
The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
Dead Man Running copyright © 2017 by JBP Business, LLC
113 Minutes copyright © 2016 by JBP Business, LLC
The 13-Minute Murder copyright © 2018 by James Patterson
Cover design by Anthony Morais; cover photograph by Jason Peterson
Cover copyright © 2019 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.
Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.
The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.
Grand Central Publishing
Hachette Book Group
1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
grandcentralpublishing.com
twitter.com/grandcentralpub
First ebook edition: April 2019
Dead Man Running originally published in an ebook edition, September 2017
113 Minutes originally published in trade paperback and ebook editions, September 2016
Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.
The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.
ISBN 978-1-5387-3303-5 (trade paperback) / 978-1-5387-3305-9 (ebook)
LCCN 2018965998
E3-20190307-DA-NF-ORI
Table of Contents
What’s coming next from James Patterson?
Get on the list to find out about coming titles, deals, contests, appearances, and more!
The official James Patterson newsletter.

James Patterson
with Christopher Farnsworth
Dr. Randall Beck sat in his office and looked across the coffee table at his patient.
Todd Graham was a big man who looked small. He hunched on the overstuffed couch, arms curled in tightly to himself. He looked cold. He looked scared.
You’d never know that a few months earlier, Graham had been one of the top men on the Metro PD’s Emergency Response Team—the Washington, DC, police SWAT team. He had broken down countless doors, been shot in the line of duty, and had seen some of the worst humanity had to offer in hostage situations, drug raids, and murder scenes.
But then he’d been called to a small apartment building in the Southeast, the quadrant of DC known as the worst area in the city. He and his squad thought they were going to take down a crack house.
Instead, they found bodies. Nine of them. Someone had killed all the members of an extended family for a grudge or some deal gone wrong. Graham was the first one into the room. He saw a child curled into the arms of her mother, the same gunshot wound through both of their chests.
Graham could handle danger to himself. What he couldn’t handle was the thought of being helpless to stop it from happening to someone else.
Since then, Graham had been on administrative leave. He’d lost weight. He didn’t sleep. He drank too much.
After medication and regular therapy failed, he’d been sent to see Beck.
Everything in Beck’s office was soft and beige, designed to soothe and calm, the visual equivalent of white noise. Beck’s patients were people who’d had enough chaos in their lives already.
Beck was considered the counselor of last resort for people suffering from severe post-traumatic stress and burnout. His patients included paramedics who’d pulled charred corpses out of plane crashes; doctors who’d volunteered in war zones, patching up children dismembered by bombs; hospice workers who faced a 100 percent mortality rate in their patients; and Special Forces soldiers who spent months in combat, ruthlessly killing to keep the rest of the world safe.
Beck noticed that the one thing all these people had in common was they were used to saving the world, but they had a much harder time saving themselves.
Graham had spent most of their sessions just sitting on Beck’s couch. Quiet. Staring. Today was no different.
“Do you want to talk?” Beck asked, after a long silence.
Graham shrugged. “What’s the point?” he asked Beck. “What’s the point of any of it?”
“You don’t think there’s any point to living?”
Graham shrugged again. He sat back, as he had in their other sessions, finished talking for the day. He seemed to think he could just wait Beck out.
Beck decided he was done waiting. He reached into a bag at the side of his chair and pulled out a Glock 9mm.
Graham was instantly alert.
Beck placed the pistol on the table between them.
“Okay,” he said. “You really want to die? Pick up the gun. Get it over with.”
Graham stared at him, wide-eyed. “You’re crazy.”
Beck shrugged. “I’m a licensed psychiatrist.”
“You’re still crazy.”
Beck sighed deeply. “You don’t want to do it yourself? Well. I’m here to help.” Beck picked up the Glock and racked the slide back, jacking a shell into the chamber. He pointed it at Graham, his hand steady.
“Now. Do you want to die?” Beck asked, looking down the barrel at his patient.
Graham was out of his chair in a split second. He knocked the gun aside and landed on Beck with his full weight, toppling the chair over. He and Beck struggled for a moment as Graham tried to get his hands on the gun.
They rolled across the floor together. Graham came up on top, the Glock in one hand. He pointed it at Beck, kneeling on top of him.
For a second, they were frozen like that.
Then Beck looked up at Graham, bleeding from the corner of his mouth where a stray elbow had hit him.
And he smiled.
“You fought,” he said, grinning.
Graham looked confused. Then angry. “Are you crazy?” he shouted. “Of course I fought you! You pointed a gun at me!”
He got off Beck and let him up, but didn’t take the gun off him. Beck didn’t seem at all worried.
“Dummy bullets,” Beck said. “Wouldn’t fire even if I pulled the trigger.”
Graham eyed Beck suspiciously, then checked the Glock’s clip. If anything, it made him even more angry. “I didn’t know that!” he shouted.
Beck didn’t stop smiling. “That’s right. You didn’t. And you fought me. For the first time since you walked into this office, you did something. You woke up,” he said. “Looks like you’re not quite ready to die after all.”
Graham stared at him, shocked.
Beck stood up and straightened his clothes. He wiped the blood from his mouth with a tissue, and then took his chair again. He gestured to the couch. Slowly, Graham set the gun and the clip back on the table. Then he sat down, too.
“Excellent,” Beck said. “Shall we get started, then?”
“You pulled a gun on him?”
Dr. Susan Carpenter was, like Beck, a psychiatrist. She was highly trained, widely respected, and thoroughly professional. She’d seen a wide range of patients with deeply disturbing problems, ranging from trauma to schizophrenia to complete psychotic breaks with reality. There were people who came to her convinced that space lizards were about to take over the planet, and others who were certain that the contestants on Survivor were plotting against them.
In other words, she’d heard a lot of crazy stuff without blinking. And still, she looked like she was on the verge of having Beck taken to a padded cell.
“Dummy bullets,” Beck said. “I couldn’t have hurt him if I wanted to.”
“He didn’t know that,” Susan snapped at him.
“Of course not. It would have defeated the purpose. He had to find a reason to live. I gave him one.”
Susan took a deep breath and got herself under control. “Or you could have broken his trust completely. Or triggered a violent episode. Or convinced him that he really ought to commit suicide. Did you ever think of that?”
“Of course,” Beck replied. “I decided to take the chance.”
“You risked your patient’s life.”
“No. I judged him capable of pulling himself out of his depression, given the right motivation. I looked at his history. This is a cop who once charged a man armed with an AK-47 and took him down barehanded. He has been through the door on multiple drug raids. He needed a threat to bring him back to life.”
“You could have done the same thing by talking to him. You could have reminded him of his experiences—”
“I don’t have that kind of time.”
Susan’s expression softened. There it was. Sooner or later, their sessions always came back to this. It was inevitable.
Beck was dying.
“Do you think your condition is affecting your judgment?” she asked.
Beck made a rude noise. “Condition. Call it what it is. I’ve got a brain tumor. And yes, it’s still killing me. No, it’s not affecting my judgment. I haven’t started drooling or playing with myself in public.”
A month earlier, Beck had been walking to his car when the sidewalk suddenly came up out of nowhere and hit him in the face. He was knocked senseless, and someone passing by on the street called 911. The paramedics took him to the emergency room at Georgetown, where the attending physician knew Beck from several cases he’d consulted on. Beck said he felt fine, he was just a little dizzy, but the doctor insisted on an MRI and a PET scan.
And that’s when they found the tumor. It was a very rare type of glioblastoma that had clearly been growing for some time, undetected. It was nestled deep in Beck’s brainstem, near the parts that regulated his heartbeat and breathing.
Beck saw several specialists. They all said the same thing. Chemo wouldn’t work, because the drugs couldn’t cross the blood–brain barrier. Radiation was too dangerous because the tumor was so close to the critical structures nearby. Which is also why there was no way to reach the tumor with surgery.
The tumor would go on growing, slowly but surely. He’d remain relatively healthy until he wasn’t anymore. He might fall down, and he might have seizures. He might have severe personality changes, memory loss, or delusions. He might lose the ability to walk. Or he might not.
But eventually, the tumor would overwhelm his brain, crushing the parts of it that kept him alive, and he would die.
They had given him anywhere from three months to a year.
Friends suggested that he take a trip around the world, see lions on safari, or just drink margaritas on the beach until it was his time. Beck went back to work. He hated vacations. He didn’t know what he’d do with himself if he wasn’t in his office.
But the doctors were required to tell the medical board about his condition. The board said he had to get another psychiatrist to monitor him, just in case the tumor affected his mental state. It wouldn’t be good to have a psychiatrist with access to patients and a prescription pad if he was losing his own marbles.
Susan seemed like the best person possible to keep tabs on him. They’d both been at the top of their class at Johns Hopkins and had been paired together for their residencies at Georgetown. Like Beck, she specialized in crisis psychiatry—taking the most severe cases she could find.
And she was more likely to put up with him than anyone else. Beck had a reputation as a loose cannon even before he discovered the tumor. He was impatient with theories and studies. He wanted to use whatever worked. It was one reason he was popular with his patients and unpopular with other doctors.
“How are you feeling?” Susan asked with genuine concern.
“I’m fine.”
“Looks like he tagged you pretty hard.”
Beck touched his lip. It was still swollen. “I’m a doctor, not a boxer.”
She didn’t smile. Beck suspected he was in for another version of the Talk.
“That’s my point. You deliberately antagonized a man who gets into life-and-death situations all the time. It could have been much worse for you.”
Yes, it was the Talk again. It usually went like this. She’d tell him he was being reckless. He would nod his head and listen. And then he’d go on doing what he’d always done before.
Today, however, Susan seemed to be out of patience.
“Maybe I should just tell the board to pull your license now,” she said. “You don’t listen. You don’t want to change. And because of your condition—”
“Tumor.”
“—your tumor, you’ve got no reason to change. Do you see that you’re using it as an excuse?”
But Beck didn’t have much patience today, either.
“Look,” Beck said. “I help people. It’s what I do. I don’t have a lot of time left. And by the time these patients get to me, neither do they. They are at the end of their ropes, and they’re thinking of tying a noose. I will do whatever it takes to help them.”
“Because only you can save them? We’ve talked about your Superman complex before.”
“That’s Doctor Superman to you.”
Still no smile. “Answer the question.”
Beck shrugged. “Well. I don’t see anyone else pulling on a cape to save the day.”
Susan looked like she was going to keep arguing with him, but Beck’s phone beeped with a reminder. He checked the screen. APPOINTMENT WITH KEVIN SCOTT—10 A.M.
“I’ve got to go,” he said. “Seeing a new patient.”
She frowned, but gestured for him to leave. “We’re not done with this yet,” she said. “Call me tomorrow to check in.”
He saluted. “Sir, yes, sir, General, sir!”
She finally cracked a smile. “That’s Doctor General to you.”
“Yes, Doctor.”
Beck went to the door, but Susan had one parting shot.
“So what happens when you’re gone?” she asked. “Who’s going to save your patients if you’re not around, Doctor Superman?”
Beck shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ll be dead.”
Then he walked out.
Kevin Scott scowled like Beck owed him money.
Like a lot of Special Forces soldiers, he was compact and muscular. All gristle and sharp edges. He looked at the office with contempt. Too quiet, too beige, too soft.
Beck wasn’t particularly surprised. Scott had been an Army Ranger for seven years. He’d endured grueling training just to have the chance to sleep on rocks in the desert while people shot at him. Guys like Scott were not usually into the touchy-feely crap. It was always the first hurdle he had to overcome.
Because as tough as he was, Scott was also coming apart, according to the reports in front of Beck. The local VA office had referred Scott for psychiatric treatment after he had been arrested in a bar fight. He’d nearly crippled three men after an argument about the Redskins devolved into a full-on brawl. Only the fact that they attacked him kept him out of jail.
So it was pretty clear Scott needed help. But Scott wasn’t an ordinary soldier. He was part of a unit that carried out top-secret missions for the Defense Intelligence Agency in Iraq, Afghanistan, and a few places that US soldiers weren’t supposed to be. As a result, only a psychiatrist with a security clearance was allowed to talk to him. Beck was one of the few people on that list because of his experience in dealing with Special Forces veterans.
But it meant that Scott had been forced to wait for almost a month while the paperwork and red tape cleared.
Even though they’d never met, Beck had read Scott’s file and it was obvious that he was getting worse. He was shifting in his seat, agitated, and kept checking over his shoulder, like he expected someone to come through the door.
Beck figured there was no time to waste—for either of them. “So,” he said, “who do you want to kill?”
Scott nearly jumped in the couch. He looked at Beck like he was crazy. “What? Why would you say that?”
“Well, you put three guys in the hospital. You seem pretty pissed off at someone. Who do you want to kill?”
Scott made a face. “It was just a fight that got out of hand. I’m only here because the court said I had to get counseling. I’m fine.”
“Right,” Beck said. “You’re fine. So breaking a guy’s collarbone and another guy’s arm in three places is just a fun night out for you? Maybe we should go to Vegas together. I can’t wait to see what you do there.”
Scott rolled his eyes at Beck. Nobody got his jokes. “I told you. It was a fight. They started it.”
“And you finished it.”
“That’s what guys like me do,” Scott said, looking him in the eyes for the first time. “We handle things other people can’t. I know you get a lot of wackjobs in here. But I’m not one of them. Trust me. I’m fine.”
He really sold it. It was almost convincing. Beck could see why people would follow him into combat. But Beck knew better.
“The thing is, Kevin, you don’t seem fine. The VA’s counselor talked to your wife.”
“Jennifer?” Scott looked worried. “Why did they bother her?”
“She’s concerned about you. She says you came home fine from your last tour. You were handling everything. You got a job, you were dealing with civilian life—and then, about three months ago now, you began to act differently. You began sleeping with a gun on the bedside table. You started drinking. You’d disappear at night and on weekends. And when she called your job, they wouldn’t tell her where you were.”
Scott was growing more anxious, picking at the fabric on the chair, shifting around. Beck thought he wanted to jump up and run out of the room.
“She called my work?”
“She cares about you. Maybe she thinks you’re having an affair.”
Whoops. That was the wrong thing to say. Scott stood up and pointed a finger in Beck’s face. “Hey! I love my wife! You watch your damned mouth!”
Beck sat as calmly as he could with a trained killer in his face. “So you’re not having an affair.”
“That’s right!” Scott snapped. “I’m not! And I keep telling you, I’m fine! So you sign whatever little piece of paper you have to, and you let me go back to my life and you leave my wife out of this!”
Beck looked up at him, waiting. Then he said, “No.”
“No?” Scott loomed even closer.
“No,” Beck said. He really wished he had a gun with real bullets. But he didn’t look away.
For a long moment, Scott stood there. Then, Beck could tell, he started to feel stupid. He sat down again.
“Sorry,” he said.
That clinched it for Beck. This guy was not mentally ill. He’d lost control, sure. But he got it back way too fast. He was angry and scared, but he was not suffering from PTSD. There was something else going on.
“I think there’s something you’re not telling me, Kevin,” Beck said.
Scott looked back at him. There was something in his face. He opened his mouth, as if to start speaking. Beck could almost feel it. This was the moment where most of his patients began to open up—to reveal what brought them into the office in the first place.
“You ever done anything really bad, Dr. Beck?” Scott asked.
“Yeah. I have. What did you do, Kevin?”
Scott laughed, then almost choked.
“Nothing yet. But…”
“But what?”
Scott looked at Beck again. He suddenly stood up. “Forget it. Forget I was ever here.”
He went to the door and flung it open.
Beck got up and went after him. He grabbed Scott by the arm. “Hey, wait a minute—” he said.
But he didn’t get anything else out. Scott shoved him back, sending him flying.
“Leave it, Doc,” he snarled. “You’ll live longer.” Scott stomped away.
It took Beck a minute to get to his feet. He was getting tired more easily these days, and his balance was off. Probably the tumor. But he was also angry. He never gave up on a patient, and he never backed down.
And if Scott beat the crap out of him, well, he was dying anyway.
Beck raced down the stairs of his building, breathing hard. He reached the lobby, but Scott wasn’t there. He ran out the double doors to the street, where he saw Scott crossing the road to his car.
Beck was about to yell something at him.
Then a black SUV came screaming around the corner. It was on top of Scott in seconds. Scott turned and saw it, and started to run.
But he wasn’t fast enough. The barrel of a gun emerged from the SUV’s open window, and Beck watched helplessly as Scott was cut down by a hail of bullets.
Beck sat on the edge of the sidewalk and looked at the blood on his hands.
It had been a long time since he’d had blood on his hands.
As a med student, still doing his rotations in surgery and emergency medicine, he’d been up to his elbows in it, all the time. He’d seen his share of gunshot wounds in those days.
So when he saw Scott hit the ground he knew two things:
Scott was probably dead already.
He had to try to save him anyway.
The black SUV had peeled away, tires smoking as it rounded the corner. For an instant as the car approached, Beck made eye contact with the shooter. He wore a black ski mask. His eyes, the only part of him that was visible, stared coldly back at Beck, and then Kevin Scott was down and the SUV was gone.
And then Beck was tearing open Scott’s jacket and shirt, desperately trying to stop the bleeding.
But it was no good. Scott’s chest looked like raw meat, with multiple bullet wounds opening holes in his chest so that the life poured right out of him. There was a flicker of life left in his eyes as he looked up at Beck, unseeing.
He said one word. It made no sense.
“Damocles,” he gasped.
Then he choked and more blood poured from his mouth. The flicker in his eyes went out.
His chest stopped heaving.
Scott was dead.
The police and paramedics showed up fast. Beck’s office was on a quiet, upscale block, not far from several embassies. It was not the kind of neighborhood that got a lot of drive-by shootings.
The cops pulled Beck away from Scott’s body and sat him down. The paramedics took a look at Scott and didn’t even go through the motions. They just covered him up.
The police took Beck’s statement and asked him if he’d seen either the driver or the passenger. Beck told them about the ski mask.
But that was all he really knew. He was surprised at how useless he was as a witness. He shouldn’t have been. He knew that severe stress—like seeing a man gunned down in the street—makes it hard to notice details.
Still, he couldn’t remember if he’d seen a license plate, or what was on it. He didn’t know what kind of SUV it was. He couldn’t even remember the color of the gunman’s eyes, and he’d been looking right into them.
The cops left him sitting on the sidewalk while they went to look for other witnesses. And Beck looked at the blood on his hands.
He sat that way for what seemed like a long time. Trying to understand what happened. His mind kept racing. He didn’t like where it was leading him.
In his office, Kevin Scott had been scared. Scott had been anxious. And Scott had been hiding something, even from his wife.
His wife. Jennifer. With a guilty start, Beck realized someone would have to tell her about her husband.
He looked up from his bloody hands, to find one of the cops, to tell them.
But instead, he saw two men in dark suits with serious faces walking toward him.
Federal agents. Beck had met enough of them to recognize the look. They wore earpieces and off-the-rack suits with the jackets big enough to hide their holsters. You saw them all the time in DC—at lunch, in line at Starbucks, standing outside one event or another.
These two, however, were here for him.
“Doctor Beck,” the first one said, offering his hand. “I’m Agent Morrison. This is Agent Howard. We’re with the Secret Service. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”
Beck took his hand, and Morrison hauled him to his feet. He was about a head taller than Beck, who wasn’t short, with cold blue eyes and blond hair spiked straight up. Howard, his partner, was darker and wider—he looked like he put in serious hours at the gym—with his black hair slicked back and frozen in place.
They waved their badges at him. He barely got a look. They both wore grim expressions without a trace of sympathy.
“How did you know the deceased?” Morrison demanded.
Beck tried to shake off his shock. “I told the other officers—”
“We’re not the other officers,” Howard snapped. “We want to hear it from you.”
Beck started again. “He was my patient.”
“You’re a shrink? What was his problem?”
“I’m a psychiatrist, yes. And I can’t say.”
“Not much of a shrink, then, are you?” Howard said. Morrison smirked.
“No. I mean, I can’t say. Doctor–patient communications are confidential. As I’m sure both of you already know.”
Morrison and Howard exchanged a look. “Yeah. Thanks for reminding us, Doctor,” Morrison said. “But the guy is dead, and he was walking out of your office. I think we need to know.”
“And if I had any information that would help someone in immediate danger, I would be ethically bound to offer it. But I don’t. Anything else is private. That’s the law. Why is the Secret Service investigating this, anyway? Isn’t this something for the police?”
“Are you a doctor or a lawyer?” Howard said, his tone sharp and mocking. “You’re making this a lot more complicated than it needs to be.”
“You don’t have the expertise to know what’s important and what isn’t,” Morrison added. “That’s our job.”
“Listen, I have a security clearance,” Beck said.
“How special for you,” Howard said.
“What I mean is, if you just call the coordinator at the Department of Defense—” Beck took out his phone to give them the number. Morrison and Howard reacted like he’d pulled a gun. They stepped back. With one swift move, Morrison snatched the phone from his hand and pocketed it.
“Hey. That’s my phone.”
“Doctor Beck, you’re our sole witness,” Morrison said. “Let’s not get bogged down in technicalities. We need to know what he told you. And we need to know now.”
Beck wondered where the hostility was coming from. He’d heard of good cop/bad cop, but this was more like bad cop/bad cop.
Then he recognized the technique. They were trying to put him off-balance. Make him more pliable, eager to please, by bullying him a little.
It only pissed Beck off.
“You want to know what we talked about? Try getting a subpoena. He was my patient. Even dead, he has rights.”
Howard looked like he wanted to punch Beck. Morrison sighed and rubbed his face with his hands, then pulled Beck aside. He lowered his voice, as if someone might be listening.
“Look, Doctor. I didn’t want to have to tell you this. We are in the middle of something big, and it involves your client. There is more going on than you know. You have to tell us what he told you. Lives are literally on the line here. I know you’ll want to do the right thing.”
This was even more transparent than the bullying. They were trying to make Beck feel like he was important—inside a big secret. He really didn’t appreciate the manipulation, which wouldn’t work on a first-year psych major.
And, for some reason, he just didn’t trust these guys.
Beck lowered his voice, too, as if he were going to cooperate. “Can you tell me what this investigation is about?”
Morrison shook his head. “Sorry. Classified.”
Beck went back to his regular voice, all pretense gone. “Yeah? Then so is what my patient told me. Sorry.”
“All right then, Doctor. Have it your way.” Morrison stepped back.
Beck thought that would be the end of it. He turned to walk away.
So he was surprised when Howard spun him back around, slammed him against a telephone pole, and slapped handcuffs on his wrists.
