since this fact alone does not establish probable cause, I must reject the State’s argument of inevitable discovery.”


	Cooper scowled. Figures.


	The judge reached for his gavel. “All charges against the defendant are dismissed. He is released from custody.” He dipped his gavel downward, rapping it delicately.


	Cooper didn’t wait to see Odoms turn to his scumbag defense attorney and smile. He couldn’t stand the prospect of seeing the sick bastard’s expression of self-satisfaction. Nor did he want to endure the accusing glare of the prosecutor on this one, either. That officious prick had already notified his sergeant about this case, calling Cooper “a buffoon with a badge.”


	No, he wasn’t going to hang around for any of those pleasantries. Instead, he turned and barreled out the door of the courtroom and headed down the hall. He strode to the stairs and headed down them, stepping as lightly as his girth allowed. It seemed like he’d put on five or six pounds every year since he hit his twenty year mark. That put him at two-forty-five and twenty-nine years on the job. You don’t spend that much time on the job without learning a few important lessons.


	Like, there’s more than one way to skin a cat.


	Cooper reached the ground floor, his breath coming in little gasps. A sheen of sweat covered his head and neck, cooled by the air conditioning and his lumbering motion. Underneath his shirt, the sweat felt stickier and he caught a whiff of the sour scent of his armpits. He’d have to go up to the locker room and clean up before he headed back to the squad room. If his sergeant was going to rip him a new one, he might as well be daisy fresh for that dance.


	But first he had a phone call to make. And it wasn’t one he could make from the department phone at his desk.


	There was something else Cooper had learned over the years. Something only a few cops knew. 


	Something special.


	Something about justice.


	 




TWO


	 


	 Sandy Banks strolled down the sidewalk with an easy stride. Although he kept his head erect and took note of everything in his peripheral vision, he did so more out of habit than any concern. It wasn’t that danger didn’t exist. He was just used to it. He’d walked too many battlefields and too many rough streets to be afraid of what might happen. He’d also learned there was enough that did happen to fill anyone’s fear basket.


	He glanced at his watch. Two-thirty-six. That was good. He tried to vary what time of day he came here every week when it was his turn. That was another habit and Sandy figured it was a good one.


	He approached the post office at a steady gait. The crowd was heavy with late lunch traffic, but he’d always found this branch to be a busy one. Perhaps that was why Cal chose it, all those years ago. Hide in plain sight, in the midst of a crowd. Always a smart tactic.


	When he entered through the front doors, Sandy’s gaze swept through the interior. His mind clicked through what he saw, looking for anomalies. Any he saw were negligible, just the rough edges of life. Nothing suspicious. Just men and women going about their business.


	Sandy walked straight to the private mailboxes. He pulled his key from his jacket pocket and inserted it into the lock. Without pausing, he turned the key and opened the box.


	There was a file curled up inside.


	A momentary whisper of apprehension fluttered in his stomach. An image of cops in bad suits leaping out from behind the counter and around corners, pointing guns and yelling at him flashed through his mind.


	He shook it off. If that was ever going to happen, it would have been in the early years. Now, the operation ran like clockwork.


	Sandy reached up and pulled the manila envelope from the box, then snapped the metal door shut. Without hesitation, he turned and walked from the post office. Half a block away was a pay phone. He dropped a quarter in and dialed a number from memory. It rang three times, then picked up.


	“Hello, this is Brian,” the recording went. “Leave a message.”


	Sandy waited for the tone, then said, “This is the National  Firefighters’ Fund, collecting for fallen firefighters. We were hoping you’d like to donate. We’ll try back another time. Thanks.”


	He hung up. He knew the message itself didn’t matter. The sound of his voice was enough. Brian would know it was his turn to monitor the mailbox.


	Back in his car, Sandy sat in the driver’s seat. The weight of the envelope had a comfortable feel to it. He knew what to expect when he tore the edge open and slid the contents out. The first thing that would tumble out would be a thick stack of cash. Ten grand. Not enough to get rich, but enough to keep on.


	More importantly, there’d be a file, thick with information about a very bad man. There’d be enough there to show Sandy what the bad man did and how he got away with it. And there’d be enough to find this bad man, whoever he was.


	Sandy held off on opening the package. Instead, he slid his key into the ignition and started the car. There would be time enough for reading, planning, and killing soon enough.


	 




THREE


	 


	“What are we going to do?”


	Her voice irritated him a little, but only because she interrupted the relaxing quiet of the motel room.


	“We’ve already talked about this,” he said simply.


	She shifted her leg, draping it over his. “I know, I know. But I want to be sure.”


	“You worry too much.”


	“You don’t worry enough.”


	He smiled in the pale afternoon light that seeped through the curtains. “Opposites attract, I guess.”


	“I guess,” she agreed.


	She fell silent. He knew she was waiting for him to fill the silence, just as he knew she’d stay silent until he did. Any attempt to change the subject would be greeted with that silence, or at best, one or two word replies.


	Her patience was greater than his, so he gave in.


	“We go for it,” he said. “What else are we going to do?”


	She took a deep breath and let it out. “All right. I agree.”


	“Good.”


	“You’re set to deliver the file?”


	“Yeah,” he said. “I’ll do it tomorrow. Then we just sit back and let things unfold.”


	“How long, do you think?”


	“How long does it usually take?”


	She shrugged. “A couple of weeks, maybe. Sometimes less.”


	“Exactly.”


	“Why are you asking me if you already know?”


	He squeezed her buttock with his hand, then gave it a light slap. “Why are you asking me when we both already know?”


	“Nervous, I guess. This one’s different.”


	“Not to the Horsemen.”


	“No,” she said. “I suppose not.” Then she asked, “What about the Odoms case?”


	“I dropped it off yesterday.”


	“Good. That one is a sick son of a bitch.”


	He smiled slightly. “A sick son of a bitch who’d be in jail if Cooper wasn’t a half-assed detective.”


	She sighed. “True. Maybe the Horsemen should deal with Cooper next.”


	He chuckled. “Let’s keep them focused on the bad guys for the most part.”


	“Yeah,” she said, settling her head onto his chest. “For the most part.”


	 




FOUR


	 


	Sandy Banks sipped his diet Coke in the front seat of his blue Mazda. He stared up the street at an orange Chevy pickup truck with oversized tires. It was parked in front of the same bar it’d been parked in front of yesterday and the day before. Inside, Sandy figured Troy Collins was no doubt drinking cheap domestic beer and shots. If he had to guess, he’d say Collins was probably throwing a few lame pickup lines at the barflies collected there. Given what Sandy had learned about him over the past two weeks, the older ladies were probably getting most of the attention.


	 Over the past hour, stiffness had worked itself into Sandy’s back. He shifted in the seat, but it didn’t do much good. The motion only jostled his bladder and reminded him why he shouldn’t drink caffeine when conducting surveillance.


	He ignored the sensation and settled into his seat. 


	Was tonight the night?


	He wasn’t sure.


	But he thought so.


	There wasn’t any specific reason for his optimism. Just the intuition that came from his days on the job and even more, since leaving. He’d developed a sense for these things early on. Timing was everything, and for what he was doing now, time was on his side. He could afford to wait for the perfect situation.


	Actually, he couldn’t afford not to.


	Still, tonight felt good. Tonight felt lucky.


	Sandy rested his head back against the seat, keeping his eyes locked on the front door of the grimy downtown bar. He didn’t keep any files in the car with him, but he’d spent enough time at the storage unit memorizing what he needed to know about Troy Collins. when he learned something new, he returned to the secret “office” housed in a storage unit and recorded it faithfully. Such things were habit for a retired policeman, true, but there was more to it than that. Keeping notes on targets was how he made sure to do things right. Getting the job done in the right way mattered. Besides that, it created a history. True, it was a history no one was ever going to read but him and the other Horsemen, but, at least that way, they knew what they were doing was right.


	Troy Collins was his first case in several months. He was a worthy target. The file on him detailed his criminal history, which dated back to things Collins did when he was fourteen. Sandy knew getting the juvenile records was no small feat but, then again, everything about what they did was no small feat.


	Collins had been one lucky bastard, at least as far as Sandy could tell. His story was sprinkled with a seemingly unending supply of lenient judges, incompetent prosecutors, sharp defense attorneys, overzealous cops messing up procedure and victims unwilling to testify against him. The last category included a fifty-seven-year-old widow Margaret Thompson, who picked up Collins at a trendy north side bar that catered to more mature singles. Instead of the romantic interlude she expected at her home, she received a couple of hard slaps from Collins, who proceeded to rob her of $17,000 in cash and jewelry. After she reported him to police, Collins came back to her house, raped her and threatened to kill her if she didn’t drop the charges against him.


	Of course, Sandy knew no one would ever be able to prove the last part. The robbery detective that worked the case went up to see Margaret after she stopped returning his calls. She started by saying she’d been mistaken about the money and jewelry. Then she broke down crying and told the detective enough for him to surmise what had happened. He tried to get Margaret to stay with family out of town somewhere until the trial or, barring that, to accept protective custody. But the terrified woman refused. She was certain Collins would make good on his threat to come back and kill her.


	Sandy took another sip of his diet Coke. He thought about it for the hundredth time. Then, for the hundredth time, he decided Margaret Thompson was probably right about that.