The police didn’t object as the two agents marched Beck across the street and shoved him into the backseat of their SUV. They said they were taking him to their office for further questioning. The cops nodded. Not their problem anymore.
Beck realized they were really going to do this—just drag him off to jail, or some locked room, and interrogate him. Unbelievable.
“You can’t be serious,” he said. “This is basic doctor–patient confidentiality. Any judge is going to laugh you out of court.”
“Shut up,” Howard said as he dug around in Beck’s jacket and removed his wallet. Then he slammed the door in Beck’s face.
The window was still open, however. Beck looked at Morrison, who seemed slightly more reasonable.
“Look. If you’re really going to take me away, someone needs to tell Scott’s wife,” Beck remembered. “Her name is Jennifer Scott. Someone needs to tell her about her husband.”
“Yeah, we’ll take care of it,” Morrison said. He nodded at Howard, who took out his own phone and dialed a number, then stepped away to talk.
Morrison got in on the driver’s side and used the button there to roll up Beck’s window. He looked at Beck across the backseat. “Now do as you’re told: shut up.”
Beck sat and stewed. This was really going to happen. He shook his head. Well, at least I get to cross being arrested off the bucket list. He wondered what would happen to his afternoon patients. He had no secretary who could call them to cancel. They would just show up at his office, and they’d wait. Some of them wouldn’t handle it very well if he wasn’t there.
It made Beck angrier. But there was nothing he could do about it now.
Howard got into the front passenger seat, and then, without a word, Morrison started the engine and drove away from the scene.
At first, Beck didn’t pay attention to where they were going. He was too busy trying to think of an attorney he could call. He had a couple of acquaintances who were lawyers, but they did mostly lobbying and corporate work.…
Then Beck saw that they’d crossed the river and were headed into Southeast DC. Morrison turned off the main avenue and began going down side streets, deeper and deeper into some of the worst neighborhoods in the capital.
“Where are we going?” Beck asked.
Howard and Morrison ignored him. Morrison was driving too fast. He ran yellow lights and cut off other drivers. Both he and Howard sat in the same grim silence, eyes fixed ahead.
There was no partition between Beck and the two agents. He knew they could hear him.
“Where are we going?” Beck asked again, louder.
“We’re taking you in for questioning,” Morrison said, sounding bored.
“Then why are we driving away from H Street?” Beck asked. H Street was where the Secret Service’s headquarters was located.
“Branch office,” Howard said, still not looking at him.
The civilized part of Beck’s mind told him that this could all be normal. That he should be polite, and wait to call a lawyer, and this whole mess would get straightened out. That was the part of him that had been a good boy his whole life, the part that told him, like his mother always did, to sit up straight and behave.
But there was another part of his brain talking to him as well—the part that seemed to have woken up since he was diagnosed with cancer. It was like some survival instinct had kicked in since finding out he was going to die.
And this part of his brain screamed at him that something was very wrong here.
Beck looked out the window. The streets were uglier. These were places Beck had only seen in the background on the TV news, usually with a reporter describing the latest gang killing or drug deal gone wrong.
“Where is this branch office?” Beck asked.
Morrison looked back at him in the rearview.
“Just relax, Doc. We’ll be there before you know it.”
And Beck suddenly knew he was in serious trouble.
Memory is a tricky thing, Beck knew. Stress affects the brain and interferes with the transfer of images from short-term to long-term memory. And then, sometimes, those same memories can return in an instant.
At that moment, Beck remembered the color of the gunman’s eyes.
Because he was looking right into them again.
Beck was handcuffed and trapped in the car with Kevin Scott’s killers.
He had no idea what to do.
He tried desperately to think. He looked out the window again. They seemed to be driving into the very worst section of town—probably so that when Beck’s body turned up, it wouldn’t be considered unusual. Maybe they’d say he was here to buy drugs. Or maybe they’d say he was shot trying to escape.
Beck knew Kevin Scott had been hiding something. But now he knew it was something worth killing for.
And these two federal agents—if they were federal agents at all—wanted to find out if Beck knew it, too.
Beck tried to measure his own pulse. His doctors had told him stress was bad for his condition. His body was working hard enough to regulate itself with the interference of his brain tumor. He could suffer dizzy spells or weakness or seizures if he pushed himself too hard, they’d told him.
And there was also the chance that he was suffering a paranoid delusion. It happened with his condition. People stopped thinking normally as the tumor increased pressure and swelling in sections of the brain. Was it possible that he was just imagining the danger he was in?
Beck didn’t think so. He didn’t feel crazy. He knew psychotic patients rarely did, but he was pretty sure he was still firing on all cylinders. Surprisingly, he felt almost calm. Even though these two men wanted to kill him, it didn’t scare him as much as he thought it would. Beck already knew he was going to die—soon. He’d made his peace with that.
But these men were probably going to torture him as well. They wanted to know what was in his head, and what Kevin Scott had said in his last hour on earth. They would do whatever it took to get that information out of Beck, even though Scott had not told him anything but the word “Damocles.”
Even if Beck told the agents that now, they wouldn’t believe him. They’d hurt him until they were satisfied he wasn’t lying.
Beck could handle the idea of dying. But these men were going to subject him to agonizing pain.
Was he going to let that happen?
Hell, no. If he had to die, it was going to be on his own terms.
That made his next decision easy.
Morrison was still driving too fast. Beck waited for the next yellow light. Predictably, Morrison gunned the engine to barrel through the intersection.
And then Beck flung himself into the front seats via the space between them, and landed on Morrison, knocking his arms away from the steering wheel. Beck began kicking and biting and flailing, his own hands still bound behind him.
Morrison shouted an obscenity. Howard began to scream something, then caught one of Beck’s knees on his mouth.
Beck felt the steering wheel spin and the car tipped crazily.
There was a blaring horn, and then Beck was flying into the air as something hit the SUV like a fist.
Beck saw shattering glass. He felt the airbags explode all around him, burning him with white powder as they deployed. The SUV whirled like a top, and then came to an abrupt, crunching halt.
Beck blinked and sat up. His side hurt like hell. He shook a little bit and safety glass fell from his face, his clothes, his hair.
He was still in the front seat. The windshield and passenger windows were broken. Deflated airbags sagged from every surface along the dashboard and interior. Morrison groaned underneath him.
Howard was still in the passenger seat. Blood trickled from his forehead where he’d cracked his skull against the doorpost. He looked at Beck, momentarily dazed. His lip was split where Beck had kneed him before.
Howard’s eyes snapped to focus on Beck. He didn’t speak. He growled. And without hesitation, he went for his gun, which, lucky for Beck, he couldn’t whip out with no trouble because Beck was half lying on top of him.
But Beck knew he’d get it sooner rather than later, and in the cramped space of the SUV’s front seat, there was almost no way he could miss Beck if he fired.
If Beck was still being civilized, he might have been scared. But he was far beyond that by now.
And it’s hard to scare a man who already knows he’s dying.
What’s he going to do? Beck thought. Kill me?
He reared his legs back and kicked as hard as he could. He caught Howard in the face. He heard a muffled snap and knew that he’d just shattered the man’s nose.
Howard’s head bounced against the doorpost again. Beck kicked him one more time for good measure.
Beck heard Howard’s gun drop to the floor. He hadn’t realized that the man had been able to get it so soon.
Morrison was thrashing around under Beck by now, pinned by Beck’s weight. Beck struggled to get off him. He realized that Morrison was having trouble using one arm. Then he saw why.
The SUV had been knocked out of the intersection when it was hit. It had come to a halt against a streetlight, which smashed in the driver’s-side door on impact. Morrison’s left arm was trapped in the narrow space between the crumpled door and the steering wheel. It kept Morrison from grabbing Beck or holding him down. Or drawing his gun.
About time I got a little bit of luck, Beck thought. He struggled to sit up again. He had to get out.
Howard was blocking the passenger door, and that was crushed by the impact as well. But the windshield was gone. It was basically an open invitation for Beck.
He used his forehead to smash Morrison’s head as hard as he dared, without giving himself a concussion, and when he saw Morrison’s eyes roll back in his head, he kicked Howard one more time, then rolled across the dash, shedding more glass as he went, and then slid down the hood of the SUV.
He looked up and tried to get his bearings. There was a garbage truck in the middle of the intersection, its front smashed in where it had hit the SUV. The driver stood by, staring at the damage, looking stunned. Morrison, shaking off the hit to his head, was shouting something at Beck.
For a moment, Beck didn’t know what to do.
Then a bullet hit the brick facade of a building, less than ten feet from his head, and he saw that Howard and Morrison had their guns out and were shooting at him.
With his hands still cuffed behind him, Beck began to run.
Beck ran, his head down, sprinting as fast as he could through the unfamiliar streets.
He had no phone, no wallet, no money, and there were two killers with badges right behind him. There was also the slight matter of him being handcuffed.
He had to get help. He had to get off the streets. Any moment now, a police car could stop him, or someone might see him, and then how would he explain this? He’d be on his way to jail, and probably right back into the custody of Morrison and Howard.
He didn’t think anyone would believe him if he told them that the agents killed Kevin Scott. He barely believed it himself. But he knew what he saw. He just had no idea why.
Beck needed to find out the answers if he wanted to stay alive. He had to find out why Kevin Scott had been killed, and what those men wanted with him.
First, he had to get these damned cuffs off. He felt like a duck, waddling along with his hands locked behind him.
He turned down another corner blindly as he saw a car approaching. He was on a small, mostly residential street with a few businesses tucked in between the blank faces of apartment buildings and crumbling brick buildings. Then he saw exactly what he needed.
An auto repair shop. It was a small, independent operation, not a chain. An older African-American man in coveralls worked in the one-bay garage, spinning a tire off its wheel.
Beck ran across the asphalt to him.
“Hello,” Beck said. And then realized he had no idea what to say next.
The man looked up from the tire at Beck, his expression blank. The name tag on his coveralls read LOUIS.
“Ah, listen,” Beck said, thinking hard. “I’m having a bit of a problem.”
Louis’s mouth curled into a slow grin. “Yeah. I bet you are.”
“I was wondering if you had any bolt cutters? Or anything like that?”
“I might,” Louis said. “What exactly would you want with them?”
Beck wondered if Louis was screwing with him on purpose. Still, he was the only hope Beck had right now. Beck turned around and showed him the cuffs.
“Do you think you could cut these off?”
“I could,” Louis said slowly. “But that’s not exactly my line of work. And I’m not sure that whoever put you in those wouldn’t come looking for me.”
Beck turned back to him. He wanted to scream at the man to just cut the damn things off. But he forced himself to calm down.
“Well, I could pay you.” Damn it. No, he couldn’t. No wallet. “Um. Eventually. I was sort of mugged.”
“Sort of?”
“It’s complicated. But if you can help me, I promise I’ll pay you something later. I swear.”
“I think I’m going to need a little more explanation than that,” Louis said, his eyes serious despite the grin.
Beck thought fast. He imagined trying to tell this man that he was on the run from federal agents who were also murderers. He didn’t think he’d get very far with that story.
He took another look at Louis. One advantage of being a shrink: he was used to reading people quickly. Louis seemed like a basically decent guy. Attentive to detail. A business owner. So, independent and self-contained. Which meant he was suspicious of outside authority. He trusted his own gut.
He’d help Beck, but only if he had a compelling story. A reason.
Beck looked for a wedding ring. Didn’t see one. Looked for any religious paraphernalia—a cross, or a church calendar. Nothing like that on the walls of the shop.
It came to him in a flash.
Beck sighed and his shoulders sagged. He did his best to look embarrassed. It wasn’t too hard.
“You ever have a fight with your girlfriend?” Beck asked.
Louis’s grin got even wider. “No, not me. I do everything she tells me.”
“Well. That’s sort of how I got into the handcuffs,” Beck said, and tried to laugh. “It was supposed to be a game.”
“A game. Right.”
“Yes. She said she wanted to try something a little, um, kinky.”
“Kinky. And that sounded good to you.”
“Well, you know. She made it sound better than it turned out.”
“I’ll bet. So how did you get here, looking like you’ve been beat up?”
“Well. She wasn’t exactly my girlfriend.”
Now Louis shook his head in mock sadness. “Oh, man. Let me guess. She was, uh, what do you want to say, a professional.”
Beck tried to look ashamed of himself. It was surprisingly easy.
“Yeah. And then her—well, I guess it was her pimp—”
“You got rolled.”
“Yeah. Yeah, I did.”
“Well, you should probably call the police. Those cuffs could be evidence.”
Now Beck knew Louis was screwing with him. But he plunged ahead. “Ah, yeah, see, I would. But—”
“But you don’t want your wife to find out,” Louis said.
Beck nodded.
Louis laughed out loud for a good while. Beck looked down and waited it out. He felt like he deserved an Oscar for this.
When Louis finally stopped laughing, he said, “Stay right here.”
Louis walked into the tiny office off the main garage bay. He was gone for a long time. Beck couldn’t check his watch—because of the handcuffs, of course—but it felt like hours. Beck looked in through a grimy window in the door. Louis appeared to be checking the screen of his phone. What was he doing in there? Was he calling the police himself?
Beck felt sweat trickling down his sides and stinging a cut he didn’t know he had on his forehead. He imagined Morrison and Howard driving up the street any second. The world seemed to spin for a moment. He took a deep breath and forced himself to remain calm.
Louis finally came back with his phone and a small, thin strip of metal. “Turn around,” he said, and then Beck felt him tugging on the cuffs. Louis suddenly pushed one of the cuffs tighter. Beck felt the metal sink deeper into the skin of his wrist. “Hey!” he said.
“Just hold on, I won’t hurt you any worse than your girlfriend,” Louis said. And then Beck felt the cuff pop open.
A second later, Louis did the same thing on the other wrist, and Beck was free.
He turned around, and Louis was holding the cuffs and the metal strip and grinning. “All done,” he said.
“How did you do that?” Beck asked, genuinely amazed.
“The shim undoes the ratcheting mechanism of the cuffs,” Louis said. “Saw it on YouTube.”
He put the cuffs and the strip of metal into Beck’s hand. “Here,” he said. “You keep these as a souvenir. And you should probably watch the video yourself, in case you have any more problems with any other girlfriends.”
“I owe you,” Beck said as he pocketed the cuffs.
Louis grinned again. “No charge,” he said. “It was worth it just to meet a man with worse luck with women than me. Now, I suppose you’ll be wanting to use the phone?”
Beck took a moment to assess the situation. He was alone, with two killers after him. One man was already dead, and it was clear he was supposed to be next. He couldn’t risk going to the police, who might hand him back over to the killers. He had no idea what he’d fallen into, and no idea how to get out of it.
But he knew who he could trust.
He took Louis’s phone and dialed.
Susan looked at him from the driver’s seat. Her voice was full of concern when she spoke.
“Are you absolutely sure you’re feeling all right?” she asked.
Beck restrained the urge to shout at her. He’d probably ask the same thing if one of his patients came to him with this story.
And she was the only person he could turn to right now.
She’d picked Beck up at Louis’s shop after he’d called her. She looked over his injuries—a cut on the forehead, bruises, and scrapes—and put him into her car. All he’d told her over the phone was that he’d been in a car accident, and now he was stranded without his car or cash.
Louis hadn’t said anything about the handcuffs, which were still in Beck’s jacket pocket. He just muttered quietly to Beck, “Don’t see why you’re running around if you’ve got that at home.” Then he grinned and waved as Beck and Susan pulled away in her Volvo.
Susan wanted to take him to the hospital, immediately. And so Beck told her what had happened.
She’d pulled to the side of the road and parked her car. Then she looked at him, and began speaking to him in the same tones that she’d use to talk a jumper off a ledge.
“I’m sure you believe this is what happened, Randall,” is how she began.
He saw the sadness in her eyes. He knew what she was thinking. She believed that he’d finally begun to unravel, that the tumor was eating away at his ability to think, and he was suffering from delusions.
He was almost flattered that she seemed so moved. But the rest of him was angry and impatient. He didn’t have time for her sympathy. He needed to find out why someone wanted him dead.
Beck wanted to have her drive back to where the SUV wrecked to see the damage, but he didn’t want to take the chance that they were still there.
And after a few minutes, she lost her therapeutic voice and her temper, and they were both yelling at each other in the car.
“Just a minute,” Susan said. She picked up her phone and tapped the screen. A news app brought up headlines for Washington, DC. “There’s nothing here about a shooting anywhere near your office.”
“Then they must have told the police to keep it quiet.”
Susan gave him another skeptical look.
“I know how paranoid that sounds,” Beck said. “But I know what happened.”
“Do you?” she said. “Think of all the times you’ve had patients convinced that someone was out to get them. Think of how they acted. Do you see any resemblance?”
“Look, if I’m making this up, then where did I get these?” Beck snapped, and showed her the handcuffs.
“I’m not sure I want to know,” Susan snapped back. Then she got her temper under control. She breathed deeply and started again. “Please. We should at least get your head looked at. An MRI or PET scan. Maybe the car accident shifted the tumor, or increased the pressure on your brain. You could have a blood clot. You might stroke out at any moment.”
“I feel fine,” Beck said, although he didn’t. He felt tired and dizzy, but he wasn’t about to tell Susan that. “Listen to me. My patient is dead. And they want to kill me, too. I know it sounds paranoid, but you know me. You know the difference between people who are crazy and people who are not. You’ve spent your whole life doing this. Look at me: am I crazy?”
Susan took a long look at him. “All right. Let’s say this is true. Let’s go to a lawyer. I have a friend, she’s a former assistant US attorney, she could—”
“No,” Beck said flatly. “No lawyers.”
Susan threw up her hands. “You won’t go to the police, you won’t go to a lawyer, you won’t go to the hospital. So what are we supposed to do, Randall? How are we going to find out what’s happening to you?”
Good question, Beck had to admit. Then he remembered something that had been nagging at him since he got into the SUV with Morrison and Howard.
“Oh, my God.”
Susan looked alarmed. “What? What is it?”
“Scott’s wife. Jennifer.”
“You think she can help you?”
“No,” Beck said. “Think about it. If they are willing to kill me because I spent a few minutes with Kevin Scott, then what are they going to do about her?”
“Randall, for God’s sake.”
“Susan, think about it. If I’m wrong, I’ll go with you to the hospital. Quietly. I’ll get help. But if I’m right, then a woman’s life is at stake, and we’re the only people who can help her right now. They will kill her, Susan.”
Susan thought about that for a moment. Then she cranked the engine back to life. “Do you have her address?” she asked. Beck didn’t.
“Look it up on my phone,” she said, tossing it to him, then pulled out into traffic. A horn blared as she cut another driver off. Susan ignored it as the phone began giving them directions to the house of Kevin and Jennifer Scott.
Susan’s grip was tight on the wheel. For the first time, Beck thought, she looked like she believed him.
Because she looked scared.
Morrison and Howard were in no mood for bullshit by the time they rolled up to the tiny auto repair shop.
The last hour had been the most humiliating of their careers.
First, the firefighters had to use pry bars to open their SUV and free Morrison. A paramedic put his arm in a sling. Then she plucked safety glass from an open wound on Howard’s scalp and stuffed cotton up the other agent’s nose before putting a brace over his face to keep the broken bones in place.
The agents had to call headquarters for another vehicle, which was delivered along with the tow truck that took away the SUV.
And while they waited, they had to call the Client and report what had happened.
There was disbelief and scorn in her voice. “A goddamn psychiatrist got away from you? Are you kidding me?”
They promised they would make it right.
“We’ll handle it,” Morrison said.
“He’d better be in a body bag before the end of the day,” the Client said. “And anyone else he’s talked to. Or I’ll find someone who will put you in one.”
She hung up. Morrison had winced. Even though their phones were encrypted, you never knew who could be listening.
Still, Morrison knew she wasn’t threatening. She was promising. He’d worked for her long enough to know.
Morrison had called a contact at the National Security Agency. He had Beck’s phone, which was as good as having the man’s DNA and fingerprints. He explained that he needed to do a quick and dirty search for a high-value target, and had no time for a warrant or to jump through any other official hoops.
Morrison’s friend at the NSA was happy to help. Morrison gave him the last phone number Beck had dialed—a person named Susan Carpenter. The NSA had back doors into every major telecommunications carrier in the world. A few keystrokes on a computer, and Morrison’s contact had the data for Susan Carpenter’s phone.
Sure enough, there was another call to her, right after the time of the wreck, from a mobile phone located a dozen blocks from the scene of the crash.
This was good news and bad news. It gave them a clue to where Beck was—but it meant he’d talked to someone new. Another loose end to snip.
The NSA guy said he could track Susan Carpenter’s cell phone for them, but that would likely draw the attention of his supervisor.
Morrison told him to forget it. They’d take it from there. But he did want the location of the phone Beck had used to call.
That was easy. The NSA’s coordinates were exact. The phone Beck used had not moved since he called his girlfriend or whoever the hell she was.
So that was how Morrison and Howard ended up standing in front of Louis as he worked under the hood of an old Ford Taurus.
They showed him their badges. He didn’t seem too impressed.
“What can I do for you gentlemen?” he asked, going back to work on the engine.
“We need to know if you’ve seen a man wearing handcuffs,” Howard asked.
“You’d think I’d remember something like that,” Louis said, calmly working his wrench into the guts of the car.
“So you didn’t see him?” Morrison asked. Howard was ready to grab Louis’s collar and pull him out from under the hood, but Morrison shook his head. Not yet.
“Not that I recall,” Louis said. “What’s he supposed to have done?”
“He’s wanted in a murder investigation,” Morrison said.
“Sounds like a bad guy. Wish I could help you.”
Morrison sighed. Why did people always have to make things so difficult? He nodded at Howard.
Howard smiled and carefully moved the hood prop out of place, then set it carefully into its clip, using his other hand to keep the hood up.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Louis asked.
Howard didn’t answer. He grabbed Louis by the neck and kept him from moving back, slamming the hood down on his head.
Louis screamed. Howard lifted the hood back up, and Morrison hauled him out. He was bleeding freely from his head and cuts on his face where he’d been shoved into the engine block.
“You’re lying to us,” Morrison said.
“N-no,” Louis stammered.
Morrison patted the man down, one-handed. He found his phone in the side pocket of his coveralls.
“We know he made a call from your phone,” Morrison said.
Louis looked shocked for a split second—most people think the government is listening to their phone calls, but it’s another thing to know it’s really happened to you—and then shook his head.
“I—I leave the phone on my desk. Anyone could have used it. I swear!”
Morrison considered this. As excuses went, it was almost plausible. But it wasn’t convincing. “Then how did it get in your pocket, if you leave it on your desk?”
Louis looked stunned, and didn’t answer.
Morrison nodded at Howard, who shoved Louis down and slammed the hood again. Louis shrieked in pain. Howard smiled. He liked this part of the job. Morrison heard something crunch that time.
Howard pulled Louis back out from under the hood. He had several broken teeth, which explained the crunch. He was drooling blood.
“You sure you never saw anyone wearing handcuffs?”
Then it all came spilling out. “I shaw him, I shaw him,” Louis said, his mouth full of mush.
“Where’d he go?”
“I doan know,” Louis said, tears rolling down his cheeks now. “I doan know!”
“You’re not lying to me again, are you?”
Louis shook his head violently, sending blood drops flying. Morrison flinched back with distaste. “I shwear to Gaa,” Louis said.
Morrison believed him. He really sold it.
But it made no difference. He’d seen their faces, and knew they were asking about Beck. They couldn’t take the chance. No loose ends. They’d promised.
Morrison nodded, and Howard pushed him back into the engine compartment. This time Louis was practically weeping, waiting for the metal to crack his skull one more time.
But Morrison wasn’t cruel like Howard. He didn’t let the other agent slam the hood down again.
He just took out his 9mm and put a bullet into the back of Louis’s head.
They left the body in the garage. Howard stopped at the cash register, opened it, and took out the money inside. In this neighborhood, Metro PD wouldn’t look any further for a motive than that. Case closed.
They walked back to the car.
“You should have let me talk to him some more,” Howard said. “He could have told us where Beck went.”
“He didn’t know,” Morrison replied. “He was telling the truth.”
“So how are we going to find him?”
Morrison got behind the wheel. His arm still hurt like hell, but he had no intention of letting Howard drive. Guy was a maniac.
“Come on,” Morrison said. “He’s a shrink. How long before he goes running to the police? Where else is he going to go?”
Susan pulled up to the Scotts’ house. It was located in what an optimistic real-estate agent would call “a neighborhood in transition.” There were some decent restaurants nearby mixed with cheap delivery joints and empty storefronts. Most of the windows still had bars on them.
“So what do we do?” Susan asked.
Beck sat in the car for a moment. Good question. They hadn’t been able to call Jennifer Scott—her number was in Beck’s notes, back in his office, and it was unlisted. So there was only one thing to do.
“Let’s go up.”
Susan hesitated. “You realize that if you’re right, there could be someone waiting there already.”
Beck had thought of that. But he didn’t see any alternative. “Well,” he said, opening the car door, “let’s hope I really am delusional, then.”
Beck got out of the car and walked up the sidewalk.
He started walking toward the Scotts’ house, a crumbling, single-family home.
Then he had to stop as his head began spinning again. He was sweating. It was warm out, but not that warm. He’d pushed himself too hard today.
Susan noticed. “You need a minute? Or a doctor?”
Beck grimaced. “I’ve got you.”
He expected a sarcastic comeback. Instead, she put her hand on his arm. “Yes,” she said. “You do.”
Beck caught his breath and touched her hand. His head was still pounding, but he felt better.
They walked to the Scotts’ front door.
Beck knocked. The door creaked open at his touch. It was unlocked. It was barely even closed.
He looked at Susan. She shrugged. Quietly, they walked inside.
The door opened into a short hallway—only a couple of feet—before a living room and kitchen area. There was another short hallway branching off the living room, probably leading to a bedroom. Beck could see a door at the end of the short hall. It was closed.
On the inside, the house was tiny and cramped, but spotless. The thin gray carpet was peeling from the floor, but it had recently been vacuumed within an inch of its life. Bargain furniture was placed in front of a flatscreen on the wall, and a laptop computer sat open on a small dining table.
Beck walked over to the laptop. It was powered on and running a screen saver showing pictures from Kevin Scott’s photos. Beck watched the pictures dissolve, one into another, souvenirs from a life cut short just a couple of hours ago.
In one photo, Scott was grinning with a group of other men, all in camouflage, gathered for a group shot in the middle of some desert in the Middle East. They all looked young and healthy and unstoppable.
My patient is dead, Beck thought.
At that moment, he knew why he was doing this. Why he couldn’t just give up. He hated to lose a patient. It always filled him with equal parts despair and rage. But to have a patient taken from him—that was unacceptable. Even if it was all in his head, Beck had to know why this had happened.
He tapped the space bar on the keyboard. The photos vanished, replaced by a log-in screen. There was Kevin Scott’s name, followed by a space for a password.
Beck hit Return. The screen vibrated and reset itself. He’d hoped that Scott hadn’t set a password. No luck. In fact, the screen told him he had only THREE ATTEMPTS REMAINING. Scott must have set a limit on attempts to log in, to keep people from breaking into his computer. Not surprising, considering he used to work top-secret missions.
Susan was searching the rest of the small room. She was thorough, but there wasn’t much to see. She set down a pile of mail, putting it back in the neat stack on the kitchen counter.
“Anything?” she asked.
Beck shook his head. There was nothing here. Maybe he really was losing it. Perhaps this was all in his head. Perhaps he was hallucinating. Perhaps he was becoming paranoid and losing his grip on reality.
He’d seen it before, in some patients. They were so convinced they were right, even as they babbled on about the shadow government and aliens and conspiracies.
Was he making all of this up? Did he injure two Secret Service agents just because of his brain tumor? He couldn’t be that crazy, could he? Was that possible? Had his brain really turned on him like that?
Then he heard a noise from down the hall.
He looked at Susan. “You heard that, too, right?”
She nodded.
Beck went down the hall. Susan followed. He started to open the door, when it whipped open all by itself.
Beck found himself looking at a woman holding a gun.
Well. At least I’m not crazy, he thought.
Beck winced, but no gunshot came.
Instead, the young woman just stood there.
She was blond and gym-toned, with sharp cheekbones and bright-blue eyes. And she looked terrified.
“Don’t move,” she said, her voice—and the gun—shaking.
“Don’t worry,” Beck said. Both he and Susan put up their hands. She quickly slammed the door behind her.
The woman gestured for them to back up. They did. She backed them down the hall, into the living room.
Then they stood there. No one seemed to be sure of the next move.
“Are you Jennifer?” Beck asked.
She blinked. “Who are you?”
“I’m Kevin’s doctor,” Beck said. “Dr. Randall Beck. Remember? I’m the one he went to see this morning. This is my colleague, Dr. Susan Carpenter.”
She blinked again, holding back tears. “Is he—is he all right?” She stopped and put a hand to her mouth and closed her eyes as she choked back a sob.
The gun remained up, however.
She doesn’t know, Beck realized. But she was still armed. And afraid. Clearly something was going on here.
He decided not to tell her about Scott’s death. Not while she was still so agitated and holding a gun, anyway.
Susan had clearly come to the same conclusion.
“Please,” Susan said gently. “Put that down. We’re here to help.”
She stepped forward. Braver than Beck felt, the way that gun was waving around. But Jennifer Scott lowered the weapon, and then let Susan fold her into her arms.
She took a deep, shuddering breath, and then stood up straight, pushing Susan back.
“What happened to Kevin?” she said. “He went to see you this morning. He was ranting and crazy and paranoid. I thought he might—might actually hurt me. So I was hiding in the bedroom with his gun. Just in case. And then you two show up. What are you doing here? Is he all right?”
Beck had delivered bad news to relatives before, both as a med student and when his patients decided they couldn’t take the pain anymore. There was no good way to say it, ever. So he always thought it was best to just say it.
“He’s dead, Jennifer. I’m so sorry.”
For a second, her face showed nothing. “What?”
“He was shot outside my office. We don’t know why. I thought the police would have told you—”
Then the news seemed to hit her all at once, and she turned away quickly.
Susan reached out to her again, but she pulled away. “Please. I need a minute,” she said, and hurried down the hall and into the bedroom. The door slammed again.
Beck let out a long deep breath. None of this made any sense. Where were the police? Why hadn’t they come to see her?
And something about Jennifer’s story nagged at him, too. Kevin Scott had been angry, but not violent when he arrived at Beck’s office that morning. He didn’t seem like a man who’d just threatened his wife. In fact, the only time he did get angry was when Beck suggested he was having an affair.
That didn’t necessarily mean anything, of course. Beck had seen domestic abusers who were as cool as ice outside of the home. But it was just one more thing that didn’t add up.
Plus, there was just something off about her. He’d seen many people grieve—too many. He knew everyone reacted differently. But there was always a feeling of depth to it—he could always see the impact of the loss, how it almost echoed inside them, like a stone dropped in a well. Jennifer Scott had seemed like she was holding back a sneeze, not like someone holding back tears.
He said to Susan, “Did it seem like she—”
Susan interrupted. “Randall,” she said.
“What?”
She pointed at the laptop. The screen saver had activated again. It was going through family photos of Kevin Scott. There was a series of pictures from his wedding.
And the woman in the pictures had dark-brown hair.
She was not the woman who said she was Jennifer Scott.
The woman’s real name was Natalie Mullen. She made sure that Jennifer Scott’s body was stashed completely behind the bed. She hadn’t had much time to hide it before.
Killing Jennifer Scott was easy. Mullen had knocked and said a big friendly hello when Jennifer had opened the door earlier—no one ever suspected that a woman might be dangerous, especially not another woman. It was a real asset in her line of work.
Then before Jennifer could say anything else, Mullen used the butt of her pistol to hit her in the face, knocking her back into the house.
They’d struggled. Jennifer was badly hurt, but still managed to fight back, which shouldn’t have been too surprising since she was a soldier’s wife.
Mullen had hit her with the pistol again. She collapsed on the floor. Mullen dragged her to the bedroom and shot her in the face.
Then she’d heard someone out in the living room.
She worked herself up into some tears, took the suppressor off her pistol, and then came out of the bedroom crying and shaking.
Of course they fell for it.
But now she needed to know what to do about them. She pressed a button on her prepaid burner phone and waited. The Client picked up immediately.
Mullen started to explain, but when she said the name “Beck,” the Client cut her off.
“He’s there? Morrison and Howard were supposed to bring him in. They lost him.”
“I’ve got him right here. He doesn’t suspect a thing. He thinks I’m the target’s wife.”
“We need him,” the Client said. “I want to know what Scott told him and who else he’s talked to.”
“I’ll bring him in,” Mullen said. “He’s with another woman. A doctor. What about her?”
“We don’t need her,” the Client said, and hung up.
Mullen put her phone away. Fine by her. That just made her job easier.
She went to the door and put on her best sad face. This was going to be a cakewalk. Beck and his girlfriend still thought she was the grieving widow. They’d stand there flat-footed and she could do whatever she wanted. Two in the face of the woman, and Beck would wet his pants in terror. He’d do whatever she told him after that.
They’d never see it coming. Nobody ever saw her coming.
Mullen opened the door, tears in her eyes, gun in her hand.
But the living room was empty.
Beck and the woman were gone.
The woman came out of the bedroom. Beck couldn’t see her. But he could hear her.
He’d heard the door open, but the woman didn’t come out right away. Then she did and he heard the door close, quietly. He heard the woman’s soft footsteps on the carpet in the hallway, then the living room. He was certain he even heard the woman’s sharp intake of breath a moment later.
Then he heard the woman call for him. “Dr. Beck?”
He’d stopped thinking of her as Jennifer Scott. Because whoever she was, she was not the woman in Kevin Scott’s wedding pictures. Now she was just the woman who happened to be in their house. With a gun.
As soon as he’d seen that picture, he’d grabbed Susan and prepared to run out the front door. But the bedroom door began to open, and Beck didn’t think they could make it in time.
So he’d turned the other way and pulled Susan with him into the kitchen. They crouched behind the tiny island in the tiny space, their backs to the counter and the living room.
Now they were frozen, like children with their heads under the covers, hiding from some nightmare.
Beck had to remind himself: it was possible he was wrong. His brain was, by definition, not working properly these days. But it didn’t feel like he was wrong. And Susan seemed just as scared as he felt. She huddled next to him on the cheap tile floor of the kitchen. She took short, shallow breaths. As if she was afraid the woman would hear her breathing.
The woman moved carefully. Slowly. She didn’t act like a woman in her own house. She acted like a hunter, stalking prey.
Beck searched frantically for a weapon. There was a good set of knives in a butcher block on the island over their heads, but if he reached up for them, she’d see him.
He was facing the sink and the lower kitchen cabinets. They were right in front of him. The toes of his shoes were almost touching them. He’d have to find something in there.
He reached carefully. He opened the kitchen cabinet. There was a set of high-end cookware inside—probably bought on sale a long time ago. What was he supposed to do with that?
He heard the front door close, and then lock with an ominous click. They were stuck in here with her now. The woman moved toward them. Susan clutched his arm and huddled into him, as if she was cold and looking for warmth.
Beck pulled out a heavy, cast-iron frying pan and felt faintly ridiculous, like a character in some old sitcom.
He tried to shut the cabinet door quietly, but it slipped from his fingers and closed with a solid clunk.
Beck felt rather than heard the woman turn toward the kitchen. He could almost see her, like a hunting dog going on point.
“Dr. Beck? Dr. Carpenter? Are you in here? You’re really starting to worry me.…”
Beck needed something else. He needed a miracle. He opened the cabinet under the sink.
There was a creak as she crossed from the living room into the kitchen. Susan’s grip grew tighter on his arm.
It would only take another step and she’d be able to see Beck and Susan crouched behind the little island.
It was still possible he was wrong. That his brain was simply playing tricks on him.
But he thought of Susan. He had dragged her into this. He couldn’t let anything happen to her. He couldn’t let anyone hurt her.
He had to make a decision, and he had to make it now. He had to do something.
“Dr. Beck,” the woman said, and there was the edge of a cruel laugh in her voice. “You’re a little old to be playing hide-and-seek.”
He heard her take that next step. She was right on top of them.
He looked at Susan, and silently mouthed, Stay down.
Then he sprang up and faced the woman.
She had the gun they’d seen her holding before. Only this time, it was pointed right at Beck’s face.
Beck didn’t hesitate. He put his arm forward and pressed the nozzle of the can of oven cleaner he’d found under the sink, and sprayed it directly in the eyes of the woman with the gun.
The woman shrank back and shrieked in pain as the chemicals hit her in the face. She waved the gun around wildly, bringing it back in Beck’s direction.
Beck swung the frying pan, with all his might.
He heard a clang and a gunshot, almost on top of each other. He felt something connect with the frying pan at the end of his arm, and lost his grip on it. It went tumbling to the floor. He went deaf in one ear and his vision went blank from a bright flare, and he realized that was the muzzle flash of the gun being fired. For a moment, he wondered if he’d been shot.
But he didn’t let it stop him. He leaped blindly over the kitchen island and slammed into the woman with all his weight.
They went down in a tangle of arms and legs. The woman was still screaming, but now in rage mixed with pain. They collapsed on the floor.
Beck somehow got on top of her. He blinked his vision clear and saw the woman he’d thought was Jennifer Scott underneath him. The oven-cleaner foam still clung to her face in places. The chemicals had scorched her skin, leaving vivid red burns. She was bleeding from burst capillaries in her eyes, and she stared up at him blankly, unseeing. She was blind. Probably for life.
For a split second, the doctor in Beck wanted to help her, even though he’d caused her injuries. He hesitated for just a moment, unsure of what to do. She had to be in tremendous pain.
But it didn’t even slow her down. She reached up, found Beck’s face with her hands, and immediately landed two hard punches to his head.
Beck tried to grab her, to stop her, but her fists were as fast as a boxer’s. She hit him again. And again.
It suddenly became painfully clear that this woman had killed Jennifer Scott. She had been trained, and probably knew a dozen ways to kill him with her bare hands, even as injured as she was.
She hit him again. Then her hands found his throat. She dug her thumbs into his Adam’s apple and started to squeeze.
He had to get up, get away from her.
With everything he had, Beck knocked her hands away from his neck, and staggered backward.
He fell on his ass and bounced into the kitchen island. He felt it come loose, pulling away from the floor.
Beck became aware of Susan, suddenly jumping into the fight. He wanted to shout at her to stay back, but he could barely breathe, let alone speak. Susan was already on the woman. She was trying to rescue him.
The woman couldn’t see Susan, but it didn’t matter. As soon as Susan landed on her, the woman punched her hard and fast in the chest, stomach, and throat. Susan recoiled in pain, and the woman kicked up with both legs and sent Susan flying.
She hit the kitchen island and knocked it completely away from the floor. Beck heard wood splinter as Susan fell back and hit her head on the refrigerator door.
She slumped to the floor and didn’t move.
Beck saw her fall and felt rage hit him like a tidal wave. It swamped all his thoughts. All he wanted to do was hurt the woman. He scrambled toward her on the floor, ready to beat her, to strangle her with his bare hands—
Only she’d found the gun again.
The woman turned and aimed it in Beck’s direction. Blindly. But she was close enough. She could not miss at this range.
Beck was dead.
Beck didn’t even have time to close his eyes. He knew that she was going to pull the trigger and kill him, and there was nothing he could do.
Then Beck noticed something. The barrel of the gun was bent slightly where he’d hit it with the frying pan.
He wondered, stupidly, what that would do to the gun.
He found out a split second later as the blind assassin pulled the trigger—and the gun exploded in her hand.
Beck went completely deaf in that one ear again, but he could still hear the woman’s wail of pain as she pulled back her mangled hand. The bullet had caught in the chamber and backfired. She screamed louder and louder, clutching her bloodied fist to her chest.
Beck tried, again, to attack. He was clumsy and off-balance, but he knew this was the best chance he had to stop her, to subdue her before she could recover.
But she’d been trained, and he had not.
She intercepted him as he tried to tackle her, rolled with his momentum, and threw him painfully through the kitchen doorway into the living room.
Beck hit the floor hard, feeling the concrete under the thin carpet. He realized she was still screaming, an unholy wail of pain and rage. He tried to stand, and she was immediately on top of him again. She was like some demon dragging him down. They both landed on the floor.
She scrambled over his body, searching with her undamaged hand, looking for any vulnerable spot. He tried to kick her away. She landed another punch, this one deep in his stomach, and for a second, all the air left his lungs. A second later, her right foot swung around and clobbered Beck in the head.
He saw stars. His limbs stopped working for a moment. When he got control of his body again, she’d already put her feet on either side of his neck. Then she had a leg-lock around his throat, just like he’d seen in some mixed-martial-arts bout on TV once.
Except this was really happening to him. And he couldn’t pull her away. Couldn’t get her off. He tried to get to his knees, and she yanked him back down again.
She would not stop screaming.
Beck’s vision started to go dim around the edges. He couldn’t sit up anymore. She somehow managed to ratchet her lock even tighter on his neck. He felt like bones were about to break. Oxygen came into his lungs in a thin trickle.
He was going to die. The tumor wasn’t going to get him after all.
And the woman’s scream sounded like a cry of triumph now. She sounded almost happy.
Beck couldn’t breathe at all. He couldn’t even see anymore. He started to go limp.…
And then abruptly, the screaming stopped as Beck heard a hollow thud. It sounded like a pumpkin being dropped on concrete.
The pressure on his neck vanished. Air streamed back into his lungs and the feeling returned to his arms and legs. He choked and coughed, and rolled over and looked up again.
Susan stood there with the frying pan. She’d knocked the blind assassin out cold with it. She was battered and bruised, but on her feet.
“Come on,” she said, reaching down and hauling Beck off the floor. “We have to get out of here.”
She helped him toward the front door. Then he stopped and staggered back toward the kitchen.
“What are you doing?” Susan demanded.
Beck couldn’t talk yet. His throat was still on fire. He wondered if he’d ever talk again.
But he managed to stumble into the living room and picked up the laptop.
Whatever was inside it, the woman had wanted it. And that meant Beck wanted it, too.
Then Beck went back to the assassin, lying on the floor.
“You’re not really going to help her, are you?” Susan asked him.
No. Beck was not going to help her. He’d just decided the Hippocratic Oath didn’t apply to anyone trying to kill him.
He searched her pockets, clumsily. He found a wallet, a convenience-store cell phone, and a car key.
He took it all.
Beck carried the laptop. Susan carried him. The woman was still on the floor. Maybe not even breathing now. Beck couldn’t tell.
They left as fast as they could.
The assassin’s car key was for a Dodge. Beck and Susan didn’t have to search far to find it. They walked around the block, pressing the Alarm button over and over until a plain sedan—the kind federal agencies bought and used—began honking and flashing its lights.
Beck clicked off the alarm and unlocked the car. He opened the driver’s-side door and began searching.
Susan opened the passenger door and sat down next to him. “I still think we should get you to the hospital. And then call the police.”
Beck checked behind the sun shades and inside the glove compartment. Nothing. “The police let those agents take me before. I’m not going to trust them again,” he said.
“That’s a little paranoid, Randall.”
“You saw what just happened. It’s not paranoia if they’re really trying to kill you.”
“Then we should at least get you to a hospital.”
“I don’t need one. I feel fine.”
Surprisingly, he was telling the truth. He felt better than he had in weeks. His strength seemed to have come back, despite all the punishment he’d taken and the stress he was putting on his body.
Beck realized he wanted to solve this, to find a solution to the problem. He was charged full of adrenaline, and it was fueling him, pushing him past his limits.
He felt more alive than he had since he’d been diagnosed.
Another minute of searching confirmed what was obvious. The car was empty. There were no clues. No paperwork, no registration. Nothing but that new-car smell.
Beck sat in the driver’s seat, stumped for a moment.
Susan looked at him. “Then what do you want to do?”
Beck could only think of one other move now.
He took out the assassin’s phone. He pressed the Redial button.
The phone rang twice. Then someone picked up.
A woman said, “Is it done?”
“Not quite,” Beck answered.
He was speaking to the person who wanted him dead.
“You must be Dr. Beck,” the woman said. “I’m surprised to hear from you.”
Her voice was muffled and difficult to make out. Beck thought it sounded slightly familiar, but he wouldn’t have been able to swear to it. He wasn’t even sure he’d be able to identify it if he heard it in person.
He looked at Susan, who looked back, bewildered. What exactly were you supposed to say to the person who was trying to kill you? They didn’t teach this in any of their psychology courses.
But therapy is mainly talking: asking questions, and getting answers out of people, even when they don’t want to face them. Beck figured he could come up with something.
“Yes,” Beck said, “I imagine you are. Why are you doing this? Why are you trying to kill me?”
Beck didn’t think he’d get a real answer. But he definitely wasn’t expecting the burst of laughter, either.