	The detective on the case was one Sandy didn’t know. He might have been a patrolman before Sandy left the job, but he wasn’t working in investigations. Nonetheless, he was a hard charger and not willing to let things go. He tried to go forward with the case based on Margaret’s original testimony. True, it was essentially her word against Collins’ word, especially since those slaps didn’t leave any marks. But the detective testified to her statements regarding the threats and the rape, even though she denied them in a pre-trial hearing.


	Sandy eyed the macho wheels on the truck Collins drove. He wondered if he used the money he robbed from Margaret to buy them. 


	The law is a funny thing, Sandy knew. It was a fickle and capricious beast. Every cop learned within six months that it wasn’t what you knew, it was what you could prove. And that wasn’t the last of it, either. It wasn’t just what you could prove, but whether you played the game perfectly in the process of proving it. One mistake could derail an entire case.


	The detective in the Margaret Thompson case tried to get her statement to him based on an exception called “excited utterance.” The concept held that if people are under the influence of a significant emotional event, the things they blurt out tend to be true. 


	The prosecution argued this was the state of mind Margaret was in when the detective interviewed her. Therefore, it should be an exception to the hearsay rule, even though she was denying those statements now. The detective should be able to testify about those statements.


	The defense argued it was not an exception. The defense argued, even if it was an exception, the court had its best evidence before it in the form of Margaret Thompson’s direct testimony. And, of course, the defense argued the detective was lying about Margaret’s statement in order to bolster an already weak case against his most assuredly innocent client.


	The judge sided with the defense.


	Sandy swallowed the last of the diet Coke. He crushed the can and slid it into the plastic garbage bag on the floor of his passenger side.


	With no victim willing to testify there was a robbery, theft, threat or rape, the prosecution had virtually no case. Collins had been smart enough to hold onto the jewelry and not to pawn any of it, so there was no corroborative evidence. That left the prosecutor no choice but to drop the case.


	Collins went free, having served only eleven days in jail awaiting the pre-trial hearing in which the prosecutor’s motion to admit the detective’s testimony regarding Margaret’s statements was denied. 


	Sandy knew, if he were smart, Collins would have held onto the Thompson jewelry for a while yet. The detective might hang onto this case out of frustration. He might keep checking pawn records, or try to work on the victim to reconsider. Eventually, though, other cases would take priority. This one would get filed away as one of life’s many unfortunate injustices.


	And Collins would get away with it.


	Hell, he might even go back and see Margaret again.


	Except Sandy knew he wouldn’t. 


	Sandy remembered sifting through the Collins file at the office. All of the sins were catalogued on his rap sheet, lit up by the kerosene lamp for Sandy to see as he sat at the old battered desk with an open drawer. They’d filled one drawer with files and were deep into the second now. While Sandy never felt any joy at the time over how they solved those problems, a sense of righteous satisfaction always set in about six months or a year later. That was when he’d think about how justice had been visited upon the child molesters, the rapists, and the murderers. It didn’t matter to him how they were gone, just that they were.


	When he read through the catalog of Troy Collins’ misdeeds, he could feel the seeds of satisfaction being planted. He knew what would make those seeds sprout and grow.


	The Keeper didn’t leave anything to chance. He held the Collins file for almost a year before sending it. He made sure to track several pawned jewelry items that belonged to Margaret Thompson back to Collins. Given his history of robbery and sexual offenses, the detective’s investigation on the case and the pawned jewelry, The Keeper was sure Collins was a worthwhile target. He was guilty. He got away with it and he shouldn’t have.


	Sandy agreed.


	So he sat in his Mazda, sipping his diet Coke, watching. All around him, downtown Spokane bustled with car and foot traffic. Saturday night here was like Saturday night everywhere. Plenty of people were out, drinking and hoping to get lucky. They glided past Sandy in his car, most of them not even noticing him through the slightly tinted windows.


	Midnight came and went. Sandy celebrated by eating a Snicker’s bar and a banana. He stuffed the wrapper and the peel into his plastic garbage bag while keeping his eyes fixed on the bar door up the street.


	At one-oh-five, he was rewarded for his patience. Troy Collins stumbled out of bar and to his truck. Sandy watched him make his way to the truck door, gauging how drunk he might be. He wanted him impaired but not too drunk. A little drunk took away any physical or mental advantage Troy might have. Too much drunk kept the man from feeling any fear.


	Collins climbed into the truck, started it up, revved the engine three times and then roasted the tires as he pulled away from the curb.


	“Don’t call so much attention to yourself,” Sandy muttered. “I don’t want you getting grabbed up for a deuce tonight.”


	That would be just his luck. The perfect night to close out this case, except the happy asshole of a target is driving a huge orange truck with big tires. What were the chances a patrol cop would spot him driving like an idiot, pull him over and hook him up for driving under the influence?


	The odds were pretty good, Sandy thought. But he didn’t think it was going to happen. Tonight felt lucky.


	It didn’t take long to figure out Collins was heading home. The local ladies must have been immune to his charms, Sandy thought. He followed the garish truck up Monroe, across the bridge that traversed the Spokane River and out of the downtown area. Collins drove north until he reached Chelan Avenue, where the neighborhood turned residential. 


	Sandy drove past Chelan, up a block and circled around. He knew which house belonged to Collins. It was one of only two on the block that looked like a dump. Most of the others were kept up with well-manicured lawns and decent folk. He guessed the other dive was a rental, but his records showed Collins owned his home. He’d inherited it from his mother when she died three years ago, and she’d owned it free and clear.


	Sandy parked on Lincoln, just around the corner from Chelan. He waited. He’d let Collins get inside. If the man’s habits held, he’d stagger into the kitchen for another beer, then flop onto the couch to watch television. Sandy wasn’t sure what he watched but he guessed it wasn’t anything on the History Channel.


	If Collins was too drunk, he’d stagger into the bedroom and go straight to bed. Other than being too hammered from drinking, he really didn’t have any other reason to crash, since he didn’t have a job to go to in the morning.


	If he went to bed, he was too drunk.


	But if he watched television…


	Sandy waited patiently for fifteen minutes. Once the time had passed, he checked to make sure his dome light was turned off, then exited the car. He tucked his 1911 .45 ACP Peacemaker into his belt. From behind the driver’s seat, he removed a small cloth bag containing everything he needed for the job.


	Walking halfway up the street and turning down the alley, Sandy maintained a casual pace. It wasn’t commonplace for someone to be walking around this late at night, but it wasn’t such a strange thing that he expected anyone to call the police about it. Particularly if the person walking around didn’t seem suspicious. So Sandy didn’t sneak or creep or try not to be seen. He just walked.


	The backyard of Collins’ house didn’t have a gate or a fence. The neighbors on both sides had six foot fences, though. Sandy figured that was to separate themselves from Collins. He couldn’t say he blamed them. 


	There was no dog to worry about. He didn’t figure Collins was responsible enough for a pet. There was only some miscellaneous junk scattered around the long grass. Sandy wended his way through the yard and to the back door. He could see a flickering light through the kitchen window to the left of the door and the muted sound of the television told him everything he needed to know.


	Collins was not too drunk.


	Tonight was lucky. 


	Sandy stopped at the door. He’d come by earlier, just after dark, and used his lock pick to pop open the lock. Unless Collins was diligent about home security, it should still be unlocked.


	He grasped it with his left hand and turned gently. The knob twisted easily in his grip. He eased the door forward. The noise from the television increased in volume. He slipped inside and closed the door behind himself.


	The sound of a laugh track from whatever sitcom Collins was watching filled the quiet house. Sandy listened carefully while he withdrew a suppressor from his bag and screwed it onto his .45. He heard no movement upstairs or anywhere else in the house. Collins was alone.


	His .45 in one hand and his bag in the other, Sandy walked slowly through the kitchen and toward the living room. He timed his steps to the outbursts of canned laughter from the television. When he reached the doorway of the living room, he took stock of the situation. The front curtains were drawn. He could see the front door from where he stood and it was closed. Collins sat on the couch, staring at the TV like a zombie, absently rubbing his crotch.


	Sandy stepped into the room and leveled the .45 at Collins.


	Collins detected the movement and turned to look. When he saw the gun pointed at him, his jaw dropped in surprise and horror. The can of Keystone Light slipped from his fingers. It bounced off the small coffee table and fell to the carpet, where liquid gushed out in a foam. He started making grunting noises. Sandy knew from experience, after about five of those, most people found their voices and started screaming.


	“Shut the fuck up,” he said in low, powerful tones. “If you start screaming, then I will put a bullet in your skull. You hear me?”


	Almost comically, Collins’ mouth flapped shut.


	Definitely not too drunk, Sandy thought.


	“Good,” Sandy said. “Now, I want you to listen carefully to me, Troy. If you do, you just might live tonight. How’s that sound?”


	Collins nodded furiously.


	“Good,” Sandy repeated. “Here’s how  it’s going to work. I know you took some jewelry from a woman named Margaret Thompson almost a year ago.”


	Collins started to shake his head in denial, but Sandy cut him off.


	“Don’t waste time lying to me, Troy. You and I both know it happened. I’m not the cops, so I don’t have to worry about proving it. If you lie to me, I’ll just shoot you in the liver. You won’t die right away, but you’ll eventually bleed out and it won’t matter if they send an ambulance and run you to the emergency room.” Sandy waggled the .45. “You ever see what one of these can do to a liver? It rips it to shreds. Nothing a doctor can do.”  


	Troy Collins stopped shaking his head. His face seemed a shade whiter to Sandy than before he’d stepped into the room.


	“Now, I know you still have some of the jewelry left. I’ve come to get it for Mrs. Thompson. Where is it?”


	Collins paused. Sandy stepped forward and angled the gun toward his mid-section.


	“Okay, okay!” shouted Collins.


	“Quietly,” Sandy growled at him.


	“Okay,” Collins whispered. “It’s in the bathroom. There’s a loose tile in the corner by the bathtub. I keep some stuff in there. There might be some of hers left.”


	“Up,” Sandy said.


	“Huh?”


	“Up,” he ordered a second time. “To the bathroom.”


	Collins rose slowly. Some of the fear and surprise had begun to leave his eyes. Sandy noticed the change. He thought about it for a moment, then made his decision.


	“Never mind,” he said. “Sit back down.”


	Collins shrugged and lowered himself back onto the couch. “Look,” he started to say.


	“No,” Sandy said, “you need to listen to me. I’m going to tell you how it’s going to be.” He reached into his bag and removed a slender bladed hunting knife. He placed it on the table in front of Collins.


	“What’s that?” Collins asked.


	“A knife,” Sandy said matter-of-factly. “More accurately, it is a Spencer brand hunting knife. What you’re going to do is pick up that knife. You’re going to take it firmly in your right hand, insert it into your left wrist and pull it towards you.”


	“What?”


	“Don’t cut across the wrist,” Sandy instructed. “Cut laterally. The deeper the cut, the faster you’ll bleed out.”


	Collins shook his head.  “No fucking way.”


	“Yes fucking way.”


	“You’re crazy.”


	“Maybe,” Sandy said, “but I’m the one with a .45 pointed at you right now. And if you don’t do as I ask, things are going to get messy. I’m talking about kneecaps getting blown apart. I’m talking about groin shots. I’m talking about slow, painful bleed-outs.”


	Collins made small shakes with his head, stammering. “N-n-no…”


	“You are dead either way, Troy,” Sandy said coldly. “The knife makes for a relatively painless exit. It hurts a little when you make the cut, but then you just get tired and sleepy and you pass out. That’s the easy way.” He waggled the gun again. “The hard way is much…well, it’s much harder. Lots of pain.”


	“Please,” Collins said, his voice breaking. “I don’t want to die.”


	Sandy felt a small surge of gratitude. Collins wasn’t arguing anymore. Just begging. And once the begging began, surrender wasn’t far behind.


	“I’ll do anything you want,” Collins sobbed. “I’ll give you all my money. Everything.”


	“I don’t want anything from you, Troy,” Sandy said. “I just want you to pick up that knife and take care of business.”


	“Why?” Collins asked, sobbing out the word.


	There was a time when Sandy would have answered that question. He thought even a condemned man deserved an explanation. But after a while, he learned all it did was delay matters. They knew why. They all knew.


	“The knife,” Sandy repeated. “Or I go to work with Sam Colt here.”


	Collins searched out his face, looking for mercy or a lack of conviction. He found neither one. Reluctantly, he reached out for the knife. He stared at it for a long moment. Sandy waited patiently. Finally, Collins moved the blade over until the tip was poised over his left wrist.


	Moment of truth, Sandy thought. Which way will he go?


	For a second, Sandy thought Collins might make it easy for him. That he might actually plunge that blade into his own wrist and jerk it back like a samurai committing seppuku over a matter of some dishonor. If he did, he would bleed out in just a few minutes. When the police eventually came, maybe days from now, they’d find a grisly suicide.


	But it was not to be.


	Sandy saw the decision in Collins’ face, probably before the drunk man even realized he’d made it. He rose from the couch, cocking the knife back and stepping toward Sandy.


	Sandy fired twice. The gun gave out a muffled bark, punctuated by the clacking sound of the slide. The bullets slammed into Collins’ chest, driving him backward. He flopped onto the couch, staring at Sandy in surprise. His mouth hung open but no sound came out.


	Without hesitation, Sandy raised the gun and fired a third shot. It struck Collins in the forehead and shut out his lights forever.


	Sandy transitioned immediately to cleanup. First he retrieved the three casings his gun had ejected. He dropped them into his bag. Then he took the knife from Collins and dropped it in the bag as well. Lastly, he removed a small plastic baggie from his bag. A white powdery substance filled one tiny corner of the baggie. He tore a hole in it and sprinkled the methamphetamine on the coffee table. 


	It wasn’t the greatest staging he’d ever done, but the less elaborate something was, the fewer things that could go wrong. Right now, most homicide detectives would survey the scene and figure that poor Troy Collins got robbed of his meth stash. It happens every day in the big, bad city. Especially when you run with bad people.


	Sandy found the bathroom. He checked around the bathtub for loose tiles. The second one he tried moved. He lifted the tile and pulled the bag out from inside the hole. The bag had about a dozen different pieces of jewelry. Sandy went through the list of stolen jewelry from the police report in his mind as he perused the contents of the bag. The only item he was sure belonged to Thompson was a thin gold ring with a small red ruby. He took it. Then he put the bag back in its secret place. Just for good measure, though, he left the tile a little bit cockeyed.


	Maybe the detectives will find it. They’ll figure the killer was after dope and missed Collins’ little treasure trove. Maybe some people will get their stuff back. Maybe they’ll tie Collins to some more of the bad shit he’d done.


	Or maybe not.


	Either way, Sandy was finished here.


	Walking just as calmly as he’d approached, he slipped out the back door, through the yard and down the alley. He reached his car without feeling eyes upon him. Without pause, he started the car, drove south on Lincoln past Chelan, down another block, then cut over to Post. Once he hit Post, he turned north and drove in a straight line, listening for sirens.


	There were none.


	Sandy shrugged. He’d gotten away clean. That meant it might be a while before anyone else learned that justice had been served on Troy Collins.


	 




FIVE


	 


	The pounding noise started in Sandy’s head. It took a while for him to realize it was coming from his door and not between his temples. 


	“Just a second,” he called from his couch. He swung his legs over the edge and planted them on the floor. His head swam momentarily. His stomach lurched. He took a breath and swallowed.


	The pounding continued.


	Sandy slid his gun from beneath the cushion and stumbled to his feet. At the door, he avoided looking through the peephole, just in case. Instead, he hid the gun behind the door, angling it directly at where he suspected the noisemaker was standing. Then he jerked the door open about a foot.


	Brian Moore stood outside, poised and frozen mid-knock.


	“Were you sleeping?” he asked, feigning innocence.


	“What do you think?” Sandy said evenly.


	Brian gave Sandy a quick once-over. “My guess would be you fell asleep on your couch after putting away a miniscule, sissy amount of whiskey.”


	Sandy grunted and turned away from the door, leaving it open for Brian to enter. He strode back to the couch and flopped down onto it.


	“Did you have that thing pointed at me from behind the door?” Brian asked.


	Sandy glanced down at his right hand, which still held the .45. “No,” he told Brian. Then he flicked the safety back on and set the pistol on the coffee table next to an almost full bottle of Wild Turkey.


	“Liar,” Brian replied. He reached down and picked up the bottle. He gauged how much was missing and cast an appraising eye toward Sandy. “You're such a lightweight, Banks. You always were.”


	“I should be an alcoholic?” 


	Brian shrugged. “A lot of cops are.”


	“I'm not a cop anymore. Haven’t been for a long time.”


	“True,” Brian said. He settled into the only other place to sit in the living room, a rocking chair made of dark wood. He looked at Sandy and waited.


	Sandy returned his look, saying nothing. After a few moments of silence, Brian finally asked, “You finished with your fishing trip?”


	“I am,” Sandy replied.


	“Thus the whiskey,” Brian added.


	It was Sandy's turn to shrug. He didn't ask Brian how he coped or if he even needed to, so he didn't feel the need to explain himself to the younger man. Maybe Brian enjoyed what they did. Maybe all three of the other Horsemen had. Or maybe, like Sandy, they understood the difference between enjoyment and righteous satisfaction.


	Brian grinned and shook his head slightly. “Fishing trip. What a crafty little code, huh? Remember when it was necessary to have some kind of cover story for what we do? How Hank and Bill had to lie to their wives about some bullshit fishing trip to Michigan or Wisconsin or wherever?”


	“Minnesota,” Sandy corrected. He stifled a yawn. 


	“Yeah, Minnesota, that's it.” He shook his head again. “I even used that line on Paula a couple of times. I guess I wasn't as good at lying as the rest of you, because she figured out I didn't go fishing. You know what she did? I ever tell you about that?”


	“No.” Sandy rose from the couch and went to the kitchen for some water.


	Brian stayed put, raising his voice slightly. “She put a pair of her panties in my tackle box. She used them to wrap up a sexy note about what she was going to do to me when I got home.”


	“Devious,” Sandy said, filling a glass and taking a drink. He started to scrounge around the cupboard for some aspirin.


	“Yeah,” Brian said. “Except, when I got home and didn't say anything about the nasty things in the note, she got suspicious. All it took was one look in the tackle box to verify things and that was that.”