“Oh, God, you really are a shrink, aren’t you? You don’t ask me who I am. No, you want to know why. It makes me so glad I quit going to therapy.”
“You probably should have stuck with it,” Beck said. “You don’t strike me as the sanest person I’ve ever met.”
There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously enough, Doctor.”
Beck wasn’t sure he was, either. It probably wasn’t a good idea to insult an obvious sociopath. But on the other hand, what did he have to lose? He was already dying, and there was clearly no way he could talk her out of whatever she had planned for him. He wasn’t going to make any mental-health breakthrough with her.
So he might as well be honest.
“You’ve tried to kill me twice. And I’m still here. I don’t think you’re taking me seriously enough. You’ve sent a couple of mouth breathers and an incompetent killer after me. Whatever your master plan is, I’m not too worried. You can’t threaten me, you idiot. You’ve already done your worst.”
Susan stared at him, wide-eyed. What are you doing? she mouthed.
Beck tried not to grin. Not real smart, he had to admit. But it felt good.
Then the woman on the other end of the line said something that put a halt to his little victory dance.
“How’s Susan?”
Beck felt himself go cold.
“Nothing to say, Doctor?” the woman asked, her tone mocking now. “I know you’re already dying, Dr. Beck. I’ve seen your medical records. You’re right. I can’t threaten you. But I can make Dr. Carpenter’s life much more unpleasant—at least, for as long as it lasts.”
Beck found his voice again. “If you try to hurt her, if you even come anywhere close to her—”
“Don’t be pathetic. You can’t threaten me, either, Dr. Beck. So we have a standoff. Here’s what I’m offering you. Stay quiet. Go hide somewhere. Don’t go to the police, or the media, or anyone else. And if you’re a good little boy for the next twelve hours, then your friend Susan won’t get hurt.”
“And if I’m not?”
“Then she pays for your mistakes. I’m sure you can imagine what that will be like. You’re such a smart guy, after all.”
Beck’s mind raced. He needed to talk to her; he could find a way out of this, if he just had more information. “Listen—”
“No,” she said. “This is not a negotiation. Do as you’re told. Or Susan dies.”
She hung up. Beck looked at the phone, and then at Susan.
She looked back, worried. But not about herself. She’d only caught his side of the conversation. She looked concerned because she was worried about him.
She cared about him, and he hadn’t thought of her for a second. Of course they knew she was with him. They’d known everything else so far.
He’d screwed up. He’d been stupid.
And now Susan was in danger—even more danger than he was—because of him.
Beck dropped the phone. It was useless now.
He got out of the car, feeling dizzy. He heard Susan get out of the other side. She said his name. “Randall?”
But it seemed to be coming from very far away. He was having trouble breathing. His pulse hammered behind his ears.
He hit the ground hard as his legs went weak.
And all he could think was that he’d put a target on Susan’s head. It was all his fault.
Susan dragged him to his feet. He managed to walk almost a block toward her car before he nearly fell again. Fortunately, there was a bus shelter nearby. Susan set him on the bench.
Beck breathed deeply and closed his eyes. He taught his patients relaxation techniques for moments like this.
Funny how useless they seemed to him now.
But after a moment, his pulse returned to normal. The world stopped spinning. He’d screwed up. That was done. The question now was how to fix it.
“Susan,” he said, opening his eyes. “You have to get away from me. Find a place to hide. I will deal with this on my own. But you have to go. Now.”
She stared at him for a moment. Then swore, quietly, under her breath. Then she asked, “Are you completely out of your mind?”
“It’s not safe to be around me—”
“Shut up,” she said, her voice like a door being slammed. “Do you really expect me to run away just because you tell me to? You think I didn’t know this was dangerous? I am trying to keep you alive. I will not let you run off and commit suicide now.”
“I am dying anyway—”
“So you’re just going to give up? Really? You? You never give up. Never. Remember? Not on your patients. Not when you think you’re right. So don’t ask me to do it, either.”
Beck shrugged. He was too tired to argue with her. And it didn’t help that she was right. “Fine,” he said. “What do you suggest?”
“I know you’re frightened. But I really believe our best chance is to go to the police. Whoever is behind this, they cannot control everything. That’s the problem with conspiracy theories. No one has that much power. There are still people we can trust. They cannot possibly control all the cops—”
The sound of sirens and screeching tires drowned out whatever Susan was going to say next.
They both looked up the street and saw several squad cars barreling around the corner, lights flashing, zeroing in on the bus shelter.
Beck watched, helplessly. He should have known. The woman kept him on the phone to trace his location. It was so obvious.
Now the police were headed right for them.
The Metro PD’s squad cars raced toward them on the street. Beck hunched back inside the bus shelter, as if that would protect them.
Then the cars skidded to a halt a block away.
They surrounded the assassin’s car.
Where Beck had dropped the phone.
The cops were out of their cars, guns up, almost before their tires had stopped spinning. One officer grabbed his mike from the dashboard and began shouting into it.
“You! In the car! Come out with your hands up! Now!”
Beck realized they couldn’t see inside the car. The windows were tinted, and the glare from the sun made it impossible.
“I said, come out now or we—”
Whatever the officer said was lost in a sudden hail of gunfire.
Someone decided not to wait for the order to fire, and the rear windshield exploded. The other cops, afraid that someone inside the car was shooting at them, unloaded their weapons as well. The entire street echoed with staccato pops and cracks as the bullets slammed into the car. The windows disintegrated first. The door panels deformed and crumpled as they were hit by ammo from both the pistols and shotguns of the police.
It seemed to take forever before the shooting stopped, as the officer in charge bellowed, “Cease fire! Cease fire!” over and over through his car’s PA system.
A moment later, the car sat in the street like a wounded, dying animal. It had been torn apart by the shots.
It was clear that if anyone had been inside the vehicle, they would have been dead many times over.
A police officer carefully moved toward the shot-up car. He swung the passenger door open. Then he looked at the other cops. He shook his head.
The officer in charge dropped his mike and yelled at the other cops. “All right! Who shot first? I want to know! Who shot first?!”
No one spoke up.
Beck and Susan sat in the bus shelter, hardly breathing. No one had seen them. No one had even glanced in their direction.
The police were arguing among themselves now. Beck, carefully and quietly, stood up, and Susan followed.
They walked away.
The entire time, Beck felt an itching between his shoulder blades, just waiting for someone to shout for him to stop.
Or a bullet.
But they made it around the corner to Susan’s car and got inside without getting caught or shot.
Beck collapsed into the passenger seat and sighed deeply.
Susan did the same. “They knew where we were,” she said numbly. “It’s like they were tracking down terrorists or something.”
“For all we know, that’s what they were told,” Beck said.
“I take back anything I told you about being paranoid.”
Beck chuckled a little at that. Then he sat straight up as he remembered.
“The laptop!” he said.
Susan put a hand on his arm. She opened her bag. The laptop was inside.
Beck sighed again, in relief. She’d remembered it. Thank God.
“I can’t believe I forgot it.”
“You’ve got a few other things on your mind,” Susan said.
“Including a tumor,” he muttered. He took the laptop from her bag and opened it. Maybe there were some answers in here. If he could only get to them.
There was the log-in screen. Beck thought hard. What would Kevin Scott use as a password? What mattered to him?
He’d barely met the man. But he was an Army Ranger. He valued duty. Loyalty. Honor.
Beck entered the Latin motto of the Rangers: Sua Sponte, which meant “Of Their Own Accord.” It symbolized the Rangers’ willingness to volunteer for the toughest missions.
And it didn’t work. The screen blurred and shook, and then reset itself.
TWO ATTEMPTS REMAINING.
“Still looking for clues?” Susan asked.
“I’m out of ideas.”
The screen saver kicked in again. Kevin Scott’s photos began to roll across the laptop once more.
Beck was only halfway paying attention. Then he saw something that made him stare.
He looked at the picture on the screen. It showed Kevin Scott with a bunch of other men and women, all in business attire, in front of a big corporate logo. Beck remembered that from the case history. Scott had been working as a contractor with a private security firm, like a lot of ex–Special Forces who’d come back home. The pay was decent, and it was usually nothing more strenuous than looking after a CEO or billionaire with delusions of importance.
The case history didn’t include the name of his employer. It wasn’t relevant to Scott’s problems.
Except that it was.
Beck looked at the logo on the screen. It was a sword hanging over a stylized graphic of the globe. And across the globe was the name of the company:
THE DAMOCLES GROUP
“Randall?” Susan said. “Randall, are you all right?”
Beck didn’t seem to hear her. He looked at the picture and the logo.
Then he nodded, making a decision.
“I think you’re right,” he said. “We should go to the police.”
Not for the first time that day, Susan looked at him like he was insane.
Sergeant Todd Graham of the Metro PD wasn’t expecting to see his psychiatrist show up at his home. That much was obvious from the look on his face when he opened the door.
But Graham didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Beck and Susan and hustled them inside. “Get in here, for Christ’s sake,” he said, “before someone sees you.”
It confirmed Beck’s intuition about Graham: he was a good cop, and he could be trusted.
It also confirmed something else: Beck was a wanted man.
But Graham was still willing to help him.
Graham slammed the door behind them, then turned and faced Beck and Susan. “What are you doing here? Do you have any idea the shitstorm you could bring down on my head?”
Beck decided to be honest. “No,” he said. “I’m hoping you can tell me.”
For a moment, Graham looked like he was going to hit Beck. Then he shook it off. “You really don’t know?”
“All I know is that people are out to kill me. And I need help. That’s why I came to you.”
Graham scowled and crossed his arms. He turned away from Beck, clearly thinking. He knew what his duty was, but he was obviously conflicted.
Susan chose that moment to speak up.
“I’m Susan,” she said. “We haven’t met.”
It was just the right oasis of normalcy in the desert of insanity all around them. Graham was forced to turn to her and acknowledge her. It took some of the anger out of him.
“Yeah. I know. You’re on the warrant, too.”
“What warrant?” Beck asked.
“The arrest warrant. The one issued by the Secret Service.” Graham smiled, as if he were joking, but there was no real humor in it.
“Congratulations, Dr. Beck. Apparently you’re plotting to kill the president of the United States.”
“That’s crazy,” Susan said. Shock was etched on her face.
“I know,” Graham replied. “You think I’d even be talking to you if I believed it?” He looked back at Beck. “You’re crazy, but you’re not that crazy. Nobody who’d work that hard with me would do something like that. I know.”
Beck stayed quiet. For the first time, he was beginning to figure out what was going on. Things were starting to come together. He just had to think.
“What are they saying?” Susan asked.
“I don’t have a lot of detail, but there’s an APB out for you both. The Service says you’ve been implicated in a homegrown terrorist plot to kill President Martin. You’re the highest priority in the Washington, DC, area. They thought they had you in a car an hour ago, but that turned out to be a false alarm. They’re keeping it quiet for now, but if they don’t find you soon, they’re going to go public. You’ll be the most wanted people in America.”
“That’s insane,” Susan said. “We’ve done nothing wrong. People have tried to kill us, and we have no idea why. And now you tell us we’re supposed to be assassins? It’s unbelievable!”
But Beck shook his head. “No,” he said. “It makes sense.”
That stopped both Susan and Graham in their tracks. “You’re going to have to explain that,” Graham finally said, his voice very serious.
“Sorry,” Beck said, dragging himself back from his thoughts. He could see it very clearly, like a chain, one link after another. But he needed some confirmation. “I mean, I think I have an idea of what’s going on. Can we please sit down and I’ll explain?”
Graham made a face, but he led them further inside his house to a breakfast nook that he’d also set up as a workspace. Beck took Scott’s laptop from Susan’s bag and opened it, showing the display to Graham.
The screen saver kicked on again. “Look,” Beck said.
Graham watched the pictures of Kevin Scott scroll past. “Who’s that?”
“That’s the man who was killed in front of my office today.”
Graham grunted. “Yeah. I heard something about that. That’s supposed to be what tipped the feds off to you.”
You ever done anything really bad, Dr. Beck? Kevin Scott had asked him.
“No,” Beck said. “He was killed by the people working with him. They were afraid he’d had a change of heart, or a guilty conscience. They murdered him. But they were too late to stop him from talking to me, and they wanted to know what he’d said. So they arrested me.”
“Who? Who are you talking about?” Graham demanded.
The group photo came up on the screen saver again. Kevin Scott with his coworkers.
“Them,” Beck said. “That was all he said to me. He said the word, ‘Damocles.’ I didn’t know what it meant. But now I do. He was naming his killers.”
“Damocles?” Graham said. “Dr. Beck, do you know who you’re dealing with here?”
“I do,” Susan said. “They’re a security company.”
Graham snorted. “The guy who installs your burglar alarm is a security company. This isn’t some rent-a-cop operation. Damocles is one of the biggest private military contractors in the world. They do billions of dollars’ worth of business with the government. They’re basically a small army.”
Susan reached over to Graham’s computer and typed the name “Damocles” into a search engine. A list of articles popped up.
“And they’re in trouble,” she said. “I was listening to this on NPR just the other day. The Senate is investigating them for cost overruns, corruption, and even torture and murder. They’ve got a lot of friends in high places, but they’ve been getting hammered in the hearings. Do you really not know this, Randall?”
“If these are the people after you, then you picked a hell of a fight here, Dr. Beck,” Graham said.
Beck looked at some of the headlines. Susan was right: he hadn’t been paying attention to any of this.
“I’ve had other things on my mind,” he said. But he wasn’t completely oblivious.
There it was. There was the connection he was looking for.
He pointed at one of the articles on the screen.
The headline read:
SENATOR ELIZABETH PIERCE DEMANDS ANSWERS FROM DAMOCLES
“That’s who’s leading the hearings,” he said.
Senator Elizabeth Pierce. Ranking member of the Senate Committee on Intelligence. And currently, the leading challenger in the upcoming election against the president of the United States.
Twelve hours.
The woman’s voice on the phone. She’d told Beck to be quiet for twelve hours.
What’s happening in twelve hours?
Then Beck remembered. At Georgetown tonight. He wasn’t as out-of-touch as Susan thought.
“The presidential debate,” he said.
“What?” Graham asked.
“The presidential debate. That’s why she told me to stay out of the way for twelve hours. Senator Pierce is debating the president tonight. She’s beating Martin in the primaries. And if she wins, Damocles could lose billions of dollars when they lose their military contracts.”
It all made sense to Beck now.
“There’s an assassination plot,” Beck said. “But it’s against her. Damocles is going to kill Senator Pierce.”
“You’d better be damn sure about this, Dr. Beck,” Graham said for what seemed like the tenth time. Beck had lost count.
They were in Graham’s unmarked sedan, driving through the thick downtown traffic, heading toward Senator Pierce’s campaign headquarters.
Beck had explained it to Graham and Susan several times. Susan believed it made sense. Graham took more time to convince.
“You know what this means, don’t you?” Graham asked Beck. “You’re accusing President Sharon Martin of plotting to kill her opponent in the primary elections. Because there is no way that the Secret Service cooperates with Damocles without her knowing about it.”
“I don’t know,” Beck admitted. “Maybe. Probably. I don’t know where the president fits in. All I know is that these people are killers, and we have to stop them.”
Beck knew this was probably an abuse of the doctor–patient relationship. Graham never would have bought this story if it was coming from some perp he’d arrested on the street. But Graham decided to put aside his skepticism and believe in Beck mainly because Beck had believed in him. Beck had refused to give up on him when he was at his lowest point. And that got Beck a lot of credit with the cop.
So Graham made a few calls to some friends on the force, who’d given him the names of some people he could trust inside the Secret Service. Good people, he promised Beck.
Beck was nervous about that, but Susan had taken him aside and whispered to him, “He trusted you. It’s time for you to trust him.”
So Beck did.
After an excruciating hour of waiting and muttered conversations on the phone, Graham had put on a suit jacket and tie and put his Glock 19 into his shoulder holster.
They were going straight to Senator Pierce. With any luck, they would get to her in time.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Beck asked.
Graham, next to him in the driver’s seat, honked his horn impatiently and squawked his siren at a driver who was too slow to move at a green light. “I’m sure,” he said. “Even if the Service is corrupt, the men and women next to the senator—the ones on her personal detail—they will not be in on this. You have to agree to take a bullet for the people you protect. You don’t betray that on a whim. Trust me. I know some of these guys. They become like family. There’s a real loyalty there.”
“I hope you’re right,” Susan said from the backseat. She was looking at the laptop again, staring hard at the log-in screen, as if she could see inside the machine’s circuits to unlock the password.
“Susan, we’re not going to figure it out,” Beck told her, again. “Scott was in covert ops. It’s probably a string of random characters.”
“You’re probably right,” Susan said, but she kept staring at the laptop, ignoring the traffic around them.
Beck sagged in the front seat. He checked his own pulse. Neither Graham nor Susan noticed. It was thready. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath and tried to force himself to be calm.
Just let me live long enough to do this, he thought. He wasn’t sure whom the thought was directed to, really. But he thought it again anyway. Just let me live long enough.
The car slammed to a halt. Beck opened his eyes. They were outside the offices of Senator Pierce. The front of the building was covered with her campaign logo, and posters of her face smiled from every window.
Graham hopped out. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go ride to the rescue.”
Beck looked back at Susan, who nodded, and they both got out of the car.
Let me live long enough to do this, Beck thought again, then followed the cop inside.
Senator Pierce’s campaign headquarters was controlled chaos. Every manner of electronic device was beeping and pinging, demanding attention. Multiple screens showed every news channel, each one with a constantly scrolling stream of information. Volunteers ran from one cubicle to the next, as a dozen other people talked urgently into their phones. Dozens of pizza boxes layered a long table, and empty coffee cups overflowed the wastebaskets.
They were united in a cause. Beck could almost see the excitement and purpose binding them all together, like a warm glow in the air despite the cheap fluorescent lighting.
Then someone shouted, “QUIET!” as the latest poll numbers hit the screens. A blond, tanned anchorwoman on CNN announced, “And the latest polls show upstart challenger Senator Elizabeth Pierce within striking distance of President Sharon Martin, with just a few days to go before the crucial Super Tuesday primaries.…”
The cheers drowned out the rest of her words. People were hugging and high-fiving, before returning to their work with renewed purpose.
Beck overheard someone say, in a tone of disbelief, “Holy crap, man, we could actually win this thing!”
Only if the candidate survives, Beck thought bitterly. He once believed that assassination plots and conspiracy theories were just for his patients and bad TV. That was this morning.
Now he knew better.
Graham pulled him through the packed room.
“The senator and her detail are willing to meet with you,” he said, keeping his voice low. Beck had to strain to hear. They stopped in front of an office. Graham turned to Susan, looking slightly sheepish. “Sorry, can you wait in here? The agents are a little nervous about too many strangers getting close to the senator right now.”
Beck began to protest, but Susan cut him off. “I don’t blame them,” she said. “It’s fine. I’ll wait.”
“You sure?” Beck asked. He would not have made it this far without her. It seemed somehow ungrateful to put her in a waiting room right now.
“Randall, I am ready to be done with this,” Susan said. “I promise. Do what you have to do. Go.”
Graham nodded, grateful, and pointed her to a chair in the room. Susan sat down. She opened her bag and took out the laptop and offered it to Beck. “You’ll need this,” she said.
Beck hesitated. Some instinct told him not to take it. After all, he thought, it’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you.…
“You hold on to it,” Beck said.
“Hey, they need that,” Graham said.
“Probably,” Beck agreed. “But I’ll feel better if Susan holds on to it.”
Graham scowled but didn’t argue.
“Fine. Whatever. Just don’t try to open it again,” he said. “The Secret Service has people that can crack it. They’ll take care of it.”
If Susan resented being talked down to, she didn’t show it. “I understand,” she said. “Don’t worry.”
She slid Scott’s laptop back into her bag.
Graham turned and led Beck out of the office again, closing the door behind him.
He went down the hall to a solid-steel door at the end of the corridor. Beck followed. A plainclothes Secret Service agent—dark suit, earpiece—stood on guard.
Graham flipped his badge. “Todd Graham, MPD. They’re expecting us.”
The agent nodded. Beck watched him carefully. He would never really trust people in dark suits again. Probably not for the rest of his life.
Of course, that’s not going to be very long, he thought.
The agent rapped on the door. A heavy bolt clunked and the door swung inward.
Almost over now, Beck thought. He was glad. Susan was right. It was time for the professionals to handle this. It was time for this to become someone else’s problem.
Susan watched Beck follow the cop out of the room, and immediately took out the laptop again.
Randall was safe. They were both safe. She finally had a moment to think, without guns going off or someone trying to kill her. Now she could actually solve this.
She cared about Randall Beck a great deal. If one of her friends took her out for drinks, off the record, she would admit that she probably cared about him more than was strictly professional. She thought he was one of the smartest people she’d ever met. She knew he cared about people, and had constructed his impatient manner to hide just how vulnerable that made him. And she knew he was like a pit bull clamped on to a steak when it came to figuring out a problem.
But he had blind spots a mile wide.
That was the thing about being a therapist. She could see his blind spots, even when the patient—even though he was also a psychiatrist—couldn’t.
Randall, for instance, had almost nothing in his life except his work. The same applied to most of his patients. They believed in duty, in a higher calling.
So of course he thought that Scott’s password would be the Ranger motto. It was the only possibility in Randall’s mind. He believed that Kevin Scott was like all his other patients, focused more on saving the world than anything else.
It was a noble way to look at the world, but it left a few things out.
Like family. Friends. Love.
But Kevin Scott wasn’t like Randall’s other patients. Susan could see it from the pictures that were now scrolling across the laptop screen again. Sure, there was the one picture of him at work, and a couple of him in the field in Afghanistan and Iraq—but these were not pictures of him doing a job. They were pictures of him with his friends.
Most of the rest of the pictures were with his wife, Jennifer. (Susan did not want to think about what must have happened to her. Poor woman.) In each picture, Kevin Scott looked at her like she was the center of the universe.
Randall also thought the password would be some high-security code. Susan knew most people didn’t think like that. Even the ones who have been in top-secret jobs. Especially those people. At home, they just want to be normal.
And normal people don’t put a lot of effort into the passwords on their laptops.
Susan typed the name JENNIFER into the password space.
The computer immediately opened to the desktop.
Scott hadn’t gone to any trouble to hide what she was looking for.
There was only one file folder on the screen, marked DAMOCLES.
Susan opened it and began reading the first document she found.
Within moments, she knew they’d made a terrible mistake.
But she would have known that anyway when the door opened, and a man with a gun walked in on her.
Graham went through the door into Senator Pierce’s inner office, and Beck followed.