	“Huh,” Sandy grunted, wondering why in the hell Brian was so chatty today. He never lacked for conversation, but usually became more talkative when he was nervous about something.


	“I tried lying to her about it,” Brian went on, “but she knew I was lying. Of course, she figured I was cheating on her. I told her I wasn't, which was true, but it's not like I could tell her what I was off doing, right?”


	“Uh-huh,” Sandy said.


	“Uh-huh?” Brian asked. “Are you even listening to me?”


	“Unfortunately,” Sandy answered. He found some Tylenol and popped three in his mouth, washing them down with tap water.


	“I'm trying to talk to you, man,” Brian said. He sounded strange to Sandy, like he was irritated but also like there was something else going on.


	Sandy took another deep breath and let it out. He wasn't really in the mood to play therapist to Brian. “I'm not feeling too talkative this morning.”


	Brian glanced at his watch. “It's one-thirty, man. It's afternoon.”


	“Then I'm not feeling too talkative this afternoon.”


	Brian sighed. “You're a strange dude, Sandy. You always were.”


	“Strange is a relative term,” Sandy replied. He wandered into the living room again and sat back down on the couch. He sipped his water and eyed Brian carefully. “What's up with you?”


	“What do you mean?”


	“You're acting weird.”


	“No, I'm not.”


	Sandy nodded. “Yeah, you are. And I'm asking you, what's up?”


	Brian opened his mouth, then closed it again without saying anything. He turned and stared at the old-style world map Sandy had framed on the wall.


	Sandy waited. He tried to put his finger on Brian’s jumpiness, but he couldn’t. He felt a strange twinge of suspicion.


	“I guess,” Brian said after a while, “I'm just feeling kinda nostalgic, you know?”


	“No,” Sandy said matter-of-factly. “I don't.”


	Brian dropped his eyes from the picture on the wall and met Sandy's gaze. “I mean, there used to be four of us, right? The Four Horsemen. Like in the Apocalypse. You remember that? Remember when we worked as a team? None of this solo shit.”


	Sandy said nothing. He twirled his index finger, urging Brian to get to the point.


	“We did some great work, huh?” Brian said. “Nailing those scumbags who slipped through the system? What we did, it was what needed to be done. Don't you think so?”


	“What's your point?” Sandy asked. He wondered if maybe the problem was Brian wasn't as okay with things as he always assumed he was. Maybe he was having a crisis of conscience all at once instead of in little bite-sized pieces like Sandy did every time he finished a job.


	“My point?” Brian asked, his face turning harder. “My point, Sandy? My fucking point is we killed a lot of people, okay? Are you saying you're all right with that?”


	Sandy didn't reply right away. Then he shrugged. “This is your confession. Say what you want if it makes you feel any better.”


	Brian inhaled deeply, then let out a long shuddering breath. His anger seemed to dissipate almost at once. His expression grew wistful. “I don't know if I can feel any better. Hell, part of the reason I feel like shit is because I don't feel bad about some of the guys we took out.”


	Sandy nodded. That he understood. He took another sip of water.


	“Remember what Bill used to say?” Brian asked. “About how we shouldn't have decided to be the Four Horsemen but should've just called ourselves Karma, Incorporated?”


	Sandy felt a slight smile tug at the corner of his mouth. Bill had been a funny guy at times.


	Brian leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. “He used to say karma was a real thing in this world. No, in this universe. He said what goes around, comes around.” He smiled. “Then he would always add, for some people, sometimes you had to be the one to bring it around.”


	He chuckled, shaking his head.


	Sandy wondered briefly if Brian had been drinking himself. He hadn't detected the odor of booze when he answered the door, but he'd been half asleep.


	“You drunk?” he asked Brian.


	Brian looked at him without leaning forward, drooping his eyelids to do so. “Me? Nah. Just...thoughtful, like I said. I miss Bill, may he rest in peace.” He crossed himself sloppily, shaking his head. “Dying of a heart attack just four years after retiring off the job. It's a shame. No other word for it. Just a shame.”


	Sandy raised his glass in silent tribute, but didn't drink.


	“Then we lose Hank,” Brian said, staring up at the ceiling again. “Funny, the way that went. He leaves our merry little band of assassins for a woman. He told me he was just tired of lying to her. After what happened between me and Paula, her deciding to call it quits, I found Hank's decision to be kinda ironic, don't you think?”


	“The world is full of irony.”


	“Where'd he head off to?” Brian asked. “Do you know? He never said.”


	Sandy shrugged. “No one knows.” 


	The twinge of suspicion he’d felt earlier began to grow just a little. Something wasn’t right. As the sleep cleared from his mind and the Tylenol began to kick in, his instincts started chiming louder and louder.


	Something was up.


	“You know who I miss most, though?” Brian asked. 


	Sandy shook his head.


	“Cal,” Brian said. “I miss Cal. He was more than just the Keeper. He was the core of it all, don’t you think?”


	“Cal was a good man,” Sandy agreed, his voice almost reverent.


	“He was more than that,” Brian said. “He was our moral compass. He was the one who made all of this craziness make some kind of sense, much less the guy who made sure the mechanics of it all worked out. When he died…” Brian trailed off, shaking his head. “I don’t know. Something changed.”


	“Everything changes,” Sandy said. “That’s life.”


	“Yeah, but it made more sense to me when I knew it was Cal pulling the strings. After he was gone, it started to seem a little wrong somehow.” Brian was quiet for a few moments. Then he asked, “Who do you think he made the Keeper after he left?”


	Sandy shrugged.


	“No idea?” Brian asked.


	“Nope.”


	“You ever wonder?”


	“Nope,” Sandy lied.


	Brian pursed his lips and shook his head. “I wonder about it. But I figure it’d be the last person any of us would ever suspect. Cal was a crafty old bastard. He wouldn’t have made it obvious.”


	“Cal was smart,” Sandy agreed. 


	“Yeah,” Brian said. “Smart.” After a few moments, he went on, his voice thick with nostalgia, “We’ve had a run, huh, Sandy? Just the four of us coming off the job all at once, full of piss and vinegar to set the world right. if we couldn't do it within the rules, well then to hell with the rules, right? We'd get the job done because it was right, even if it wasn't legal.” He cast another glance at Sandy. “Even if it was, basically, you know...murder.”


	Sandy didn’t answer.


	Brian seemed not to notice. “I was never much of a religious man, but jee-zus, Sandy. Thou shalt not kill? That’s kind of a biggie in most religions.”


	“Thou shalt not murder,” Sandy said quietly.


	“Huh?”


	“The commandment is thou shalt not murder. Not kill. Murder.” Sandy gave him a hard look. “And a righteous kill is not a murder.”


	“Funny how we can talk ourselves into that, isn’t it?” Brian asked. He shook his head, a strange mixture of disgust and nostalgia in his expression. “Why did we do it, Sandy?” he asked. “Why do you think?”


	We all have our demons, Sandy thought. And our demons become our reasons. 


	The battered, frightened face of a woman flashed in his mind. Her frightened eyes. He pushed the thought away, but another replaced it. This one was kinder, but his memory was fuzzy around the edges.


	His mother.


	Sandy gave his head a small shake. Goddamn Brian and his nostalgia. He didn’t need it. He opened his mouth to say so, then noticed the manila envelope in Brian's hand. Instead of answering, he pointed and asked, “What's that?”


	Brian roused himself and looked down at the envelope as if seeing it for the first time. Then he said, “It's a job.”


	Sandy gave him a puzzled look. 


	Brian watched him carefully. Then he waved the envelope in the air. “Yeah, I know it’s against the rules, bringing it here.” 


	“So why do it?”


	Brian didn’t reply right away. Finally, he simply shrugged the question away. “It's a goat rope,” he told him instead.


	“Yeah?”


	Brian nodded. “Yeah. You remember Detective Randall Cooper?”


	Sandy thought for a moment. A picture of the hulking, lumpy detective formed in his mind. “Yeah, I think so. Not the sharpest crayon in the box, if I remember.”


	“That’s no shit. He was always messing up one little thing or another. Couldn’t keep his paperwork straight, missed his deadlines for filing return of service on his warrants, kept evidence in his desk instead of putting it on the books, all those kinds of things. Still,” Brian said, smiling slightly, “Coop always did have his head on straight when it came to the facts of his cases. He knew who was lying and who was guilty. Son of a bitch solved cases.”


	Sandy shook his head. “He didn’t solve cases. He figured out what happened and who did it. That’s not solving the case. Solving the case is putting together something the prosecutor can win at trial.”


	Brian’s smile faded into a small scowl. “Come on, man. I’m not talking about perfect police work here. I’m just saying the man always had a keen sense of justice.”


	“Most people outside of the legal profession do,” Sandy said wryly.


	“Touché,” Brian allowed. “Anyway, this case is one he bungled up pretty good. He doesn’t qualify his informant for the PC for his warrant. Then the warrant itself is weak. It sounds like he denied the guy his lawyer for a while and may have even tuned him up in the interrogation room a bit.”


	“Good police work for the 1930s, sounds like.”


	“The problem is still the same,” Brian argued. “Whether the cop makes it easy for the judge or not, the situation is a very guilty piece of shit bad guy got off scot free.”


	“Why are you telling me about this?” Sandy asked.


	Brian leaned forward and dropped the file on the table next to Sandy's .45. “Because it’s yours. The retainer is still in there.”


	“Mine?”


	“Yours.”


	Sandy shook his head. “Uh-uh. You catch it, you clean it.”


	“Ah, yes,” Brian chuckled without any humor in the sound. “The mantra of the Four Horsemen.”


	He glanced at the file and the .45 next to it. Then he looked up at Brian. “I suppose this is a good time to ask you again – what is going on with you?”


	Something flickered behind Brian’s eyes. It disappeared before Sandy could get a read on it, replaced by obvious weariness.  Brian sighed. “I’m done, Sandy. I’m out.”


	“The hell you say.”


	“No,” Brian said. “Really. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t…I can’t keep it at an arm’s length like I used to.”


	“You’re serious.”


	Brian nodded. “One hundred percent. It’s either that or start drinking more. Or doping. Or something. Because the dreams are starting to catch up to me.” He paused and swallowed. “Just about every night, actually.”


	Sandy didn’t reply. He had the dreams, too. Sometimes he had dreams about a job going sideways. His gun wouldn’t work, or the guy would be too lightning fast for him to handle. In those dreams, he always failed somehow and usually woke up as he was being killed. Other times, though, he dreamt about what he actually did. He relived every vivid detail of what really happened on the jobs he’d completed. The truth was, he couldn’t say which dreams were worse.


	“So,” Brian said, “I’m done. I don’t have some girl I’m tired of lying to like Hank did. And I don’t want to hide behind dope or drink or wait until I die of a heart attack like what happened to Bill. I’m just going to leave while I have some piece of my soul intact.”


	Sandy raised his eyebrows slightly at Brian’s words. They were more poetic than he was used to from the short, swarthy man. Brian’s usual idea of elegant poetry was a limerick with a double entendre. 


	“That means I can’t do this last job,” Brian said. “I know I’m violating more than a couple of our precious rules by bringing it here, but I couldn’t wait. I saw it in the mail slot earlier this week, and I just…” he struggled for words, then shrugged. “I was just done.”


	Sandy sat quietly, considering Brian’s words. The discomfort or nervousness he’d noticed earlier was starting to make sense to him now. 


	Brian waited a few seconds, then asked him, “Will you do this for me, Sandy? Will you take this job?”


	Sandy looked down at the manila folder on the table, then back to Brian. The news he was losing his last partner hadn’t sunk in yet. He had no idea what he would do with this job or any other.


	“I’ll look at it,” he finally answered.


	“Good enough,” Brian said. “I can’t ask for more.”


	Brian rose from his seat and held out his right hand. Tears formed in his eyes. He brushed them away irritably with his left hand.


	“Sorry, Sandy,” he said. “I hate doing this to you. I just don’t feel like I have a choice anymore.”


	Sandy stood and took Brian’s hand. The smaller man’s palm was clammy with sweat, but he gripped Sandy’s hand in a firm handshake.


	“There’s an old saying,” Sandy said, “a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.”


	Brian smiled through his tears. “What’s that, some John Wayne wisdom or something?”


	Sandy shrugged. “I just heard it somewhere. Call it common wisdom.”


	“Well, thanks either way,” Brian said, pumping Sandy’s hand one final time and letting go. “I appreciate you making this easier for me. I have to tell you, I was scared as hell to come here today. I didn’t want to do this to you…you know, tell you.”


	“I could tell,” Sandy said. 


	“I’m sure. I was nervous. I felt like I was letting you down somehow.”


	Sandy shook his head. “We had a good run. You stood tall. You’re not letting me or anyone else down.”


	“You mean that, Sandy?” Brian peered at him closely, his tone urgent. “You really mean that?”


	“Yeah,” Sandy said, assuring him. “I do.”


	Brian swallowed hard, took another deep breath and let it out. “All right. Then I’m off. You want to know where to?”


	“No,” Sandy said.  “But I hope you find peace, wherever it is.”


	Brian’s face broke into a grin. “Peace. There’s a word I never thought I’d be this in love with.”


	Peace, Sandy thought. That elusive state that seems to pull further away with every job. 


	“Good luck, Brian,” was all he said.


	“Thanks.”


	Brian turned and made his way to the door. His hand came to rest on the knob. Then he paused. Looking over his shoulder, he asked, “How’s it feel?”


	“What’s that?”


	“To be the last one standing. How’s that feel?”


	Sandy didn’t answer right away. Too many thoughts were buzzing through his head. He didn’t need to worry about coming up with a reply, though. Brian didn’t wait for one. He turned the knob, stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind him without another word.


	And just like that, he was the only one left. The last Horseman.
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	Sandy took a shower while the coffee brewed. He stood under the spray of water, twisting the knob until it was as hot as he could stand. The water blasted his skin like bee stings. He focused on the sensation, trying to clear his mind.


	When he finished, he made some toast. Only after he’d poured a cup of the strong, black coffee and chewed several bites of toast did he turn his mind toward what had happened.


	Bill was dead.


	Hank was long gone.


	And now Brian had left.


	He was alone.


	Now, all of the cases would be his.


	He asked himself if he could keep up with it. Was it even logistically possible? With all of the prep work he did and surveillance, could he take on a greater load and still operate efficiently? Most importantly, could he do it without arousing undue suspicion or getting caught?


	Sandy took a bite of his toast and chewed. He stared out the small window off the back of his apartment. He let the numbers roll around in his head, calculating as reasonably as possible without putting pen to paper.


	He swallowed.


	Probably.


	He could probably still make it work.


	But it would be a full time job. And his risk would go up. Of course, so would the pay, such as it was.


	Sandy took another bite. He chewed for a little while, then swallowed and chased the toast with a long sip of his coffee. He knew the real question wasn’t if he could go on, but rather if he wanted to.


	For this one, he didn’t listen to his head. The message from that portion of his being was jumbled enough as it was. Some parts clamored for finishing a job, others argued it was a job that would never be done. The question of justice, always a frequent contender, reared up and made an appearance. Logistical and logical concerns battled for a voice, too.


	Sandy ignored them all.


	He listened to his gut.


	“Is it enough?” he asked aloud, looking down into the blackness of his coffee.  


	Had he done enough to make up for Yvonne Lewis, the battered wife he’d failed? Had he tipped the scales of justice enough times to even that score, to somehow balance that terrible mistake? Could he stand at her graveside now, knowing he’d let her down all those years ago and truly feel redemption?


	Maybe. That was the funny  part/perspective about guilt and making up for great failures. All those good deeds seemed to weigh little in comparison to what they were making up for. How many bad guys did it take to make up for one battered woman that became a domestic violence homicide victim because of him? Was there even a number?


	There probably was. Maybe he’d feel it in his gut when he’d somehow reached that marker. Perhaps the tightness in his chest would go away. The ache in his stomach might fade. Maybe Yvonne Lewis could rest in peace.


	Sandy shook his head slowly. Even if that  came to pass, there was another debt.  Another, much older failure. this one carried an even higher price tag on it. He didn’t think he could ever bring enough justice in the world to make up for that one.


	So the question wasn’t if he’d done enough, or if he could ever do enough. The question was—


	“Do you want to keep going?” he asked aloud. 


	The answer was overwhelming and immediate.


	No.


	He didn’t.


	He was done. As done as Brian. As done as Hank. If ever they’d accomplished something akin to justice, their time was over now. He could feel it in his bones. The conviction was palpable, irrefutable. At first, he wondered why he hadn’t sensed this before today, but he knew the truth. As long as there were two of them, it was a duty.


	Now it was just him.


	“So I’m done,” he murmured. He sipped his coffee again. Some of the hot liquid spilled, splashing on his chin and burning.


	He realized it was because he was smiling.


	 


	 


	Once the idea sunk in, he went to the junk drawer in the kitchen. He pushed aside a hammer, a few screwdrivers and other odds and ends until he found a notepad. He dug around a little longer until he located a pen. Then he stood at the counter, staring down at the empty page.


	A life unlived, he thought.


	Was there a piece of it still there, though?


	Was that possible?


	He lowered the pen to paper, but hesitated. How could he sum everything up in one letter? It seemed everything since his childhood was threatening to come rumbling out if he started writing now. Just a small bit would not do.


	No, he thought. It had to be everything, or nothing.


	He started to put the pen down, then hesitated again. Maybe he could write just a little. Just enough.


	He didn’t allow himself to think about it any longer. Instead, he quickly scratched out the few words he felt comfortable with.


	 


	Dear Janet,


	I know it’s been a long time. I’m sorry for that. But I think I’ll be home soon. I’ve missed you, and I love you.


	 


	He didn’t bother signing it. She’d know who it was. He tore the page from the pad and folded it into thirds. After scrounging around the apartment for five minutes, he located an envelope. He wrote the address from memory. He provided no return address.


	He slipped the envelope into his back pocket, took a deep breath and confronted the file folder on the table.


	It would have to go to the office. He’d have to see to that. Put it in the desk drawer and call it good.


	Sandy slid the .45 into his belt. He put on a light jacket to cover it up. With the file under his arm, he made his way to the car. His steps felt lighter than he could ever remember. He wondered if this was how POWs felt when they were freed.