Two things happened, so fast that Beck would swear they were simultaneous.
First, the door swung shut, the heavy bolt locking again.
Then Agent Howard stepped forward, his face masked behind bandages and a splint for his nose. He was smiling like he’d just heard the funniest joke in the world.
He hit Beck across the face with the barrel of his gun.
Beck reeled from the blow.
He looked up at Graham. He’d trusted the cop. He couldn’t believe he’d been so wrong.
But Graham looked just as surprised. He was clearly taken off guard, just like Beck was.
That moment of disbelief cost him his life.
He was still reaching for his Glock in its holster when Agent Howard shot him in the face.
Graham’s body dropped to the floor, landing right next to Beck.
Beck had a moment of pure horror as he saw the wet, red wound in the middle of Graham’s forehead, the cop’s eyes already empty and staring.
Then he felt nothing but rage.
He prepared himself to leap at Howard, but the agent was ready. He hit Beck with the barrel of the pistol again—Beck realized it was longer than it should have been, a suppressor attached to the end—and spots danced before Beck’s eyes as his body failed underneath him.
It took him a long moment just to keep from vomiting.
When he was finally breathing normally, he looked up.
Agent Morrison stood above him now, with his right hand on his gun and his left hand holding Susan by the arm. Agent Howard was still grinning at him.
“I know you don’t care if you live or die,” Howard said. “But I bet you feel differently about her.”
Beck wanted nothing more than to wipe that smirk from Howard’s face. “I swear to God—” he began.
A woman’s voice cut him off before he could say anything more. It was the voice of the woman on the phone.
“Oh, please, Dr. Beck, don’t say anything stupid.”
Beck turned and saw Senator Elizabeth Pierce standing beside a heavy, slab-like desk. Sergeant Graham’s dead body lay on the floor less than five feet from her brand-new Ferragamo pumps.
“I think we’ve had enough empty threats and promises, don’t you?” she said. “Now it’s time to get down to business.”
Beck didn’t think that the bad guys really explained their plans to their victims. Not in real life. He thought he’d get a bullet in the head, just like Graham did.
But as it turned out, Senator Pierce needed him to understand.
Howard pulled Beck up from the floor, then sat him down in a chair next to Susan so the senator would have an audience. He bound their hands and feet with zip-ties, and then dragged Graham’s body into another room while the senator waited patiently.
She looked at them for a moment.
“Scott didn’t have a chance to tell you anything, did he?” she said.
“He told me enough,” Beck said. He decided to try to bluff his way out of this. It had to be worth a shot. “And we told Graham. His superiors know he was coming here. The police will be here any moment—”
“No, they won’t,” Pierce said. “Really, Dr. Beck. We know they’re still looking for you. Your friend was willing to hide you, to try to keep you safe. And look what you did to him in return. You got his brains blown out the back of his skull. Now. Can we please try again?”
Beck shut up. Bluffing didn’t work. There didn’t seem to be any point in pretending he knew what was going on anymore. So he asked an honest question.
“Why are you working with Damocles? Why are you doing any of this?”
Pierce looked at him like he was an idiot. “Because I want to be the president, of course.”
Susan couldn’t restrain herself, either, apparently. “But you’re winning,” she said.
Pierce smiled. “No,” she said. “At the moment, I’m the distraction. I’m the challenger who’s interesting. Who brings up some issues, and makes the race competitive. I make the ratings go up, and I give the TV people something new to talk about. But none of the big donors have broken my way. The overall machinery is still firmly on Martin’s side. And when I’m not fresh or entertaining, I’ll be written out of the script. It happens almost every election. It’s just my turn.”
Beck was starting to put it together now. “And Damocles came to you with a proposal.”
Pierce snorted. “No. I had to go to them. Repeatedly. For a company that kills people on a daily basis, they were surprisingly squeamish about getting their hands dirty. But after I pressured them a bit with those hearings, they came around. You’d be surprised how many former Damocles employees there are in the Secret Service.”
Beck couldn’t help looking up at Morrison when she said that. Morrison caught his eye and shrugged, as if to say, Hey, it’s a job.
“Kevin Scott was supposed to be the distraction tonight. He was going to trigger an explosion. And while everyone panicked, a sniper would open fire on the debate stage, wounding both of us.” Pierce allowed herself a smile. “Tragically, only one of us would survive.”
“And you’d ride that wave of sympathy right into the White House,” Beck said.
Pierce nodded. “We’ll blame some Middle Eastern country, and Damocles will have a new war to fight. Everybody wins.”
“But Scott wouldn’t go along with it,” Beck said.
Morrison spoke up. “He had an attack of conscience,” the agent said. “He wanted his wife to be proud of him.” His tone was scornful.
“And you were worried he’d told me about the whole thing.”
“You know, if you’d just cooperated with my agents and told them that Scott didn’t say anything to you, none of this would have happened. You could be at home, waiting for that tumor to kill you. That’s right—I know you’re dying. I know everything about you. You might have helped a few more patients.”
Beck had to admit, she had a point.
“So you lost your bomber,” Beck said. “And you had me running around loose.”
“It could have gotten really ugly,” Pierce said. “Fortunately, you showed up just in time. You really thought you were going to protect me, didn’t you?”
Beck shrugged. He wasn’t usually this wrong about people. He wondered, if he’d had a chance to meet Pierce in person before this, would he have known she was a sociopath?
“Well, you can still help me, Dr. Beck,” she said. “And you can help Dr. Carpenter as well. Even if it is the last thing you’ll ever do.”
That was why she’d explained everything to him. And that was why Morrison and Howard strapped a vest with twenty small bricks of C-4 to his chest.
Because he was a part of the plan now. Now he was one of the bad guys, too.
Beck waited in line and wondered if he had the guts to sentence Susan to death.
He was outside the auditorium on the Georgetown campus, along with a few hundred other people waiting to go through the metal detectors at the entrance. Like everything else in the contest between the president and Senator Pierce, the location of the debate had been argued back and forth for weeks. Pierce’s people wanted it in New York or Miami, one of the bigger media markets with more primary votes. President Martin’s people had argued that the president was too busy actually running the country to make the trip—and they didn’t want to raise Pierce’s profile any more than necessary. They both backed out of the debate several times before finally agreeing on Georgetown. It was a small space, which limited the candidates’ exposure to the public. Tickets were given to only select lucky citizens, including Beck.
Beck had seen the bickering in the media. He never thought it would mean anything in his life.
Now it looked like they were choosing the place he was going to die.
The question was, how many people was he willing to take with him?
A small radio inside Beck’s ear—almost invisible to anyone else—began speaking to him. “You’re doing fine, Doc,” Agent Howard said. “Remember, we can see everything you’re doing. Just stay calm, and it will be over before you know it.”
Beck wondered where the cameras were, or if Morrison and Howard had agents following him. Probably both. He had no doubt they could see him.
Back at campaign headquarters, they’d cleaned him up as best they could before they sent him out. They gave him a fresh shirt out of a box kept inside one of the staffer’s desks. They put his suit jacket back on him, over the suicide vest. To cover the bulk, they wrapped him in one of the special oversize raincoats that the Secret Service used while they were carrying shotguns and automatic weapons in public. It made him look normal, at least at first glance.
Then they clipped an all-access pass to his coat. It had the senator’s campaign credentials stamped on it, along with a photo they’d snapped of him and printed onto the badge.
He had a trigger for the vest inside the pocket of his suit, but Howard had disconnected it—it was just a piece of plastic now. The real trigger was a code that could be sent at any time from Morrison’s or Howard’s phone.
And for leverage, they had Susan.
“Remember, Doc,” Howard told him in the car as he was dropped off. “You deviate from our instructions in any way—talk to anyone, try to warn the president, go anywhere near a cop—and you will end your girlfriend’s life, as well as your own. It will be quick for you, but not for her. Understand?”
Beck understood. He just had to decide if he could do it anyway.
He saw uniformed security at the metal detectors. They were checking everyone. Campaign staffers had to surrender their phones. Big-name donors had to put their $20,000 Rolexes and Fendi purses into little buckets and send them through the X-ray machine. Beck even saw the secretary of state being patted down. As usual, they were taking no chances when it came to the safety of the candidates.
Beck knew he could stop the plan right there. He could tell the nearest security man he had a bomb, and they would immediately take him down. With luck, it would start a panic and people would scramble to get away from him. Even if Howard detonated the vest remotely, fewer people would die out here than inside the auditorium.
And Damocles’s sniper would never have a chance to kill the president. Pierce’s twisted scheme would fail. On balance, more lives would be saved than lost.
But it would mean Susan died. Probably in the most horrible way possible. Beck didn’t fool himself about Howard or Morrison. They would do their worst, if only for revenge against him, even if he were dead.
Beck was willing to die. But he wasn’t sure he could live with sentencing Susan to torture and slow death.
The line moved forward, one agonizingly slow step at a time. The people around him were smiling like they were heading into a football game. This was the playoffs for political junkies. Pierce had been right about that, at least. She’d made the race more exciting.
Beck had to decide. Who was going to live, and who was going to die?
No one should have to make this choice, he thought desperately.
But here he was.
He was two places away from the metal detector now. He wondered if it would pick up on the wiring in the vest. Maybe he wouldn’t have to make a choice at all. If they pulled him out of the line and patted him down, would Howard trigger the bomb just to keep him from talking?
“You’re looking a little nervous there, Doc,” Howard said. “Just take a deep breath and try to enjoy it.” There was a chuckle in Beck’s ear as the agent laughed at his own little joke. Beck truly loathed the man.
Then Beck was at the metal detector.
He made his choice.
Susan, forgive me, he thought.
He turned to the man in the uniform and opened his mouth to speak.
At that moment, Susan was looking at Agent Howard’s gun.
She and the agent were parked in the alleyway behind the university’s performing arts center, which was where the debate was being held. Morrison had gone off with Pierce back at campaign headquarters, while Howard had taken Beck and Susan. He didn’t even have to threaten them with the gun—one look at the vest strapped to Beck had been enough to keep them compliant.
Howard had bundled her inside the car with Beck, and then kept her as a hostage after dropping him off at the front of the building. Since then, he had been running the operation from the rear of the car.
The interior of the limo was outfitted like the cockpit of a high-tech fighter jet: screens showed multiple angles from security cameras inside and outside the auditorium. Howard’s microphone connected to radios carried by a half-dozen Damocles operatives who were involved in the plot—Susan had heard him giving orders over a secure channel—and he also monitored the Secret Service and police frequencies as well.
The limo itself was bombproof and bulletproof. Heavy ceramic armor plates were concealed under its panels, and it had a specially designed chassis that could shrug off anything short of a rocket launcher. It was one of the alternate limos used to carry the president and other high-ranking dignitaries. Howard had bragged about it when he put Beck and Susan inside. Like he was a tour guide.
Now Howard’s gun rested within easy reach of his right hand, on a small tray-table next to the command console.
Susan stared at it for what felt like a long time. She wondered if she’d be able to shoot him if she had the chance.
When she looked up, she saw Howard grinning at her, his eyes and nose swollen behind the bandages.
“Try it,” he said. “It’s been a long day, and I’d love to have an excuse.”
Susan lifted her hands, and sat back in her seat in the limo as far away from him as she could. She knew better than to antagonize a psychopath. Howard would act on impulse and worry about the consequences later.
Howard grunted. “Smart. A lot smarter than your boyfriend. Now just sit there and stay quiet.”
He turned his attention back to the tiny screens. She could see Beck at an odd angle, looking down on his head from above. Susan realized that she must be seeing him through a security camera at the entrance. He looked tense and nervous, but nobody else would really notice. You’d have to know him to realize that expression on his face wasn’t his usual way of looking at the world.
So Beck was going to make it inside the debate, unless he did something to change that.
He would try something, however. He wouldn’t take this quietly, and he would not allow anyone to use him as a weapon. Part of it was his need to do the right thing—that Superman complex she was always telling him about—and part of it was just his innate stubbornness. Randall was a fighter. He had to do something, even if it got them both killed.
She looked at Howard’s briefcase, sitting by his feet. That was where the agent had stashed the laptop after Morrison took it from her, and he’d brought it with them in the limo. She supposed they still wanted to know what was on the hard drive and make sure it was disposed of properly.
It was dangerous to them. They were afraid of it.
So Susan made sure she kept her eye on it.
When Beck made his move, she would make hers.
They might both get killed, but at least they weren’t going to surrender.
Beck prepared to tell the security guard at the gate about the bomb under his jacket. He took a deep breath, and wondered if there was going to be time for pain, or if it would all happen too fast to feel anything.
Then he saw the logo on the man’s uniform.
It was the globe and sword of Damocles.
The man smiled at Beck and waved him through the metal detector.
Beck didn’t move.
The man’s smile froze into something more like a grimace. He stepped forward and put his hand on Beck’s shoulder.
“Come on now, Doctor,” he said quietly. “You’re holding things up.”
He guided Beck forward and pushed him through the metal detector with a not-so-gentle shove.
Beck braced himself for a buzzing noise, for people to notice him, for the code that would blow him—and all these people around him—into pieces.
The metal detector didn’t make a sound.
A second later, Beck was through, and in the lobby outside the auditorium before he knew it.
Damocles had a man at the door. Of course they did. They were an elite security outfit, just the type of company contracted for events like this.
“See, Doc?” said Howard’s voice. “Told you we’d handle everything. Now all you have to do is wait.”
Howard was right. They were handling everything. He was surrounded by dignitaries and party officials and young campaign staffers. Not one of them expected to die tonight.
Beck would have to think harder. He would have to find a better way.
The doors opened behind him, and Senator Elizabeth Pierce entered the lobby, flanked by her Secret Service detail and her campaign staff.
Some of the people in the lobby broke out into applause and cheers.
“You can do it, Liz!” one of them shouted.
“You’re going to win!”
“Take her down, Senator!”
There was laughter and more clapping at that.
Beck barely heard it.
It was too late now. He had no more time to think. No more plans. No more last-minute, buzzer-beating, Hail Mary plays.
Any minute now, the president would arrive as well, and Morrison would trigger the bomb.
Beck was out of time.
Agent Morrison took his position in the catwalk above the seats and the control booth of the auditorium. The Secret Service had already blocked off access to this section of the building.
It was, after all, the perfect spot for an assassin.
Morrison carried an H&K MP5 machine pistol. With its extendable stock, and set to single-shot fire, he could easily put a bullet into the head of President Sharon Martin. He was less than a hundred feet from her podium on the stage, standing above the seats, and backlit by all the lights.
No one would see him.
He’d wait until the candidates were both on the stage, and then he’d hit the button on his phone that would trigger Beck’s vest.
People would be distracted, looking back at the lobby. That’s when he’d kill the president.
Then he would fire another burst along the floor of the stage. Senator Pierce might get hit, or she might not. At that point, his colleagues—some of them people he’d known for years—would already be pulling both the women offstage and to the ambulances waiting in the back.
They’d also be shooting at him, but he was prepared for that. He would fire randomly into the crowd. He had a description all ready of a man of Middle Eastern descent as the shooter. Everyone would start looking for the suspect.
And no one would seriously believe Morrison had been involved. He was, after all, a Secret Service agent.
He and Howard had already picked out a patsy, a local college student who spent too much time on jihadi websites in between playing video games. They would hide the H&K in his dorm room and send in an anonymous tip to the police.
If the kid got killed while resisting arrest—well, so much the better. Damocles had friends in the FBI and the police department as well.
Morrison had been worried for a while today. First Scott had his attack of conscience, and then it looked like that smartass Beck was going to cause some real problems.
But it all worked out. And he was about to have a multibillion-dollar defense contractor and the future president of the United States deeply in his debt.
Howard’s voice suddenly began speaking through his radio earpiece.
“Morrison. The senator just entered the building. You good?”
Morrison smiled.
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m perfect.”
In the limo, Susan watched Howard carefully.
The agent pressed a button on his console and spoke into his mike. “Morrison. The senator just entered the building. You good?”
“Yeah,” came the reply. “I’m perfect.”
“All right,” Howard said. “We’re almost there. Just a couple more minutes.”
He looked at a digital clock in the console. The debate was due to start at 9:00 p.m. The clock read 8:56.
Howard pressed another button on the console and switched channels again. Now the feed from the Secret Service’s radios came over the limo’s speakers.
“This is Howard,” he said. “Senator Pierce is in the lobby, on her way to the stage. We’re cutting it a little close. Do we have an ETA on Minerva?”
Minerva. Like most people in DC, Susan knew that President Martin’s Secret Service code-name was Minerva, after the ancient goddess of wisdom—the Washington Post had done a whole feature on it.
Howard was checking to see when she would arrive. Susan realized that he and Morrison and all the other Damocles operatives would all know, down to the second, where to find their target.
“Minerva is two minutes out,” an agent replied over the radio. “Onstage in five.”
“Roger that,” Howard said.
Howard watched the screens carefully, then glanced over at Susan.
“Might want to stick your fingers in your ears, sweetheart,” he said. “We’re about to have a very big bang.”
Senator Pierce made her way across the crowded lobby, smiling and shaking hands. Beck watched her carefully.
No one paid any attention to him. Their eyes were all on the senator.
Beck didn’t know what to do. He was completely out of ideas.
And he was sweating, and his head was killing him.
Senator Pierce moved forward, her protective detail clearing the way respectfully and carefully. It was more stagecraft. Nobody here would do anything against her. They were all vetted beforehand to get a seat at the debate.
Beck was the only truly dangerous man in the room.
Pierce drew even with Beck in the crowd now. She turned and saw him. They locked eyes. And Pierce gave him a radiant politician’s smile. She looked happy.
Because she was going to get away with it. Beck could see that, almost written on her face.
She was barely five feet away from him. If the trigger in his pocket actually worked, he’d be tempted to squeeze it.
He reached into his pocket, and found not the trigger, but the handcuffs that Howard had used on him that morning. It seemed a million years ago to him now.
Useless. Just like him.
Beck was still sweating. His head throbbed, and his pulse pounded behind his ears.
He took a deep breath. This would be the absolute worst time for one of his episodes. But all this stress, the sudden spike in his blood pressure, the adrenaline. All of that, on top of his exhaustion and the punishment he’d already taken today…it would make sense if his body couldn’t take any more, if the pressure inside his skull was too great.
It would make sense.
Beck began gasping for air.
The people closest to him in the crowd looked at him.
“You okay?” a young man who looked barely out of high school asked him. He looked like a kid wearing his dad’s jacket and tie.
“I’m fine,” Beck choked out, and bent over, hyperventilating now.
Other people began to notice. Including Howard, who spoke through the radio.
“What’s going on, Beck?” he said, a warning in his tone. “You’d better pull it together.”
Beck didn’t answer, just kept breathing hard.
“Sir, are you all right?” someone else asked. “Do you need help?”
“Someone get a doctor. Is anyone here a doctor?”
Beck would have laughed at that if he could.
“I’m fine,” he said again. It came out in a wheeze. Beck sounded weak even to his own ears.
Howard’s voice spoke in the radio again. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Can’t breathe,” he said. He stumbled to one side and bumped into several people. “My head—”
Now people were beginning to grab for him, trying to keep him upright. Pierce was stuck in the crowd as everyone froze in place, wondering what was going on.
Now Pierce’s protective detail was moving away from her, and toward Beck.
“We need a doctor over here!” someone shouted. “Call 911!”
“Get yourself together, Beck,” Howard snapped. “Do I have to remind you—”
Whatever he was going to say next was lost in the shouts of the crowd as Beck fell forward and lay facedown on the carpet.
“Get up, Beck! Get up!” Howard screamed into his mike.
“That won’t work,” Susan told him. “You can’t bully a cancer patient into getting up. He needs medical attention.”
Howard turned to her and snarled, “Shut up or I will shut you up.”
He turned back to the console, his eyes searching the screens, listening to the multiple radio channels, where chaos reigned.
But for all that data, he still had no idea what was happening right in front of his eyes.
“What’s going on?” the driver asked from the front seat. “Should I call Morrison?”
“Shut the hell up and let me think!” Howard shouted back. He was unraveling right in front of Susan’s eyes.
The sound of a 911 dispatcher suddenly broke through one of the speakers: “We’ve got a call for a paramedic at the Georgetown University debate. Is the Secret Service aware of the problem? Do they require assistance?”
Howard pressed a button on his console and switched channels. Then, in a surprisingly calm voice, he said, “Metro Dispatch, this is Secret Service. We are aware of the problem and have a medical unit onsite. We have no need for assistance.”
“Are you sure?” the dispatcher asked. “We have a unit on the way.”
In a slightly tighter voice, Howard answered, “We have it under control, Metro Dispatch. Please let us do our job, and you do yours.”
There was a pause. Then: “Copy that, Secret Service. Call if you need help.”
The dispatcher broke the connection.
“You have to get him help,” Susan said. “He needs an ambulance. He could be bleeding into his brain, he could be going into cardiac arrest—”
Howard pointed his gun at her and cocked the hammer back.
“Not. Another. Word,” he said, biting off every syllable. Then he switched the channel on his console again.
An urgent voice broke through all the other chatter. It was the same Secret Service agent that Howard had spoken to before about President Martin. “Base, what’s going on? You have a man down? Should Minerva abort?”
Susan understood immediately that the president’s Secret Service agents were asking if it was safe for her to come to the debate.
Howard clicked onto that channel and answered in the calmest voice possible. “No need for that,” he said. “It looks like a medical issue. All clear here. Minerva is okay to proceed.”
“Copy that, base. See you in one minute.”
“See you here,” Howard said. Then he switched back to his other radio channels, stabbing the buttons frantically.
“Dammit, is there anyone who’s got eyes on Beck?” he barked into his mike.
“I’m at the door,” a voice said through the speaker. “I can get to him, but it will mean leaving my post—”
“Then leave your damned post!” Howard shouted. “Move it!”
Susan knew that if Beck had collapsed, he might well be dying on the floor. Or maybe even already dead. She had no idea how his body was holding up after everything they had been through today. He could already be gone.
The thought nearly broke her heart. If she stopped to think about it, she knew it would paralyze her.
So she pushed it aside.
Randall would want her to live. And more importantly, he would want her to beat these bastards.
Howard was distracted. He was staring at the screens, watching a uniformed Damocles guard shove his way through the crowd around Beck.
She leaned all her weight back in her seat in the limo and pulled her knees to her chin.
Howard caught the movement from the corner of his eye and turned to face her.
“What do you think you’re—”
Susan snapped her legs straight in a double-footed kick that caught him full in the face, bouncing his skull off the roof of the limo.