	I’ve been a POW of sorts, he thought to himself. A prisoner of our secret little war against the system.


	As he started the car and headed toward the office, Sandy let that thought linger. He decided it hadn’t been a war exactly. More like a crusade. then he had to admit that, all things considered, the whole thing was probably not a success.


	Did they do any good at all?


	Sandy took a deep breath and let it out. The question irritated him. It was one he asked himself after every job. More to the point, he wondered if it was ever right to do evil – because what else would you call murder? – to accomplish a good end.


	Maybe it was right that he thought of it as a war. He was pretty sure these were questions soldiers asked themselves as every generation had their war. It was an answer that, for a soldier, was much clearer.


	At least as far as Sandy was concerned.


	He drove silently. He left the radio off. The whine of the engine was the only music he listened to. The houses and businesses flitted by as he headed straight to the office.


	The gate to the storage facility was locked. Sandy punched in the security code and it slid open. He drove to the back corner. He parked the car a ways away from the unit. As he walked toward the office, habit drove him to glance around casually to make sure no one was watching. He saw nothing.


	At Unit 88, he paused again to look around. When he saw everything was clear, he worked the combination lock on the roll up door. He spun the digits to 5-2-7 and tugged the lock downward. It snapped open. Sandy removed it and put it in his back pocket. Then he rolled up the door, stepped inside and quickly lowered the door again. He left enough space open at the bottom to let in some light until he found the kerosene lamp and fired it up. Then he shut the door flush and firm to the concrete. 


	Sandy flopped the file on the desk as he sat down. He reached for the right hand drawer, then paused. After a moment, his hand drifted to the left hand drawer. He pulled it out all the way, exposing a drawer full of files. Almost every one of them had a red X through the name on the tab, signifying a success. A complete success meant making the scene look like something other than what it was. A drug overdose, a suicide, an accident. Anything that didn’t arouse suspicion, so those few that were obvious homicides didn’t stack up and get attention. The last thing they wanted was someone connecting the dots and deciding some kind of serial killer was at work. Sandy was pretty sure they couldn’t have withstood that kind of investigative scrutiny or intense pressure from police resources.  


	There were a few with green dots. All had a story. In some cases, the targets were simply not found. If they’d left the region long-term, standard practice was to let them be. Of course, if they returned to the Lilac City, the file went active again. Sandy couldn’t think of a time that had happened, but it was nice in theory.


	He knew one of the green dots was there because the target had developed pancreatic cancer. The Horseman who had that one – Bill, judging by the handwriting – decided that nature was doling out justice better than he ever could. Besides, it was in keeping with Bill’s theory on karma.


	Sandy was responsible for one green dot. In the year between his trial and The Keeper sending the file, one of the targets had changed his life around. Sandy didn’t know how recent the change was, but after following the man around for three weeks, he was pretty certain it was genuine. 


	He looked at the full drawer. The tabs stuck up from the files and he ran his fingers over them. He resisted the urge to count how many were in the drawer.


	A lot, he thought. A whole fucking lot.


	And most of them had red Xs on them.


	Sandy closed the drawer. He pulled open the second drawer, extending it out as far as the runners allowed. It was about one-third full. Red Xs stared up at him like the cartoon eyes of a stick figure character that had been killed.


	He started to put Brian’s file in the back, then stopped.


	He should at least label it. As insane as that was, it was no more insane than everything he’d been doing – what all of them had been doing – for the last twelve years. Might as well finish the job.


	The middle drawer had a few pens and pads of paper inside. He fished around for a moment until he found a green marker. The cap made a loud plastic pop when he pulled it off. Then he slid the file out of the manila envelope. A stack of wrapped, crisp one hundred dollar bills came with it. He brushed the money aside and sat for a long while, the pen poised over the file tab. He stared at the name.


	Jeff Odoms.


	Never heard of him.


	Below that, the crime.


	Kidnap/Rape x 2 – J.


	Sandy swallowed. The code was simple. Jeff Odoms was a kidnapper and a rapist. With two victims. And the victims were both juveniles.


	“Goddamnit,” he muttered.


	He capped the pen and set it aside. Then he flipped open the file and began to read.


	 




SEVEN


	 


	“We should grab him now,” she said, fingering the small portable radio as they sat in the sedan.


	“I know,” he told his partner. “But orders is orders.”


	“Nice grammar.”


	“I was being cute.”


	“No one thinks you’re cute.”


	“My wife thinks I’m cute.”


	She shook her head. “She may have thought that at one point in time. I think that exit is in the rear-view mirror now.”


	“Like you would know.”


	“I know,” she said. “I’ll tell you what else I know. We should take this guy down now, while we have him hemmed in. It’s the smart way to do it.”


	“You’re right,” he agreed. He reached up and twisted the car radio knob, changing the station away from a commercial hawking cholesterol reducing medicine to the oldies station. Mitch Ryder came over the speakers. He smiled, but kept the volume low.


	She watched him, then said, “We could, you know.”


	“Could what?”


	“Just do it. Arrest him.”


	He shook his head. “Busting orders is not on my list of smart career moves. I’ve got kids. And a wife, who may or may not think I’m cute, but to whom I still have an obligation.”


	She sighed. “Fine. But these orders are wrong.”


	“Of course they are. Look who gave them.”


	“True,” she conceded. “But what is he looking for? More evidence? The guy is surrounded by twelve years worth of evidence right now. Which he could be in there burning, for all we know.”


	“He’s not.”


	“How do you know?”


	“You see any smoke?”


	“No.”


	He held his hands up in a there-you-are gesture.


	“What if he was, though?” she asked. “What if he was in there burning up the evidence of a twelve year murder for hire scheme?”


	“We’d go in for that. Exigent circumstances.”


	“Which gives us some discretion.”


	“Some. We’d still get the fuzzy end of the lollipop when it was all said and done, but I don’t think we get bounced over it.”


	She nodded absently in agreement. After a moment of thought, she said, “You know, he could be using a shredder instead of burning the files.”


	“Could be.”


	“So we should –”


	“Of course, there’s no indication of that, thus no exigency.”


	She frowned. “So we’ll just sit here anyway, because our boss is a moron.”


	“He’s a moron who wants a promotion,” he said.


	“To what? Head-Dipshit-in-charge?”


	“Doesn’t matter what you call it when it comes with a pay raise and a cushy office back in D.C.,” he told her. “That’s why this case will make exactly when and how he decides, based on how big a splash he can make with the operation.”


	“I hate politics,” she muttered.


	“Better get used to them,” he said. “You won’t see retirement if you can’t navigate those waters at least a little bit.”


	“Those waters are full of sewage as far as I’m concerned.”


	“True.” He smiled. “Which is a good reason not to rock the boat too much.”


	 




EIGHT


	 


	Sandy sat parked in his Mazda, sipping diet Coke. He watched the house mid-block. A dark green rancher with glossy white trim, the place had a neatly manicured lawn and a knee-high white picket fence surrounding the front yard. 


	Someone is trying to keep up appearances, Sandy thought.


	He glanced at his watch, which was usually a mistake. Surveillance was long work. It required patience. Clock-watching just made things drag on more slowly and diverted his attention from what he was supposed to be doing.


	Ten-thirty-eight. That’s what the slightly luminescent green hands on his watch read. 


	Sandy took another sip of his diet Coke and leaned back. What was Jeff Odoms up to tonight, he wondered. So far, the man seemed to live a structured, boring existence. He worked for a textile company down on Monroe Street. From what Sandy discovered in his research, the job was probably a solitary one that involved piecing together smaller pieces of fabric into a finished product. Of course, Odoms could be a supervisor or even mid-management. The information Sandy was able to uncover on the Internet only listed the very top echelon of the company.


	Somehow, though, Odoms didn’t seem like the manager type. He seemed more like the quiet, dependable employee who kept to himself.


	Every day after work, Odoms went home. This routine had been interrupted only once and that was for a trip to the grocery store. Once home, Odoms remained there. No trips to the bars. No dates. No buddies over for the Gonzaga basketball game. Just Odoms, all by himself.


	Sandy noticed the light to a front corner room stayed on longer than all the rest. He figured that was where Odoms kept his computer. The light burned well into the night. When it finally went out, the bathroom light and then the bedroom light came on for a short while each before Odoms retired to his slumber.


	The light was on right now. Sandy stared at it.


	I wonder what he’s doing in that office every night. He thought, not for the first time. He imagined Odoms scouring the Internet for images that fed his fetish. Based on what he read in the file about the crimes Odoms committed, those images were likely violent, degrading and sick.


	In short, Jeff Odoms was exactly the kind of criminal the Four Horseman had been created to deal with. That’s why Sandy couldn’t simply file the case away after he read it. If he had, he knew the images of those two fifteen-year-old girls would haunt him mercilessly for the rest of his life.


	He half-considered adding Detective Randall Cooper to the hit list for bungling the case so badly. Had he not mis-stepped so egregiously, the judge would not have suppressed most of the evidence. With that evidence in play, Sandy doubted any jury would have failed to convict Odoms.


	This project wasn’t formed to rescue stupid or lazy cops from bad police work, he groused silently. It was created to right grievous wrongs. To set things straight. To give justice a second shot at being served. In Odoms’ case, justice should have been rendered the first time around. All the pieces were there. Cooper just flat out fucked up. Repeatedly.


	Police work was like every other profession, Sandy knew. You had your hard workers and you had your lazy ones. You had smart, motivated, dedicated cops and you had some who were just coasting along at the minimum accepted standards.


	Like Detective Randall Cooper.


	Despite his distaste for Cooper’s handling of the case – or his entire existence – Sandy couldn’t let Odoms slide. What he did was too horrible. The fact that he got away with it, regardless of the reason, only made it more horrible. As soon as Sandy read the file, he knew, if he had ever believed in what the Horsemen represented, he had to finish this last job. Maybe there would always be another job waiting in the wings that would go undone, but at least he wouldn’t know the details of those.


	Those victims wouldn’t have names.


	Like Mariko.


	Like Suzume.


	The corner light went off. A moment or two later, the small window up high on the side of the house illuminated. Five minutes later, it also went dark. The back corner window lit up behind shades for a few minutes, then became black.


	Sandy looked down at his watch. Eleven-oh-four and Mr. Jeff Odoms was tucked away in his bed.


	Sandy sat in the car for a while longer, considering. He had his go-bag in the trunk. He could dispense with this job tonight. Finish it. Then he’d be free to move on and leave this life behind. The last Horseman could ride into the sunset. 


	But he knew he was forcing the issue. Being too hasty. For one thing, he needed to scout out the back yard again. More importantly, he needed to see if he could prepare the back door for swifter entry.


	Not tonight, he decided.


	 


	 


	The next morning, he followed Odoms to work. Once his target was inside, Sandy felt comfortable he’d stay there until the end of his work day. He waited an hour just to be sure, then drove to the post office where the drop box was located.


	He figured the only way to get a message to The Keeper that the project was over would be to close the mailbox. He wasn’t even sure if that would work, but he couldn’t think of another way. 


	He wished for the thousandth time Lieutenant Cal Ridley was still around. He was the original Keeper, the mastermind behind the entire project. He recruited each of the Horsemen. He laid out the ground rules, the safety precautions, all of it. After two years, though, word came  he’d been diagnosed with throat cancer. He let the Horsemen know he was dying and that he was passing the torch. What he didn’t tell them was who the new Keeper would be. 


	That was better for everybody, he told them the last time they met. The Keeper didn’t know who the Horsemen were and the Horsemen didn’t know who the Keeper was. He created a double-blind operation that kept each cell safe if one were compromised.


	Sandy had wondered why Ridley hadn’t done the same thing with the individual Horsemen, too. Eventually, though, he came to understand. What the Horsemen did was difficult, even if it was righteous. It flew in the face of what they’d learned as cops or even what they’d learned as citizens. It was beyond law. That took a toll on a man. Having some fellowship softened that experience. It gave him a sense of fraternity that counter-balanced the guilt that seeped in.


	Seeped? Hell, it flooded in. That’s why Hank quit, and now Brian, too. It might have been what gave Bill the heart attack, for all he knew. And the truth was, that was why Sandy was going to call it quits himself. 


	As soon as he finished with Odoms.


	Sandy parked his car in the post office lot. He headed inside. At the window, he bought a single stamp. He walked over to the outgoing mail slot, stuck the stamp on the corner of his letter to Janet and slipped it through.


	Good journey, he thought. See you soon.


	Along one wall, a slew of different forms were available. He searched until he found the one he wanted. Carefully, he filled out the form cancelling the rent on the post office box. On the authorization block, he scrawled an illegible signature he hoped would pass muster. 


	He knew he couldn’t take the form back to the employee at the window. Instead, he folded it so the name of the form would be staring the postman in the eye when he delivered mail to the box. Sandy removed the key from his key ring, since he’d need to leave that in the box, too. He used his key to open up the mail slot.


	A dark yellow manila envelope filled the small box.


	Sandy stared at it for a long while.


	Another job.


	He wrestled with his thoughts until he realized he had to take the file. Whether he worked it or not, he had to take it. 


	Sandy pulled the envelope from the box. He slid the closure form into the box, pressing the stiffly folded upright part against the rear. He weighted it down with the mailbox key.


	Then he took a deep breath.


	Once he closed the mailbox, he was done. There would be no more jobs. Odoms would be the last. There’d be no more. The Keeper would find this drop box to be a dead end. The Horsemen were finished.


	Sandy swung the mailbox shut, closing it with a sharp click. Then he turned and strode out of the post office for the last time.


	 


	 


	Back in his car, he tossed the unopened envelope onto the passenger seat. He started the car and pulled out of the parking lot into traffic. He would have to go to the office to file this case. That would also likely be his final visit. He’d review the Odoms file again while he was there. 


	Sandy’s eyes flicked to the rear view mirror. Out of habit, he continuously scanned his surroundings. He noticed a medium blue sedan, probably a Taurus, two cars back and in the next lane over. Something nagged at him about the car. He knew he’d seen it recently on a couple of occasions. Initially, he thought it was coincidence. He thought he was just seeing a common make, model and color. Of course, once you started noticing a particular type of car, they suddenly appeared everywhere.


	But no, this was the same car. He wasn’t sure right away how he knew, but he knew. As he watched the car in his mirrors more closely, the little facts that told him it was the same car started to add up.


	The design of the dirt at the edge of the wiper  blades range was the same.


	A small, pinpoint dent on the passenger front bumper. Not enough to worry about fixing, but enough to just barely notice.


	A slightly bluish tint to the day headlights that indicated a strong Halogen or similar bulb.


	And probably the biggest tip-off of all, two people in the front seat. A man and a woman. The woman was driving. They both wore suits, jackets and all.


	Sandy clenched his jaw.


	Cops.


	Had to be.


	Not locals, though. City detectives didn’t wear suits, except maybe to court. They wore khaki’s or slacks and a collared shirt. Maybe a tie, but rarely a jacket. And definitely not while out in the field on some sort of surveillance. In fact, if city cops were following him, he’d expect them to be in jeans and a T-shirt, blending into the local population.


	That meant Staties. Or Feds.


	A cold sweat broke out all over Sandy’s body. Avoiding the police had been second nature for him on this project, but that was mostly restricted to the times when he wrapped up an assignment. That was why he conducted such exhaustive prep work – so his short, few minutes of exposure went like clockwork. 


	this was something different than getting caught in the finishing moments of a job. This was pro-active work, not reactive. It wasn’t happenstance, but planned. that meant something else entirely. Something more dangerous.


	Sandy took a deep breath and let it out. He kept driving, maintaining an outwardly calm composure. 


	“Who the fuck are you guys?” he muttered to himself.


	Now that he knew they were there, he had an advantage he didn’t have before. He couldn’t let them know he was aware of their presence. If he did, one of two things would happen. If they were prepared to arrest him for something, a blown cover would probably hasten that event. if they thought their cover was still in place, they might hold off for a while longer. He didn’t know how long, but any time at all was a gift right now. It gave him the opportunity to think, to decide on his course of action.


	On the other hand, if they weren’t ready to arrest him for something, they’d react to the blown cover by setting up new surveillance, which he’d have to spot all over again. Doubtless, it would be better.


	No, his best move was to pretend he was unaware of their presence. Take advantage of the time he had. Gather what intel he could from counter-surveillance.


	And decide what the hell to do.


	Sandy turned right on Indiana instead of left. What he couldn’t do was lead them to the office, just in case they didn’t already know about it. They’d seen him go into the post office, that much was already certain. He didn’t have the key anymore, so they couldn’t link him to the box with that. Of course, the piece of mail sitting on his passenger seat would provide all the connection they needed.


	Shit, he thought. Shit, fuck, motherfuck.


	If they were on him, they no doubt knew where he lived. He could head there. Take the file inside. Destroy it. Make a plan.


	what if they piled out of the car after he parked and started for the door? Then they’d have him red-handed, with a smoking gun.


	And, as far as that was concerned, his .45 and the suppressor were hidden in the floor of his bedroom. They may or may not find it in a search but, if they did and they knew which cases to link it to, he was screwed. Done like dinner. They’d do a ballistic match and it’d be a slam dunk. Even a mope like Randall Cooper couldn’t make enough mistakes to blow that case. he doubted the likes of Randall Cooper were in the car following him.


	Then again, their surveillance techniques weren’t the greatest. A real surveillance job would be more coordinated and involve several cars, both ahead and behind the target. So maybe this was a fishing expedition of some kind, to find out about him.


	Or maybe they were just the lead car and this was an arrest operation.


	An arrest operation organized by who? Feds? State Patrol? And how much did they know?


	Sandy’s mind whirred. This was the first time in twelve years he’d been followed. That alone was unsettling. Beyond that, there were too many questions. Too many unknowns.


	He had to make a decision.


	Take a chance and play out the string.


	Sandy cursed under his breath. Could he afford to risk going home? 


	No. He was on the second floor. If he went inside his apartment and they decided to move on him, he’d be trapped with no escape route except shooting his way out. that was a losing proposition.


	He had to slip surveillance. Then he had to get rid of this new file. After that he could figure out who the hell was following him and what he was going to do next.