He screamed in pain and dropped the gun. He used both hands to clutch at his broken nose, now gushing blood again.
Susan thought for a second that her Krav Maga instructor would be proud.
She snatched the case from the floor of the limo and popped open her door, and ran as fast as she could as soon as her feet touched the ground. She heard the driver’s door open behind her, heard him yelling at her to stop. She risked a look back and saw him draw his gun, but she knew he wouldn’t start shooting out here with so many non-compromised cops and Secret Service agents. She sprinted away to find somewhere to hide and think.
Randall, forgive me, she thought. But you’re on your own.
The Damocles guard—his name was David Cook—shoved and bullied his way from the metal detectors and the screening station to the center of the lobby. He knew the other guards—the ones who weren’t in on the plot, and who weren’t on the secure channel—were probably wondering why he’d abandoned his post, but screw them. The only instructions he cared about now were from Howard. He had to get to Beck. If anyone else should reach him first, they might open his shirt and jacket and see the vest. And then the whole plan would be ruined. There was no way the presidential detail would allow the president anywhere near the building if there was a bomb inside.
One of Pierce’s Secret Service agents—not a Damocles plant, unfortunately—was almost to Beck.
Cook yelled at him, “Protect the senator! I’ve got this!”
The woman nodded and stepped back to flank the senator again.
Cook grabbed and pulled the idiots surrounding Beck out of his way. “Move!” he yelled. “Come on, move it!”
Beck was on the floor, looking like he was hours away from his own autopsy.
Damn it, Cook thought. We’ve come so far, we can’t have it all go to pieces now.
He just had to get Beck on his feet. That was all. Then he had to get out of the lobby himself before the bomb was triggered. It could all still work. The plan could be salvaged.
Cook pulled on Beck’s shoulder and rolled him onto his back. Beck’s face was pale. Cook couldn’t tell if he was breathing.
Cook leaned down and brought his face close to Beck’s. He felt around the man’s neck for a pulse.
He was surprised to find that Beck’s pulse was strong and steady and fast.
Then he was even more surprised to feel Beck’s hand at his belt as the doctor grabbed Cook’s gun and yanked it from his holster.
Cook looked into Beck’s eyes, which were wide open now.
“Change in plans,” Beck said.
Then he put the gun against Cook’s chest and pulled the trigger.
The sound of the gunshot worked like a starter pistol. Everyone began running, even if they had no idea where to go.
Beck knew he only had a few seconds before he would lose the element of surprise. He’d managed to fake a seizure and fool everyone, but he didn’t think their shock at seeing him rise from the dead would last long.
He was right. Pierce’s Secret Service detail was already moving between him and the senator, trying to block him as he stepped toward her.
But he was too close, and he already had a gun drawn. They were hampered by the panicking crowd, and they were really not expecting any trouble. The best they could do was shield her.
Which was precisely what Beck expected them to do.
He stepped up to each of the agents guarding Pierce, who was looking at him with shock and horror as—too late, they scrambled to draw their guns.
Beck fired the gun three more times, putting a bullet each into the body armor that the agents wore on their chests.
He looked over to the Damocles guard he’d shot first, who was yelling and cursing on the ground, clutching his chest.
Even with a bulletproof Kevlar vest, a point-blank round to the chest could break ribs. More importantly, it really, really hurt.
Beck had learned that from listening to his patients’ stories in therapy. He was happy to see that it worked in practice, too.
The Secret Service agents were now all on the ground, the breath knocked out of their lungs. Only Pierce was left standing. She turned to run from him.
But there was nowhere to go.
Beck could have shot her. He could have ended her life right there.
But he was not, despite everything that had happened today, a killer. He could not make himself cross that line.
And he wanted the world to see her for what she really was. He didn’t want revenge.
He wanted the truth. For Kevin Scott. For Susan. For Todd Graham. For Jennifer Scott, who he now assumed had been murdered by the woman in her house. And even for Louis, who Beck had a terrible gut feeling had also felt the wrath of Damocles. And for himself, too.
So he grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her close. He jabbed the gun in her side.
Then he used his free hand to snap the handcuff around her left wrist.
The other cuff was already locked around his right wrist.
Pierce tried to pull away from him. Couldn’t. “What did you just do?” she shrieked.
Beck ignored her.
He pointed the gun at the ceiling and fired a round into the air.
The crowd moved like it had a single mind, everyone trying to get away from the madman with the gun. Beck found himself at the center of the lobby with no one but Pierce by his side.
She tried to pull away again. Beck tugged her back, the metal of the cuffs biting into both their wrists. He thought they wouldn’t risk taking a shot at him, for fear they would miss and explode the vest, killing Pierce. But he also knew, as long as he didn’t come anywhere close to President Martin, they wouldn’t detonate the vest remotely.
Pierce wasn’t going anywhere. They were locked together. Their fates were now inextricable.
Susan decided to risk it. She snuck out from between the two news vans where she’d been hiding, and forced herself to walk slowly, to try to look normal, like she was supposed to be there, the laptop tucked under one arm.
She had no idea where she was going. She was behind the performing arts center, trapped inside the security cordon for the event. There were temporary barriers and police tape strung all around the building. The street was blocked by heavy, military-style Humvees. And every few feet, there were police and Secret Service and private security all wearing the Damocles uniform and logo.
Any one of these people could be an enemy; any one of them might grab her or shoot her or turn her back over to Howard.
Susan wasn’t sure what to do. The only person she could trust was wearing a suicide vest and was stuck inside the center. She had to figure this out on her own.
If she went to the police barriers, she was going to have to face the Secret Service and the Damocles guards. They might be in on the plot, or they might not. She was already getting suspicious looks.
But she had to do something fast. She heard a bellow of anger a block behind her. “Somebody stop that woman!”
She turned in time to see Agent Howard stumbling from the limo, clutching at his face with one hand, blood spilling down his shirt. She took satisfaction in that. She’d hurt him. Good.
Unfortunately, now people were really gawking at her. A pair of police officers moved away from their posts at the barriers. One began walking toward her; another toward Howard.
“Get her!” Howard screamed, his voice clogged like someone suffering a bad cold.
Susan turned and walked away, as calmly as she could. The media had been set up in their own holding pen, TV news vans and mobile satellite trucks, all parked together. The reporters clustered together near the front of the pen. They all seemed agitated about something.
If Susan could just reach them, forty feet away, she might be able to blend into the crowd.
“Excuse me, miss? Miss?” It was the police officer behind her. He was polite. Still confused, still unsure of what was going on. Which meant he wasn’t a part of the plot. But he would detain her, still ask questions. And there was no way he would take her word over Howard’s. In his mind, she’d just be some crazy person who had assaulted a Secret Service agent.
She kept walking, forcing herself to go at a normal pace, as if she hadn’t heard. Just another reporter, just another random woman in the crowd.
“Miss, please stop right there,” the cop said, and his voice was louder and harder now. Not being polite anymore.
She kept walking. He wouldn’t shoot her in the back.
Would he?
She was almost at the media pen. None of the reporters or technicians were looking at her. Their eyes were all glued to the front doors of the building.
She sprinted through the crowd of reporters, then ducked the police barrier, and—she hoped—blended into the crowd there. She didn’t risk a look back to see if the cop was able to stay on her tail.
The big black car known as the Beast—the presidential limo—glided to a halt at the front steps.
Secret Service agents jumped from their cars to open the door for the president.
Susan realized that the president was about to walk right into the lobby, and within range of the bomb strapped to Randall.
They would kill her. They’d trigger the bomb and kill her, and Randall, and everyone close to him.
They were all about to die, and there was nothing she could do about it.
Then Susan heard someone say, “What the hell is going on in there?”
Susan finally risked a look over her shoulder. She saw Howard half-running, half-staggering toward her. The police officer spotted her when she turned around and began running toward her, his hand on his holster.
She turned away quickly and picked up the pace.
She pushed her way through the huge crowd that had shown up to try to glimpse the president, or to just cheer her on or boo her.
Susan had almost made it. They wouldn’t try anything in front of so many witnesses.
Would they?
Then she heard gunshots, and flinched, expecting to feel a bullet between her shoulder blades.
But the shots came from inside the building.
And then she and the crowd and the reporters and the cops were engulfed in a flood of people running from the exits of the building, all of them fleeing in panic. It was chaos, like opposing tidal waves crashing into each other.
She heard someone shout, “Run! He’s got a gun!”
Everyone was now trying to get away from the building.
But not Susan. She pushed her way closer, fighting against the tide.
Randall, she thought. Whatever you’re pulling, I hope it works.
“Would someone please just shoot this man?” Senator Pierce screamed as Beck yanked her closer. She kept trying to pull away, and it caused the metal cuff to dig even deeper into his flesh.
They were surrounded by a circle of Secret Service agents, police officers, and Damocles guards. A half-dozen laser sights danced over Beck’s face and body as they searched for an angle that would not also harm the senator, or explode the bomb. Beck looped his non-handcuffed arm through her free arm, so that they were back to back. He started turning them in circles, at different rates of speed and changing direction without notice. Getting a clean shot at him in this position and with this movement would be nearly impossible.
A few yards away, Beck could see the people he had already shot, still writhing on the ground in agony. They were all going to be very sore, and as furious as he was at them for what they were, and for putting him in this situation, he was glad they weren’t dead.
Which was more than Beck could expect when this was over. He and Susan would probably be killed.
Pierce tried to pull away. Beck tightened his grip, using her as a shield. He kept his gun pointed out toward the officers and Secret Service men surrounding him. He wasn’t sure he could hit anyone, shooting from this angle and being jostled by Pierce, but he tried to look confident and hoped the threat would be enough.
“Shoot him!” she screamed again. She sounded more outraged than scared, as if some barista at the coffee shop had just given her the wrong flavor of latte.
Beck jabbed her with his elbow. She squawked in pain and shut up.
Beck looked around frantically. He just had to stall them for long enough. The president had to get away. That was the best he could hope for.
Through the big glass panels of the lobby, he noticed the big limousine. The Beast. It slowed down, rolling to a stop. A Secret Service agent went to the back door, ready to open it—
No, Beck thought.
And then, suddenly, the limo picked up speed again. The agent was left standing as the Beast accelerated, and made a smoking-tire exit from the front of the building, out of Beck’s view.
Beck almost couldn’t believe it. The president was safe now. He’d actually done it.
Despite everything, he allowed himself a small moment of satisfaction.
“Looks like the debate is canceled, Senator,” he said, over his shoulder.
“You idiot,” she hissed back. “You are never going to get out of here alive.”
Sadly, Beck knew she was right. He’d managed to save the president, but this was as far as he’d gotten in his master plan.
Now he was out of ideas, and he was just waiting for someone to shoot him.
For the first time, he noticed the big screens on the walls of the lobby, all tuned to CNN. They were supposed to show the debate to the overflow crowd, Beck supposed. Now, they showed the panicked crowds outside the center with the chyron scrolling across the bottom of the screens:
BREAKING NEWS…TERRORIST HAS TAKEN SENATOR PIERCE HOSTAGE…
Beck had seen headlines like this before. He knew how these stories always ended.
It looked like the cancer wasn’t going to kill him after all.
On the catwalk, Morrison heard the gunshots from the lobby. Then the screams. He spoke quietly into his throat mike. “Howard. What’s going on?”
No response.
He tried again. “Howard. Do you hear me?”
Nothing.
Damn it, he knew he shouldn’t have let Howard run things from the limo. That idiot couldn’t pour piss out of a boot if the instructions were written on the heel.
But they’d needed thugs to pull this off, and Howard loved to hurt people. Unfortunately, most thugs weren’t that bright. Howard would have been bounced out of the Service long ago if Morrison hadn’t found him useful.
Morrison got out of his sniper position and began to crawl. He needed to get to higher ground, where he could scope out the entire situation.
His arm hurt and the H&K rifle jabbed him painfully in the ribs when he began climbing a ladder upward at the back of the auditorium.
Morrison was already planning on killing at least one more person today. Not like he’d been looking forward to it or anything. He wasn’t a psychopath like Howard. It was a part of the job, that was all.
But if Randall Beck had somehow managed to screw them, then it was going to be a pleasure to put a bullet through his brain.
Beck used to have a patient named Gregory Lucas who was an FBI hostage negotiator. The stress was eating him alive by the time he came to Beck for treatment. Together, they worked through his anxiety—though it’s tough to tell someone to relax when lives are literally at stake every time he goes to work.
However, Beck taught him to live with the fact that he couldn’t control everything.
And in the process, he taught Beck all about how hostage negotiation worked.
Which came in handy for Beck right about now.
“All right, back off,” Beck shouted. “Put those guns away!”
The agents didn’t move. They kept their guns trained on him, their faces grim and frozen.
Which was keeping with what Lucas had told him. You never walk away from a live situation, he said. Never put down your guns unless you absolutely have to.
Beck figured it was time to put all his cards on the table.
“I’ve got a bomb!” he shouted, using his gun hand to open the raincoat and his jacket as best he could.
Now everyone could see the vest with its wires and plastic explosives.
Again, the agents did not move back. But Beck could see their faces grow even more tense.
“You shoot me, and the bomb goes off!” he shouted.
This was not precisely true, of course, unless the bullet hit the explosives. He had no control over the bomb. He wondered why it hadn’t been detonated already. Howard’s voice had stopped yammering in his ear a few moments earlier, and he didn’t miss it.
Beck knew that this bought him just a little time. Eventually, someone was going to take a shot.
That would kill everyone in the room. Beck decided to remind the agents of that fact. “If anyone takes a shot, this bomb will explode!” he shouted. “Put away your guns or I’ll detonate!”
Now he had some leverage. He could see it in their eyes.
At first, Lucas had told Beck, you have to agree to everything. Never say no. We do whatever the wackjob wants until we can get control of the situation. A plane to Cuba? No problem. Luxury box at the Redskins game? You got it. Pizza with anchovies? It’s on its way. Whatever you want.
So Beck was not surprised—relieved, but not surprised—as one by one, the laser-sights dotting his chest winked off, and the armed men and women surrounding agreed with his wish and put away their guns.
Senator Pierce, however, was shocked. And not at all happy about it.
“What are you doing, you idiots?” she shrieked. “Shoot him!”
“They can’t risk it,” Beck said to her, over his shoulder. “A stray bullet might trigger the bomb. Wouldn’t look good on the news if they accidentally blew up a presidential candidate because of an itchy trigger finger.”
Pierce didn’t say anything. Good. At least she’d be quiet for a while.
Then Beck noticed something. He got a weird sense of seeing a mirror in the corner of his eye. He looked up at the big TV screens again, and there he was. Holding a gun on the senator with a bomb strapped to his chest. Bruised and hollow-eyed. He looked very much like the stereotypical lone gunman. For a brief, idiotic moment, he noticed his hair looked terrible.
The footage was going out live over the networks.
He scanned the room and saw that one of the TV news crews covering the debate had not fled with all the other people in the lobby. They’d stuck around to get the story of the year.
The Secret Service noticed at just about the same time. “Get those people out of here,” one of the agents snarled.
That wouldn’t help Beck at all. He needed as many witnesses as possible.
“Wait!” he shouted. “I want them to stay!”
The more people watching, the less likely it was that he’d be shot. He knew Morrison and Howard and Pierce—and whoever else Damocles had here—wanted him dead. But they’d think twice before executing him live on TV.
The agents hesitated. They seemed to be trying to judge how serious Beck was. He decided to amp up the crazy for a moment.
“I mean it!” he yelled. “They can transmit my demands to the American people! I want the truth to come out! Or I pull the trigger!” He shoved his handcuffed hand in his pocket and came out with the useless plastic trigger, still connected to the vest via several wires.
“No way!” shouted one of the Damocles personnel. But two of the Secret Service agents—a man and a woman—exchanged a glance. Beck realized they must be the senior agents on the scene. They were the ones really in charge.
So he held the trigger up as high as its tether would allow, as close to Pierce’s head as possible. “You’ve got five seconds to decide!”
Again, he was following Lucas’s advice. We always try to slow things down whenever possible, Lucas had told Beck. Drag it out. Suck the momentum out of the room. If they start pushing us to do things quickly, make snap decisions, we’ve lost control.
The Secret Service agents nodded. “All right,” the woman said. “They can stay. Now just tell us what you want. Nobody else has to get hurt. What do you want?”
Good question. Beck wanted to get this bomb off him. He wanted a cure for cancer. World peace. Maybe a pony.
He wanted Susan to be safe.
In other words, nothing the agents could supply.
But then, he finally had an idea.
“I want a limo!” he shouted.
Pierce twisted in his grip. “What?” she said.
Nobody else heard her. “We can do that,” the lead agent said, her hands up, her voice soothing.
Beck had to keep them off-balance. “Not just any limo! Senator Pierce’s limo! Bring it out front! Right now!”
The female agent made a face. She was confused. “Okay, we can certainly look into that—”
Beck couldn’t let her waste any time. He had to keep things moving. Keep Damocles—and everyone else—guessing.
“Now!” he said. “Right now!”
“All right, all right,” she said, trying to placate Beck again. “We can do that.”
She spoke rapidly into her radio.
Beck waited. Pierce hissed at him, “What do you think you’re doing?”
He ignored her. He felt the sweat slide down his ribs, under the suicide vest. He could feel his heart beating under the C-4. It could go off at any second.
There was nothing he could do but wait.
Another few minutes ticked by like an eternity.
Then he saw the limo crawl slowly to the front steps, visible through the lobby windows. Just like the president’s car.
“Let me see inside that car!” Beck demanded. “Open all those doors!”
The agent frowned, but she spoke into her radio again. Outside, Beck saw an agent get out of the driver’s seat, and then open all the limo doors. Another agent reluctantly got out of the back. Beck could see the whole interior now.
There were all the screens and radios that Howard had been using. It was the same car.
But no sign of him, or Susan.
Where were they?
Susan was trapped in the mob. She couldn’t move. The crowd of people trying to escape from the performing arts center had come up against the people from the media trying to get in for a better look and the other cops, causing the mass of bodies to become gridlocked.
The police and security were doing their best to manage the mess, but they weren’t helped by the sudden cry of alarm from someone near the front door: “He’s got a bomb! Run!”
Susan was jostled back and forth as the panicked crowd surged for the security barriers. The media still wasn’t moving, despite the shouts and threats of the authorities.
The only good news in all of this was that she hadn’t seen Howard or Morrison. At least, not yet. But she felt exposed, like she had a target on her head for a high-flying drone strike.
She didn’t know what Randall was doing in there, but she had to find a way to help him. He was alone, and risking his life. So she’d have to figure out a way to help save them both.
She had the laptop. It could prove everything. But there was no way to get it to the right people, not right now—
Then Susan wanted to hit herself in the forehead. She was surrounded by the right people. They were pushing her from every direction.
Susan looked around for the closest person with a video camera.
While she was scanning the crowd, she saw two eyes burning behind a mask of bandages, a scowling face painted with drying blood.
Howard.
He locked eyes with her at the same moment, and began shoving his way through the mass of people, holding his badge over his head. “Secret Service,” he bellowed, loud enough for her to hear despite the distance and the noise of the mob.
She started moving in the other direction, sliding between people as best she could.
Then she couldn’t move any farther. She was pinned against a news van.
She looked over her shoulder and saw Howard coming for her, moving through the crowd like a shark through the water, eyes fixed on her.
She tried the van’s door handle and pulled.
It opened.
A woman wearing heavy makeup turned and stared at her. So did a man with a scruffy beard, and a producer sitting in front of a board of equipment.
The woman spoke first. “What the hell are you doing?”
Susan stepped up into the news van, and slammed the door behind her.
She recognized the woman. Danielle Crain, one of the field reporters for CNN. She smiled a lot more on TV. Right now, she was glaring at Susan.
“The guy in there with a bomb?” Susan said. “I know him. And I can tell you everything about him.”
Danielle was suddenly all smiles. “Sit down,” she said. “Start talking.”
Beck decided he didn’t have time to worry about where Susan and Howard were now. He had to move. Keep the momentum going. Keep anyone else from stopping him.
He rushed out the door, pushing Pierce ahead of him. He had her arm pinned behind her like a perp, his gun aimed at her head. He tried to stay crouched behind her, walking as low as he could, continuing to use her as a shield.
Then he pushed her into the limo.
From the backseat, he slammed all the rear doors and pressed the button to close the screen between them and the front seat.
Then he sat back in the plush leather.
For a second, he simply took in a deep breath.
Pierce stared at him.
“Now what?” she asked. She sounded truly baffled. “Do you think you’re going to drive out of here?”
“I don’t think we’re going anywhere,” Beck replied.
“There’s nothing here that can help you, Beck! The whole world saw you! They think you’re a terrorist! The whole world saw you take me hostage and bring me into this car—”
“That’s right,” Beck said, cutting her off. “Into this car. This car that your friend Howard was so proud of. Just like the president’s, he said. Bulletproof. And bombproof. If your men trigger the bomb now, the explosion will be contained in here.”
Pierce looked at him with wide eyes. “But we’ll both still die!”
“I’m dying anyway, Senator,” Beck said. “Remember?”
She glared at him with pure hate. “You’re crazy,” she said.
For some reason, that just made Beck grin.
“Yeah,” he replied. “I get that a lot.”
“That’s the most insane story I’ve ever heard,” Danielle told Susan. “You sound more like a mental patient than a doctor.”
Susan had only had time to give Danielle Crain, her producer, and her cameraman the highlights of everything that had happened today. She knew Howard was outside the news van, and the clock was ticking on Randall’s life.
From inside the van, they’d all watched on one of the small TV monitors as Randall forced the senator out of the lobby and down the steps into the waiting limo.
And then they had waited, along with everyone else in America, glued to their screens.
Nothing was happening right now. The police were trying to get the crowd and the news media away from the building. Nobody wanted to move. Nobody wanted to miss it when the crazy man was finally killed.
Every camera was locked on to the limo, waiting for the moment they could broadcast Randall’s messy death to millions of viewers. The chyron at the bottom of the screen read:
LIVE FROM THE PRESIDENTIAL DEBATE—ARMED MAN HAS TAKEN SENATOR PIERCE HOSTAGE.
That left Danielle Crain outside and off the air during the biggest story of the year. She was annoyed, Susan could tell. Susan had to give her a way to get back into the action.
All she had to do was convince her.
Susan opened the laptop and quickly typed in Kevin Scott’s password. The Damocles e-mails and documents popped up immediately, still onscreen from when Susan had found them before.
“Look,” Susan said. “Look at all of this. It will show you that I’m telling the truth. Randall is telling the truth. This is all part of an attempt to kill President Martin.”
She turned the screen toward Danielle. There were e-mails laying out the plot in meticulous detail. There were schedules and maps and step-by-step instructions for assembling the bomb. Damocles, like so many other corporations, believed in proper paperwork. And any conspiracy is a complicated machine—it requires a lot of planning to pull off properly.
Scott had documented all of it. There was even a video Scott had recorded using a hidden camera. It showed him meeting with Pierce and Morrison and Howard.
But before the newswoman could go through the evidence, there was a heavy pounding on the door of the van.
“Open up!” a clogged, nasal voice demanded. “This is the Secret Service! You’ve got a wanted criminal in there!”
Danielle looked at Susan. “That’s you, I guess?”
“Don’t open that door,” Susan said desperately. “Do not listen to him. He’s got a badge, but he’s a murderer. I swear, he will kill me if you open that door—”
Danielle made a face. She reached past Susan, grabbed the handle, and yanked open the door of the van.
Howard stood there, shocked for a moment.
Then he saw Susan and smiled.
Beck struggled to get out of the suicide vest. He knew it didn’t really change anything. If Morrison triggered the bomb, he’d still die. But at least he wouldn’t actually be wearing the thing.
But it wasn’t as easy as just taking it off. He was still locked to Pierce, and he had to get his arm out of the raincoat and his jacket.
Pierce wasn’t exactly being cooperative, either.
She pulled against him, reaching for the door handle, as if she could drag him outside of the limo.
He engaged in a useless tug-of-war with her for a few moments before Beck remembered he had a gun. He showed it to her. She stopped struggling.
They both sat back in the limo’s seat, staring daggers at each other.
Then Beck remembered something.
He reached into his pocket. There it was.
The shim, the metal strip that Louis had given him when he’d opened the cuffs before.
It seemed like a lifetime ago. He hadn’t seen the YouTube video that Louis mentioned. But Louis had told him how it worked. He tried to remember the mechanic’s instructions. Louis. He was sure now that they had killed him. He just knew it. And it was all Beck’s fault.
He put the strip of metal into the ratcheting mechanism of the cuffs. Then tightened. It hurt his wrist.
And then, the cuffs slipped on the metal and popped open. Just like magic.
Even Pierce looked impressed.
“What did you just do?” she said.
“Quiet,” Beck snapped. Now for the really tricky part. Taking off the vest.
“Did they booby-trap this?” he asked Pierce.
She just looked at him coldly.
“If they did, you’re going to be the second person who hears the bang,” he reminded her.
“I don’t know,” she spat. “I left the details to them.”
“Right,” Beck said, suddenly even more disgusted. “You don’t get your hands dirty. You let other people do that. You just step over the bodies when they’re done.”
She shrugged. “Sometimes sacrifices have to be made.”
“And people like Kevin Scott and Todd Graham are the ones who make them,” Beck snapped. “And Jennifer Scott and Louis. They were good people.”
Pierce smirked at him. “No such thing, Doctor.”
She didn’t deny that they had killed Jennifer and Louis. So it was true. Beck was suddenly enraged again. He didn’t care what happened next. He just wanted to wipe that smirk off her face.
He tore open the Velcro straps of the vest.
Both he and Pierce froze, waiting for the explosion.
Susan couldn’t move. Looking like something from a horror movie, Howard began to reach inside the van for her.
No. Not for her. For the laptop.
But before he could put his hands on it, Danielle grabbed it and pulled it back.
Howard wasn’t pleased. “You’re interfering with a federal investigation,” he growled.
“And you’re interfering with my interview,” Danielle shot back.
Howard looked like he’d been slapped. “That woman is a fugitive from justice—” he began.
But Danielle cut him off. “Really? On what charge?”
“That’s classified,” Howard said.
Suddenly he winced and stepped back out of the van as lights blazed in his face. Danielle’s cameraman had turned on his camera, and the light was pointed right at Howard.
“Classified?” Danielle said with a snort of contempt. “Secret charges? Really?” She was thrusting a microphone at him. “That’s even crazier than what she was telling me. Do you want to try again for the viewers at home, sir? What is your name? Who is your superior? Do you have a warrant?”
Howard stepped back, looking like each question was another blow to the head. His hand began to drift toward his holster.
Susan froze. She’d seen Howard kill. She knew he would do it again.
But Danielle had not. She was behind the camera, and she thought it made her invulnerable.
“Why won’t you answer these questions, sir? May I see your badge?”
Howard took another step back. His hand was under his jacket now.
Susan held her breath.
“Again, sir, who are you, and what do you want with this woman? Is it related to the hostage situation inside? You’re live, sir. Please speak up.”
Howard glared at the newswoman, then dropped his hand from under his jacket. He turned, and walked back into the crowd.
Susan let out a deep sigh of relief. Apparently not even Howard was crazy enough to shoot a reporter live on camera.
Danielle leaned forward and slammed the van’s door again, shutting out the noise of the crowd. “Asshole,” she said, not even remotely aware of how close she had just come to getting shot.
She turned back to Susan. “All right,” she said. “That was interesting. Let’s get you on the air.”
Susan thought, for a moment, she hadn’t heard the other woman properly. “You believe me?” she asked.
“Oh, God, who knows?” Danielle said. “But you’ve got a hell of a story, and that’s enough for me.”
Inside the limo, nothing happened.
The bomb did not go off.
Beck and Pierce both let out a huge sigh of relief.
Beck stashed the vest behind the front seats, as far away as he could manage. Again, it wouldn’t make a difference. But it made him feel better.
Small comforts. Like a kid hiding under a blanket to get away from the monsters. Even psychiatrists aren’t immune from that kind of thinking, Beck realized.
He began to put his jacket and the raincoat back on. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do next, but it would probably be smart if people outside the limo thought he was still wired to explode.
But he wasn’t paying attention to Pierce. He turned his head for a moment, and heard the clunk of the limo’s door opening.
He’d forgotten they were no longer cuffed together. She was trying to get away.
She was his only shield. Without her in the car, Morrison or Howard would be happy to activate the bomb.
Beck couldn’t let that happen.
Pierce was almost out the door when he grabbed her. He got a handful of her suit jacket. His fingers slipped. He snagged her foot. She kicked him, losing one of her expensive shoes.
But she tripped and fell.
Beck scrambled after her. She kicked him again, in the face. It hurt.
They were both wedged in the car door when he got his arm around her throat again. He hauled her to her feet and put the gun at her head once more. She elbowed him viciously in the ribs once, but he managed to hold on.
When he looked up, once again, he was facing a firing squad. And this time, they had reinforcements.
It seemed like an entire army battalion had surrounded the limo while he was inside.
Beck looked around wildly. He saw the same federal agent who’d spoken to him before. She’d apparently taken charge of the whole situation. Again, she looked at him from behind a gun.
“Let her go!” she screamed.
Beck shook his head. He needed the truth to come out.
“I want to talk!” he shouted. “To the president!”
The agent scowled back at him.
“That’s going to take a little time. She’s on her way to a secure location now because of this little stunt you pulled.”
Good, Beck thought. Maybe that will keep her safe from Damocles. But he had to get the whole truth out. That was the only way to make sure this ended.
Then he realized he was speaking live to an audience of millions. He looked at the cameras, just beyond the police barriers.
He could tell the whole world what was really happening right here and right now.
“I want to talk to her on the phone!” Beck shouted. “She needs to know that Senator Pierce and Damocles—”
That’s when Pierce began shrieking at the top of her lungs, drowning him out.
“Oh, God, oh, God, don’t let him kill me, please! You have to do something!” She kept screaming as loud as she could.
Beck tried to bellow to be heard above her, but it was no use.
No one could hear a thing he said.
Beck wanted to scream in frustration. He knew he was much more vulnerable. Any second, a sniper could shoot him.
He was out in the open now.
An easy target.
Morrison turned on his laser sight. Ordinarily he never needed the damned thing, but this would be a tricky shot even for him.
He looked over the edge of the roof at the back of Beck’s head.
He’d found the entrance to the roof and got here as quickly as he could, once he’d heard over the radio that Beck demanded a limo.
Now he was half-hidden by the air-conditioning unit, his rifle propped on the roof’s edge, trying to get a clear angle on Beck without also killing his boss. With all the chaos down on the street, no one was even looking up at the roof.
Beck kept bobbing in and out of his line of sight, however.
It would help a lot if Pierce would just stop screaming, too. Morrison understood that it was meant to keep anyone from hearing Beck. But it was giving him a migraine.
He tried to focus down the barrel. Pierce kept screaming. Beck kept moving. And there were a half-dozen other armed men and women who might open fire at any moment.
He reached for his phone in his jacket pocket. All it would take was the tap of a few numbers on the screen. Then the bomb would go off.
The problem was, that would kill Pierce, too. And he was pretty sure that would mean the end of his meal ticket.
Morrison clicked his radio back to the secure channel.
He needed some backup. And Howard was in just as deep as he was, which made him almost trustworthy.
“Howard.”
Nothing.
“Howard, come on, are you there?”
Still nothing.
“Dammit, Howard, I know you can hear me—”
Finally, with a small snap of static, Howard’s voice returned through his earpiece. “Shut up.”
“What? I’m in position. I need to know—”
“Shut up, Morrison,” Howard said. “It’s over. Believe me.”
What? That couldn’t be right. Howard was like a pit bull chomping on a bone. He never gave up.
“What are you talking about?”
“The woman. Carpenter. She’s with a reporter now. I’m out.”
Morrison was not a coward. He’d fought in Iraq. Walked into rooms where people were waiting to kill him. Stood next to presidents and presidential candidates in the middle of thousands of people, knowing that any one of them could be aiming a gun at his head.
But now he felt his stomach clench and his head spin. Somehow Susan Carpenter had made it to the media.
They were screwed. Even if no one believed her. Even if she was completely discredited, he was going to be investigated. The clues would start to add up.
It didn’t take him long to do that math. He was about to become a liability to Damocles. And he knew what the company did with liabilities. He’d done some of that wet work himself.
“Jesus,” he said quietly. “Howard, what are we going to do?”
“What’s this ‘we’ shit, Morrison?” came the reply. It sounded like Howard was laughing now. “You never thought I was that bright, but I know when it’s time to cut my losses. Good luck, pal.”
The channel went dead.
Morrison was on his own. Even if he got out of here and started running, his life expectancy could be measured in days now. Weeks at the outside.
Unless he could somehow prove his loyalty. Show the company that he would not talk. No matter what. If he could show them that he still had value.
He still had his rifle. He could do Damocles a big favor right now by removing the main witness against the company.
Beck had given him a death sentence.
Morrison put his eye back to the sight and squinted.
Maybe he could return the favor.
Beck knew that Pierce was a politician, and that politicians were nothing if not long-winded. But he still couldn’t believe how long she could go on screaming.
She had been yowling at the top of her lungs nonstop, making it impossible for him to say a single thing. The FBI, the police, even some of the Damocles guards had all tried to speak above her. They were trying to open negotiations, to get Beck to let her go.
She wouldn’t let them. She was using the last tactic she had left. She wouldn’t allow anyone to talk to Beck, for fear of what he might say.
But sooner or later, it had to end. Beck hoped he could wait it out. Unfortunately, he really was at the end of his endurance. His head felt like someone was crushing it in a vise, and the pressure only kept ratcheting up. His vision would go blank for seconds at a time, and despite all the guns pointed at him, his attention kept wandering. His body felt like it belonged to someone else. He almost felt like he was floating in the ocean.
A calm, clinical part of his mind made the diagnosis. Detachment. Exhaustion. Fatigue. Drowsiness. Altered perception.
Any first-year med student would be able to recognize the signs. He was going to lose consciousness soon. He wondered if they’d still shoot him.
Or if Morrison or Howard would take the opportunity to trigger the bomb.
His whole life, he’d believed he could control everything. That if he just worked hard enough, thought quickly enough, he could save people from the demons inside their heads.
Now he had to face it. This was all out of his control. And he couldn’t save himself.
Something was different. It took Beck a full second to realize what it was.
The reporters, the media—there was something different going on behind their lines.
Most of the cameras were still pointed in his direction. But some had turned. Some were clustered around a reporter at the back of the mob.
Their lights shone down, and the crowd parted, and he saw her.
Susan.
Despite everything she’d been through since this morning, she looked magnificent. She was talking to a reporter, and there were a dozen other microphones shoved toward her face.
Senator Pierce stopped screaming. Beck realized she could see the whole scene unfolding right in front of them, too.
She was watching all her lies unravel, right before her eyes.
In the sudden silence, Beck could hear Susan clearly. She was in the middle of a sentence. “Yes, I am saying I watched them kill a police officer—”
Beck could just imagine what was scrolling on CNN right now:
SENATOR ACCUSED OF MURDER AND COVER-UP BY MAN HOLDING HER HOSTAGE.
Beck realized it didn’t matter what happened to him anymore. Susan was safe. It was out of his hands now.
So he dropped the gun. Raised his hands, as high as he could.
“I surrender,” he said as loud as he could.
Pierce looked at him, trying to comprehend what had just happened, the horror only growing on her face. Beck smiled at her.
“I surrender,” Beck said again. “I will tell you whatever you want to know.”
The police and the other gunmen began moving forward, cautiously. Beck had put the jacket back on so that they would think he was still wearing the vest. He hoped his ploy was going to work.
Then Pierce screamed again. But now it was a completely different message coming from her mouth.
“It wasn’t me!” she said. “It wasn’t me! It was Damocles! They forced me to—”
Beck was distracted from what she said next. A red dot struck him in the eye, and he blinked and staggered back.
He realized that it was a laser sight. Someone had just turned him into a target again.
A microsecond later, he heard the gunshot.
Morrison had Beck lined up perfectly. The senator was clear. One squeeze of his finger, and Beck was going to disappear in a puff of red mist. That would show Damocles. That would prove Morrison was still loyal.
Then he heard what was coming out of Pierce’s mouth.
She was spilling everything. The word “Damocles” over and over. All on live, national TV.
Morrison sighed. He knew, in the back of his head, that Howard had done the right thing. Morrison should have run while he had the chance. There was no way anything he did now would make a difference.
But it was still worth a shot.
He pulled the trigger.
Beck felt blood hit his face.
But he didn’t fall.
Pierce did.
She looked stunned. Her mouth was still open, even though blood was pouring out of it now, as she tried to draw breath into lungs that had just been punctured by a bullet.
People screamed. The police shouted at Beck. Confusion reigned. Nobody knew where the bullet came from.
Then the red dot struck Beck in the eye again.
Susan was telling her story again, as clearly as she could with all the interruptions—and then every head in the crowd turned.
They all heard the gunshot. First from the limo, and then, after a microsecond delay, from their screens that were carrying the live feed.
For a second, Susan thought her heart would stop.
“Holy shit,” someone said. “They just shot the senator.”
Relief flooded into Susan. Her legs went weak. Surely that would be the end of it. Surely this was where the insanity had to stop.
Then they heard the next shot.
Morrison looked at Beck, standing like an idiot as Pierce lay there, blood already pooling on the asphalt.
It didn’t seem right that he should get out of this. That he should be the one to walk away, after screwing up all their plans.
Morrison thought about waking up in prison every day. Eating that industrial slop. Sleeping on a cot in a concrete room. Watching for the knife in his back.
Knowing that Beck won.
Revenge was all Morrison had left, really.
Might as well take it.
He pulled the trigger.
Beck knew what the red dot meant. He thought about running, but he knew he wouldn’t have made it two steps.
And he was tired. The pain in his head was the only thing he felt anymore. His legs were already failing him. His vision had narrowed to a black tunnel.
He said, “Susan.”
He didn’t hear the second gunshot.
Didn’t feel his body hit the ground.
Morrison smiled to himself as he went down the stairs from the roof.
Everything around him was pure pandemonium. His badge got him past the cops in the lobby with little more than a glance.
A dozen yards away, there were paramedics clustered around two bodies. Beck and Pierce. The paramedics had put them on stretchers. A bomb squad tech was standing by. Every eye, every camera, was focused on the drama as the emergency crews worked desperately to save them.
There was Beck’s girlfriend, held back by a Secret Service agent, sobbing.
And there was the limo, completely forgotten. Totally unattended.
Morrison got into the driver’s seat.
The crowds had cleared, clustered around the latest spectacle, leaving the road open to the exit.
He started the engine. Pulled forward so quietly he could hear the crunching of gravel under the tires.
One of the cops gave him a look, but Morrison just flipped his credentials and his badge out the window, and the cop moved on. More important things than a Secret Service agent moving a car out of the way.
He hit the road. It was empty. All traffic was blocked coming into the university. But not going out.
Morrison started grinning. He could barely believe it. He was not only going to get away, he was going to do it in style.
Maybe he wouldn’t get paid, but at least he wasn’t going to die in prison. That would have to be enough.
There was just one last thing.
He needed to cover his tracks completely. He needed one last big distraction.
And if there was any chance that Beck or his girlfriend was going to live—well, Morrison needed to take care of that, too.
He took out his phone. He entered the code for the vest, and paused before he hit the Send button.
Morrison wondered, for a moment, if he’d hear the explosion.
He hit Send.
He heard a beep from the seat right behind him.
And then nothing else, ever again.
Beck opened his eyes.
The room was dark. He didn’t bother to check the clock. He’d been waking at 3:00 a.m. for a month now. Sometimes he would look at the ceiling until his alarm went off.
But usually, he got out of bed, like he did now. He’d been on his back long enough in the hospital, after the surgery to remove the bullet that struck him in the upper chest when Morrison shot him.
Either Morrison was a lousy shot, or Beck slipping into unconsciousness and falling backward the moment the trigger was pulled had caused Morrison to miss. He certainly would have been aiming at his head.
Beck had been arrested in the ICU. He woke up to find that someone had put another pair of handcuffs on him, locking him to the bed.
Eventually, however, the police sorted it out. He was hailed as a national hero. Or an assassin who’d gotten away with it, depending on which cable news channel you watched.
Beck looked out the window of his new condo. Bulletproof glass. One of the upgrades he’d installed when they moved.
The information on Kevin Scott’s laptop had led to the first indictments within a couple of weeks, and now, the fallout was still coming down all over Washington, DC. At first, it seemed as if the damage would be contained to just Pierce and Morrison—whatever they’d managed to scrape off the sidewalk—and Howard, and a few of their fellow conspirators. Damocles issued a statement that blamed everything on a small number of rogue employees, and then the board and executives hid behind their lawyers.
But it’s never a good idea to take a shot at the president and miss. Damocles was now the subject of no less than five congressional inquiries, not to mention the FBI investigation, the Department of Defense probe, and the ongoing housecleaning in the Secret Service. All the company’s contracts had been suspended. There were new arrests almost daily. High-ranking officials were cutting deals.
President Martin was grateful, at least. She’d arranged for Beck to be bumped to the head of the line of an FDA trial for a new cancer-fighting treatment. It used genetically altered cells to target inoperable tumors.
It seemed to be working. His cancer, miraculously, was in remission. His fingers no longer went numb. He was hitting the gym every day to rebuild muscle that had atrophied during his recovery. He had an MRI every week, and his tumor just kept shrinking.
It looked like he was going to live.
At least until he testified.
The first trial, of the former Secret Service agent Howard—he’d been captured before he boarded a flight to Rio—began in a few weeks. Then Beck would appear before a joint House–Senate commission. And he would also go on TV, and tell his story as many times as it took.
He was putting a target on his head again.
Beck heard something behind him, and turned to see Susan sitting up, the sheet pulled around her waist.
“Come back to bed,” she said. “You can’t keep brooding about it.”
She always seemed to know what he was thinking. It made sense. She’d been his shrink, after all.
“They’re not going to let me testify,” he said. “Damocles. They’ll try again. At me. And you.”
“Maybe,” she said. “But we survived before. And we will again.”
Beck smiled at that. “What makes you so sure?”
“Experience. Six months ago, you were a terminal case.”
Beck shrugged. “We’re all terminal cases. Everybody dies eventually.”
“But not yet,” she reminded him.
“No,” he had to admit. “Not yet.”
“Then come back to bed.” She threw the sheet back.
Beck went to her. As usual, she was right.
He wasn’t dead yet.
So there was nothing else to do but go on living. As long as he could.
James Patterson
with Max DiLallo
A mother’s instinct to protect her child—the most powerful force on the planet.
Right now I’m bursting with it. Overwhelmed by it. Trembling from it.
My son, my precious little boy, is hurt. Or, God forbid, it’s worse.
I don’t know the details of what’s happened. I don’t even know where he is.
I just know I have to save him.
I slam on the brakes. The tires of my old Dodge Ram screech like hell. One of them pops the curb, jerking me forward hard against the wheel. But I’m so numb with fear and panic, I barely feel the impact.
I grab the door handle—but stop and count to three. I force myself to take three deep breaths. I make the sign of the cross: three times again.
And I pray that I find my son fast—in three minutes or less.
I leap out and start running. The fastest I’ve ever moved in my life.
Oh, Alex. What have you done?
He’s such a good kid. Such a smart kid. A tough kid, too—especially with all our family’s been going through. I’m not a perfect mother. But I’ve always done the best I know how. Alex isn’t perfect, either, but I love him more than anything. And I’m so proud of him, so proud of the young man he’s becoming before my eyes.
I just want to see him again—safe. And I’d give anything for it. Anything.
I reach the two-story brick building’s front doors. Above them hangs a faded green-and-white banner I must have read a thousand times:
HOBART HIGH SCHOOL—HOME OF THE RAIDERS
Could be any other high school in America. Certainly any in sweltering west Texas. But somewhere inside is my son. And goddamnit, I’m coming for him.
I burst through the doors—But where the hell am I going?
I’ve spent more hours in this building than I could ever count. Hell, I graduated from this school nearly twenty years ago. But suddenly, the layout feels strange to me. Foreign.
I start running down the central hallway. Terrified. Desperate. Frenzied.
Oh, Alex. At fifteen, he’s still just a child. He loves comic books—especially the classics like Batman and Spider-Man. He loves video games, the more frenzied the better. He loves being outdoors, too. Shooting and fishing especially. Riding his dirt bike—shiny blue, his favorite color—around abandoned oil fields with his friends.
But my son is also turning into an adult. He’s been staying out later and later, especially on Fridays and Saturdays. He’s started cruising around the county in his friends’ cars. Just a few weeks ago—I didn’t say anything, I was too shocked—but I smelled beer on his breath. The teenage years can be so hard. I remember my own rocky ones. I just hope I’ve raised him well enough to handle them.…
“Alex!” I scream, my shrill voice echoing off the rows of metal lockers.