	His heart thudded in his ears. He wiped his sweaty hands on his jeans, turned on the radio and adjusted the station. J. Geils came on, singing about his angel in the magazine centerfold. Sandy barely heard the words. He watched the flow of traffic carefully. At every intersection, he looked for the opportunity to time the light so he made it through the yellow and his trail car caught the red. He knew, if they broke the red to come after him, all bets were off and they were set to arrest him. If they waited, he had a little breathing room.


	At Monroe, he got his chance. Indiana ran into Northwest Boulevard here, turning sharply to the northwest for the arterial. The light turned yellow as he was two car lengths away. He held his speed, trying to appear as if he were casually going through the intersection. There was no need to hurry. The light turned red when he was mid-way through the intersection. He looked in his rear-view mirror. The blue Taurus was caught behind a green Volvo that stopped for the light. 


	He continued along Northwest Boulevard, watching carefully. The Taurus made no effort to get around the Volvo or chase after him. 


	He breathed a sigh of relief. They were a soft tail.


	Good. 


	He sped up slightly, but stayed in the left lane until he knew he was far enough away to be out of view from the intersection behind him. Then he switched into the right-hand lane. He caught the red at Maple, but he was first in line so he made a quick right hand turn onto the northbound arterial. He kept his speed with the flow of traffic, watching his rear view mirror. There was no sign of the Taurus.


	At Garland, he turned left. He drove the eight blocks or so to Belt, still watching for any tail.


	He saw none.


	At Belt, he turned north. He made his way almost to Wellesley, then turned into the large shopping center that ran from Belt clear over to Alberta. He was in the midst of a huge  Walmart lot, complemented by hardware stores, a strip containing a bank, a Starbucks, a liquor store and a Safeway grocery store. 


	Sandy found an empty parking stall and stopped. He sat there for fifteen minutes, carefully scanning the area for any surveillance units. He saw nothing suspicious. He stepped outside his car and searched the sky for air coverage. If this was a big enough operation, a helicopter wasn’t out of the question. He saw a commercial plane flying low toward the airport and a jet of some kind in the distance, but nothing that raised any suspicion.


	Feeling a little safer, he turned to his car. He searched the wheel wells and under the body of the car for any sort of GPS device. He knew that the transmitters today were small, even tiny, so he carefully combed the underside of his Mazda.


	A pair of footsteps approached. Sandy expected them to pass by, as several shoppers already had. These didn’t. A pair of glossy wing-tip dress shoes stopped a few feet away from him.


	“Car trouble?” came a male voice.


	Sandy tensed. This could be it. Maybe their surveillance had been better than he thought. Or maybe there was a GPS unit and he just hadn’t found it yet. He’d been there long enough for them to regroup and send in the troops.


	“Just looking for a leak,” Sandy said, keeping his voice even. 


	He slid out from under the car.


	The man stood near the rear of Sandy’s Mazda. He looked about forty. His blond hair was short, reminding Sandy of how a banker would wear it. Or a cop. He wore a casual polo shirt and slacks. No gun or badge. The only thing on his belt was a PDA in a square holster. Both hands held plastic Wal-Mart Walmart bags.


	“All right,” the man said with a shrug. “Just thought I’d check.”


	“Thanks,” Sandy answered. “That was nice of you.”


	The man smiled. The short scar that ran from the bottom of his lip toward his chin stretched when he did so. “I’ve been stuck with car trouble before. Sucks to have to call Triple-A.”


	Sandy didn’t reply.


	“Then again, that’s why you pay the premiums, isn’t it? For when you need them.”


	Sandy nodded, his expression non-committal.


	The man returned the nod, turned and walked away. Sandy popped open his hood and pretended to inspect the motor briefly while he watched the man go. When he got into a small convertible BMW, he breathed a sigh of relief. No cop drove a Beemer on duty. Not even undercover. Not even the Feds.


	In fact, especially not the Feds.


	He dropped the hood into place. Then he opened the passenger door, removed the file and headed toward the business strip. He resisted the urge to go into the liquor store and get a bottle of something to steady his nerves. Instead, he went into the coffee shop.


	Once he had a cup of decaf, he settled into a corner table. He turned the envelope with the address face-down and let his mind set to work on the problem.


	 




NINE


	 


	“You lost him?” The voice on the telephone was not pleased.


	“Yeah.” His reply was sheepish. He glanced at his partner. She gave him an inquisitive look in return.


	“How did that happen?”


	“It wasn’t Lori’s fault. It was the timing of the traffic lights, that’s all.”


	“You lost the target and now you’re going to sell me some happy bullshit about traffic lights?”


	“It’s true. He buzzed through a yellow and the car in front of us stopped for the red.”


	“Did he make you?”


	“I don’t think so. He didn’t speed up or anything. He just caught the light perfectly.”


	“And you let him go?” 


	“Well, sir, we could’ve broke the light, probably, but that would’ve blown our cover. If we did that, then – ”


	“I don’t need an education on our strategy, Special Agent.”


	“No, sir.”


	“What I need is for you to stay on this subject like a second skin.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	“You need to be between him and his shadow, that’s how close I want you.”


	“Yes, sir. We were, but then – ”


	“And I’m not interested in any excuses. Get me?”


	He fell silent. Then, “Yes, sir. I understand.” He glanced over at Lori. “We understand.”


	“Good. Now what’s your plan?”


	“We’re going to check around some large public areas. The mall, shopping centers, areas like that. If we don’t pick him up in the next couple of hours, we’ll sit off his apartment and try to reacquire him there.”


	“Change cars before you do that. He may have just caught the light like you said, but it’s a little suspicious you couldn’t catch up to him again after that. Get a new car before you set up on his house, just in case.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	“Good.”


	“Uh, sir…?”


	“Go ahead.”


	“If it turns out he is aware of our surveillance, shouldn’t we just make our move and arrest him? I mean, we already have everything from the CI—”


	“That’s my call, Special Agent, not yours. I’m the Agent-in-Charge. This operation is nearing completion, and I’ll decide when it is time to lower the boom on this guy. Meanwhile, I don’t want him to get a sniff of us and slip away. So do your job.”


	“Yes, sir.”


	The line went dead without a reply.


	He looked over at his partner and shrugged. “Sorry,” he said.


	“Thanks for trying,” Lori told him.


	“No problem.” He shook his head in mild amazement. “How in the hell did that guy ever get to be a boss? He’s such an uptight asshole.”


	“That is exactly how he got to be a boss,” Lori said. She turned the ignition key and started the Taurus. “Let’s hit the Northtown Mall parking lot first.”


	 




TEN


	 


	Sandy sat in the corner of the coffee shop with his back against the wall. He slowly spun the half-empty coffee cup on its base, listening to the paper scrape against the Formica tabletop. He stared absently toward the front door, examining each new customer that walked in. None aroused his suspicion.


	He glanced down at the still unopened manila envelope. Inside was a file probably every bit as heinous as Odoms file. Some bad guy that got away with something horrible. Someone who wouldn’t know justice unless it came at his hand.


	No, he decided. He couldn’t be responsible any more. He did his time. His duty. All of them had. It was time for it to end.


	And none too soon, since it was clear some branch of law enforcement was looking at him.


	Sandy focused on his next move. Assuming the cops who had been following him were state, or more likely, federal, where did that leave him? He had to dump this file and disappear. It was that simple. Do not go home. Do not pass Go. Do not collect on the misdeeds of Odoms or whatever sick bastard was inside the sealed file next to him.


	If the feds were on to him, though, then they were probably onto the whole operation. That meant Brian and Hank were at risk. And The Keeper.


	Hank had slipped away years ago. No one knew where to, and Sandy imagined it was likely to stay that way. If the feds located him, he’d have to work that out on his own. Sandy had no way to warn him.


	Brian might still be accessible, though. Sandy knew where he lived. Brian may have already left the area, too, but, if not, the least Sandy could do was go over to his house and warn him. He didn’t expect he’d still be there, though. If it had been Sandy checking out, he’d have made all of his preparations before he ever came to see the last Horseman. After that final conversation, he’d have disappeared.


	Still, he owed Brian a warning.


	The Keeper, too.


	Sandy frowned. That one was more problematic. How could he warn someone he had no line of communication with? Someone whose identity he didn’t know?


	He tried to remember all the names of the cops he’d worked with a dozen years ago. Who among them would Lieutenant Cal Ridley entrust with knowledge of the Four Horsemen? Who would be at ease not only with the reason for their existence, but with the logistical details as well? The slush fund, for example, Ridley used to funnel money their way for operational needs? Who would be smart enough to pick only the most righteous of cases for them to work? To do the follow-up before placing the file in the drop box?


	To not get caught.


	Sandy could think of no one. Truth be told, the faces and names of those long ago people were hazy memories now. He wasn’t going to figure out who The Keeper was by going down Memory Lane.


	Besides, Ridley wouldn’t have picked someone obvious. He was too devious for that. Too detail-oriented. He’d have picked someone none of them would be able to figure out. He knew they’d try, if for no other reason than to satisfy the driving curiosity that was an undeniable part of their makeup. That curiosity was the reason most of them became cops to begin with.


	Ridley had been right in that respect. More than once, the four of them sat in the office, drinking beer and theorizing about the identity of the new Keeper. it had been all talk. No one had a clue. No one ever came up with anything other than speculation, either.
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