The text had come from Alex’s cell phone—Miss Molly this is Danny—but it was written by his best friend since first grade. I always liked Danny. He came from a good family. But rumor was, he’d recently started making some bad choices. I’d been secretly worrying he’d pressure Alex to make the same ones someday.
The moment I read that text, I knew he had.
Alex did too much. Not breathing. At school come fast.
Next thing I remember, I’m in my truck roaring down Route 84, dialing Alex’s cell, cursing when neither of them answers. I call his principal. I call my brothers. I call 911.
And then I pray: I call in a favor from God.
“Alex!” I yell again, even louder, to no one and everyone. “Where are you?!”
But the students I pass now just gawk. Some point and snicker. Others point and click, snapping cell-phone pictures of the crazy lady running wild through their school.
Don’t they know what’s happening?! How can they be like this, so…
Wait. Teenagers spread rumors faster than a brushfire, and it’s way too quiet. Maybe they don’t know.
He must be on the second floor.
I head to the nearest stairway and pound up the steps. My lungs start to burn and my heart races. At the top, the hallway forks.
Damn it, which way, where is he?!
Something tells me to hang a left. Maybe a mother’s intuition. Maybe blind, stupid luck. Either way, I listen.
There, down at the end, a growing crowd is gathering outside the boys’ bathroom. Kids and teachers. Some yelling. Some crying. All panicking.
Like I am.
“I’m his mother!” I push and shove toward the middle. “Move! Out of my way!”
I spot Alex’s legs first, splayed out limp and crooked. I see his scuffed-up Converses, the soles wrapped in duct tape, apparently some kind of fashion trend. I recognize the ratty old pair of Levi’s he wore at breakfast this morning, the ones I sewed a new patch onto last week. I can make out a colorful rolled-up comic book jutting out of the back pocket.
And then I see his right arm, outstretched on the ground. His lifeless fingers clutching a small glass pipe, its round tip charred and black.
Oh, Alex, how could you do this?
His homeroom teacher, the school nurse, and a fit youngish man I don’t recognize wearing a HHS baseball T-shirt are all hunched over his body, frantically performing CPR.
But I’m the one who’s just stopped breathing.
“No, no, no…Alex! My poor baby…”
How did this happen? How did I let it? How could I have been so blind?
My knees start to buckle. My head gets light. My vision spins. I start to lose my balance.…
“Molly, easy now, we got ya.”
I feel four sturdy hands grab me from behind: Stevie and Hank, the best big brothers a girl could ask for. As soon as I called them to say what had happened, they rushed right over to the high school. They’re my two rocks. Who I need now more than ever.
“He’s gonna be all right,” Hank whispers. “Everything’s gonna be fine.”
I know he’s just saying that—but they’re words I desperately need to hear and believe. I don’t have the strength, or the will, to respond.
I let him and Stevie hold me steady. I can’t move a muscle. Can’t take my eyes off Alex, either. He looks so thin, so weak. So young. So vulnerable. His skin pale as Xerox paper. His lips flecked with frothy spittle. His eyes like sunken glass orbs.
“Who sold him that shit?!”
Stevie spins to face the crowd, spewing white-hot rage. His voice booms across the hallway. “Who did this?! Who?!”
The crowd instantly falls silent. A retired Marine, Stevie is that damn scary. Not a sound can be heard—except for the wail of an ambulance siren.
“Somebody better talk to me! Now!”
Yet no one makes a peep. No one dares to.
But no one needs to.
Because as I watch the last drops of life drain from Alex’s body, my own life changed and dimmed forever, I realize I already know the answer.
I know who killed my son.
The old Jeep rattles slowly down the long dusty road, like a cheetah stalking its prey. A symphony of crickets fills the hot night air. A passing train whistles off in the distance. A pale sliver of moon, the only light for miles.
Gripping the steering wheel is Stevie Rourke. His eyes gaze straight ahead. A former staff sergeant in the United States Marine Corps, he’s forty-four years old, six feet six inches tall, and 249 pounds of solid muscle. A man so loyal to his friends and family, he’d rush the gates of hell for them, and wrestle the devil himself.
Hank Rourke, trim and wiry, younger by only a few years, with a similar devotion but a far shorter fuse, is sitting shotgun—and loading shells into one, too.
“We’re less than 180 seconds out,” Stevie says.
Hank grunts in understanding.
The two brothers ride in tense silence for the rest of the brief trip. No words needed. They’ve discussed their plan and know exactly what they’re going to do.
Confront the good-for-nothing son of a bitch who killed their fifteen-year-old nephew.
Stevie and Hank both loved that boy. Loved him as if he were their own son. And Alex loved them both back. Molly’s worthless drunk of a husband had taken off when the boy was just a baby. But no one had shed any tears. Not then, not since. Molly reclaimed her maiden name for her and Alex. The whole Rourke family was already living together on their big family farm, and with no children of their own, Hank and Stevie stepped right up. The void left by one lousy father was filled by two incredible uncles. And Alex’s life was all the better for it.
Until today. When his life came to a heartbreaking end.
Both brothers dropped everything as soon as Molly called them. They drove together straight to the high school, their truck rattling along at over a hundred miles per hour. They were hoping for the best.…
But had prepared themselves for the worst.
The doctors and sheriff’s department are treating Alex’s death as an accident. At least for now. Just two kids being kids, messing with shit they shouldn’t have been.
But it was an accident that didn’t have to happen.
And somebody is going to pay.
Their destination soon comes into sight: a cluster of low-slung wood and metal buildings that seem to shimmer in the still-scorching desert heat. Hank surveys the area with a pair of forest-green binoculars.
“Don’t see anyone on patrol. Maybe we can sneak up on him after all.”
Stevie shakes his head.
“That bastard knows we’re coming.”
The Jeep comes to a stop in front of a rusty padlocked gate on the perimeter of the property, dotted with dry shrubs and scraggly trees. At the end of a short driveway sits a tumbledown little shack.
The man they’ve come for lives inside.
Stuffing his Glock 19 into his belt behind his back, Stevie steps out of the Jeep first—and the blistering desert air hits him like a semi. Instantly he’s flooded with memories of the nighttime covert ops he ran in Desert Storm. But that was a distant land, where more than two decades earlier he served with honor and distinction.
Tonight, he’s in Scurry County, Texas. He doesn’t have an elite squad to back him up. Only his jumpy little brother.
And the stakes aren’t just higher. They’re personal.
“Lay a hand on my gate, Rourke, I’ll blow it clean off.”
Old Abe McKinley is standing on his farmhouse porch, shakily aiming a giant wood-handled Colt Anaconda. With his wild mane of white hair and blackened teeth, he either looks awful for seventy-five, or like total shit for sixty.
But Stevie doesn’t scare easy—or back down.
“I want to talk to you, Abe. Nothing more.”
“Then tell your baby brother to be smart. And put down his toy.”
“If you tell your folks to do the same.”
Abe snorts. Not a chance.
Stevie shrugs. Worth a try. “Then at least tell ’em,” he says, “to quit pretending to hide.”
After a reluctant nod from the old man, Hank tosses his pump-action Remington back into the Jeep. Simultaneously, fourteen of McKinley’s goons, hidden all around the compound, slowly step out of the shadows. Some were crouched behind bushes. Others, trees. A few were lying prone in the knee-high grass that covers most of McKinley’s two dozen acres.
Each man is wearing full hunting camo and a ski mask, and clutching a semiautomatic weapon.
Stevie was right. The bastard sure did know they’d be coming around here.
“Now, then.” Stevie clears his throat. “As I was saying—”
“Sorry to hear about your sister’s boy.” McKinley interrupts. Not one for small talk. He spits a thick squirt of tobacco juice into the dirt. “Tragedy.”
Stevie swallows his rage at the intentional sign of complete disrespect. “You sound real cut up about it. About losing a first-time customer.”
McKinley betrays nothing. “I don’t know what you mean by that. If you’re implying I had anything to do with—”
Hank’s the one who interrupts now. Can’t keep his cool like his brother.
“You got four counties hooked on the crystal you cook!” he shouts, taking a step forward. McKinley’s men raise their guns, but Hank doesn’t flinch.
“You’re the biggest player from here to Lubbock, and everybody knows it. Means one of y’all”—Hank glares at each of the armed men, one by one, their fingers tickling their triggers—“sold our nephew the shit that killed him. Put a live grenade in the hand of a child!”
McKinley just snarls. Then turns and starts heading back inside his house.
“Stevie, Hank, thanks for stopping by. But don’t do it again. Or I’ll bury you out back with the dogs.”
Like a shot from a rifle—crack!—the screen door slams shut behind him.
Tomorrow marks ten weeks to the day my son Alex died before my eyes.
I can’t believe it. It feels like barely ten minutes.
I can still remember so clearly the pair of fresh-faced paramedics who rushed into the hallway and lifted him onto a gurney. I remember the breakneck ambulance ride to the county hospital, all those machines he was hooked up to, clicking and beeping, me clutching his clammy hand, urging him to hang on to his life just as tight.
I remember when we arrived and the EMTs slid out his stretcher, I saw the comic book Alex had in his back pocket. It got jostled and fluttered to the ground. As he was wheeled away into the ER, I stopped to scoop it up, and then frantically ran after them.
I screamed and waved it in the air like a madman, as if they were army medics carrying a blast victim off a battlefield and had left behind his missing limb. Of course I wasn’t thinking straight. How could any mother at a time like that? I kept wailing and bawling until finally one of the nurses took hold of those few dozen colorful pages and promised to give them to my son.
“When he wakes up!” I said, both my hands on her shoulders. “Please!”
The nurse nodded. And smiled sadly. “Of course, ma’am. When he wakes up.”
Two days later, that crinkled comic book was returned to me.
It came in a sealed plastic bag that also held my son’s wallet, cell phone, and the clothes he was wearing when he was admitted, including his Converses wrapped in duct tape and his old pair of Levi’s.
Alex never woke up.
My brother Hank suddenly jars me out of my dazed memory—by punching the kitchen wall with his meaty fist so hard, the framed pictures and hanging decorative plates all rattle. He’s always been the hotheaded one. The firecracker in the family. Tonight is no different.
“The Rourkes have owned this land for three generations!” he shouts. “No goddamn way we’re gonna lose it to the bank in three months!”
Before any of us can respond, he punches the wall again—even harder—and an antique piece of china that belonged to our late grandmother Esther Rourke slips off its holder and smashes into pieces.
Debbie, Hank’s bubbly blond wife, gasps in horror. But I couldn’t care less. It’s just a thing. An object. Sure, it had been in our family for years, but today our family itself is shattered. My heart is shattered. Who cares if some stupid old plate is, too? In fact, I’m happy to clean it up. Happy for a distraction from all the yelling and cursing and arguing of the past hour—which I hope we can wrap up in a few more minutes.
But before I can fetch a broom, Stevie takes my shoulder.
“Walk us through it one more time, Molly,” he says. “It’s one hell of a plan.”
I can’t deny that. On the surface, it sounds reckless. Crazy. Nearly impossible.
But I’ve had plenty of time to think over every last detail. And I believe with every piece of my broken heart that we can do it.
We have to do it.
See, well before Alex passed, the bank had been calling—sometimes twice, three times a day. The notices were piling up. Stevie, Hank, their wives, and me, we all scrimped as best we could. Even Alex, my big man, my baby, had been handing over the crumpled five-dollar bills he earned mowing Mrs. Baker’s lawn down the road.
But it wasn’t enough. The payments, the interest—I knew we’d never be able to cover it all. We’d keep slipping further and further behind. I knew it was only a matter of time before we lost our home for good.
And then, we were faced with a totally unexpected additional expense, which sped the process up even more.
The cost of my only child’s funeral.
So now, in just ninety days, the ten-acre farm our family has called home for so long will become the legal property of First Texas Credit Union. Unless we put my “hell of a plan,” the one I’d been mulling over for months, into action.
And, by the grace of God, pull it off.
“Save your breath,” Hank says to me. “It’s madness, Molly. Pure and simple.”
Again I can’t deny that. At least under normal circumstances, I can’t.
“Desperate times,” says Stevie’s wife, Kim, with a quiet intensity. A military daughter and spouse, she’s a wise brunette beauty, no stranger to hard choices. Over the last twelve years that she’s been married to my oldest brother, she’s become the sister I never had. When it became clear that children of their own weren’t in the cards, she could have gotten resentful. Bitter. Instead, Kim directed all that excess love toward Alex. She was the only one of us, for example, who had the patience to teach him to ride a bike, a hobby he kept up until his last days.
“I wanna know what he thinks,” Hank fires back, pointing at the man who’s been sitting in the adjacent dining room, sipping iced sweet tea with lemon, listening patiently this whole time, barely uttering a word. “If he says it’s crazy, you know it’s gotta be—”
“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “This is family-only. Either we’re all in, or we’re all out. Right on our asses, too.”
My brothers and sisters-in-law chew on that. So do Nick and J.D., two retired Marines Stevie served with in the Middle East so long ago, who became as close as blood. Especially in recent years, they’d become like big brothers to Alex, taking him on hunting and fishing trips for some critical male bonding. They were in the second row at his funeral, two burly ex-soldiers dabbing at their eyes.
I explain one final time exactly what I’m proposing. My plan is a long haul with short odds. It might cost us everything. But doing nothing definitely would.
After a tense silence that feels like it goes on forever…
“In,” Stevie says simply. Marines don’t mince their words.
“Semper fi,” says Nick, stepping forward. He and J.D. both give stiff salutes.
Kim clasps her husband’s hand. “That makes four, then.”
Debbie nervously twirls her yellow locks, blinking, unsure. I like Debbie—or, should I say, I’ve grown to like her. We probably wouldn’t be friends if she weren’t married to my brother. Debbie’s sweet, but timid. Tries a little too hard to please. She’d rather go with the flow than rock the boat, especially when her husband’s in it. She looks to Hank for guidance; she doesn’t get it. So she does something surprising. She goes with her gut.
“This place, after all these years…it’s become my home, too. I’ll do it.”
Hank throws up his hands. He’s the final holdout.
“You’re asking me to pick my family or my conscience. You understand that?”
My eyes flutter to a framed, faded photograph on the wall of Alex at age six. He’s sitting in a tire swing hanging from the branch of a giant oak tree on our farm, smiling a gap-toothed grin. He looks so little. So happy. So innocent.
So alive.
“Sounds like an easy choice to me,” I say.
At last, with a heavy sigh, Hank nods. He’s in, too.
And so the vote is unanimous. My plan is a go.
“Just one little problem,” Debbie says nervously, bending down now to pick up the pieces of the antique plate her husband broke.
“Where are we gonna get seventy-five grand to pull this thing off?”
In the ten weeks since my son died, I’ve probably slept less than ten hours.
During the days I’m bone-tired, shuffling from room to room like a zombie. But at night, rest rarely comes. I toss. I turn. I pray. I cry.
My mind keeps replaying my every memory of Alex over and over on a loop. But they’re never chronological. They always jump around.
First I might remember watching him when he walked across the stage in his adorable little cap and gown for his kindergarten “graduation” ten years ago.
Then I might think of the joyful look on his face the time he scored a winning goal for his junior-high soccer team.
Then I might see him taking his first tottering steps in the kitchen of our farmhouse.
The same farmhouse my family and I have lived in for decades upon decades.
The same one that could be taken away from us very soon.
Right now I’m lying in bed, sweating through the sheets thanks to the west Texas air, still blasting strong at 1:10 a.m., according to the old clock radio next to my bed.
But I’m not thinking about Alex.
Instead I’m jumpy with nerves. My entire family, nuclear and extended, blood and not, has just agreed to my “hell of a plan.” It still hasn’t fully sunk in. Tomorrow we start putting it into—
Hang on. I hear something. Outside. A metal clank, distant but distinct.
Having been awake most nights for over two months, I’ve gotten familiar with the sounds at these hours. Like crickets. The occasional coyote howl. Other than that, there aren’t any sounds. Our farmhouse sits on ten secluded acres.
Maybe it’s just an animal. Or maybe…it’s an intruder? Or maybe I’m just hearing things, my mind is just playing—
Clank.
There it is again. I have to find out what it is.
I slip out of bed and into some slippers. Then I creep down the hall.
I pad right past the shut door of Alex’s room, which I haven’t set foot in since the day he died. I don’t know when I will again. Maybe never.
I reach Stevie and Kim’s bedroom, give the door a knock, then slowly push it open. (They moved back in about two years ago, after Stevie’s hours at the oil refinery were cut, to help defray living expenses for all of us.)
Kim is dozing soundly, but next to her is empty space. Great. He’s probably out with Hank, Nick, and J.D., tossing back a few, something they’ve been doing more lately to help numb their grief. But what’s the point of having your retired Marine big brother sleep under the same roof as you if he’s not sleeping there when you need him?
Fine, I’ll do it myself.
I tiptoe downstairs and head for the kitchen. I pass through the doorway, which is “decorated” up and down with lines marking various Rourke family members’ heights over the years. And not just Alex’s. Mine and my brothers’. My late father, John. My aunt Anna and cousins Matthew and Jacob. Generations of us.
But I don’t have time to be sentimental. Not now.
Not when I’m in danger.
An emergency flashlight sits on top of our old, humming refrigerator. Wedged behind the fridge is an even older Ruger bolt-action hunting rifle.
I take both.
I unlock the front door, step outside, flip on the flashlight, and survey our driveway and front yard. Everything looks normal. All sounds quiet. I exhale, relieved. Maybe I’m so exhausted, I really am starting to—
Clank.
No, there it is again. I’m sure of it. Coming from behind the farmhouse.
Gripping the flashlight and gun tightly, I slowly stalk around the side of the house, trying to crunch the dry grass as little as possible so as not to give away my position.
I reach the backyard now, where I haven’t been in weeks. No sign of anyone. Not near the house, at least. But then my flashlight glints suddenly off something metal and blue leaning against the back porch.
It’s Alex’s dirt bike, untouched in ten weeks.
A lump forms in my throat. The pain is still so fresh. But I quickly push it out of my mind—when I hear another clank echo from farther out on the property.
I start following the dirt path that winds along the fields, toward our old barn. Crickets bombard my ears. Mosquitoes gnaw at my face. But I keep going, rifle aimed and ready…even when I reach the old tire swing hanging from that giant oak tree. The site of that framed picture of Alex I love so much. My eyes burn.…
But I hear yet another clank. Even louder now.
I’m getting close. But to what?
Finally I see something strange. Light. Coming from inside our ancient woodshed, peeking through the cracks. The shed is rotting and practically falling apart. Plus, it doesn’t have a power line running to it—so where’s the light coming from?
I carefully approach. The door is open just a crack. I hear the hum of a diesel generator powering what I think is a set of work lamps. I can barely make out a male figure, backlit, hunched over what looks like a bumper.
I’m so confused. A strange car? A generator? What the hell is it?
I ready my rifle—when I accidentally bump the door with the muzzle.
The figure spins around. I get ready to shoot.
It’s my brother.
“Stevie?” I say, throwing open the door, just as surprised as he is.
“Jesus, Molly! I almost jumped out of my skin.”
I enter the shed and look around. Up on cinder blocks is what appears to be a 1990s-model Ford Taurus, a silvery blue, badly rusted one. Its hood is open, its engine in a state of chaos, tubes and wires lying everywhere.
“What the hell is all this? It’s one o’clock in the morning!”
Stevie glances down at his watch. “1:15,” he says a little sheepishly.
Has it only been a few minutes since I crept out of bed? It feels like closer to an hour.
Stevie looks away and starts wiping grease off his hands with an old rag. He seems embarrassed, like a little boy caught sneaking candy before dinner.
“I…I don’t understand, Stevie. Whose car is this? Where did it come from? What were you…?”
I trail off when I start to piece it together.
Alex’s sixteenth birthday is—well, was—just a few months away. He’d be getting his driver’s license.
And metallic-blue was his favorite color.
That lump in my throat comes back with a vengeance.
“Buddy of mine from the refinery had it sitting on his front lawn,” Stevie explains. “Few months ago, I gave him a hundred bucks for it. When Alex was at school one day, and you were off at the market or somewhere, I had it towed. Then me and Hank pushed it into the shed. I’ve been working on it here and there since.”
Stevie pauses, then somberly runs his hand along the rusty blue siding, like a horseman saying good-bye to a beloved steed that has to be put down.
“I was gonna surprise him. Surprise both of y’all. But tonight…after we talked…I couldn’t sleep, either. Figured I should finally start stripping it for parts.”
I know my brother isn’t much of a hugger, but I can’t help myself. I wrap my arms around his giant frame and hang on as tight as I can. He embraces me back.
“He would’ve loved it so much,” I say.
We pull apart, a little awkwardly. Stevie looks at his watch. “I should probably get some shut-eye. I can finish this up over the weekend.”
But as he starts putting away his tools, I look over the car and get an idea.
“Not so fast,” I say. “You really think you can get her running again?”
Stevie nods.
“’Cause you heard my plan,” I continue. “First thing we’re gonna need…is a getaway car.”
I’d never aimed a gun at another person before.
“This ain’t a toy, Molly,” my father told me the very first time he taught me to shoot, passing his old Smith & Wesson Model 10 from his rough, giant hands into my soft, tiny ones. “Unless your life’s in danger, don’t never point it at nobody. Hear me? Else I’ll slap you so hard, your pretty eyes will pop right out of your skull.”
It was a warning I never forgot.
As I hold that same S&W now, feeling the cold wooden grip in my palm, I can hear my father’s words. What would he think if he knew what I was planning?
I wasn’t just about to point the weapon at another person.
I was going to wave it around at many.
And threaten their lives.
“It worked!” Hank exclaims, a nervous grin creeping across his face.
Of course it did. I thought of the idea myself.
Hank is sitting in the driver’s seat of a recently refurbished 1992 silver-blue Ford Taurus that has since been repainted black and has had its license plates removed and VIN numbers all scratched off. “They’re calling in backup,” he continues. “Y’all should go now if—”
“Hush,” snaps Stevie, from the back.
We’re all listening closely to a police scanner resting on the dash. I can’t make heads or tails of all the squawking and static. Thankfully my brothers and Nick and J.D. can. And apparently, they like what they hear.
“Here comes the cavalry,” says J.D.
And just like that, I hear a distant police siren. Then another. Then the glaring whine of a fire truck. The shrill alarm of an ambulance.
More voices crackle over the scanner, frantic. I manage to pick out a few words: “courthouse,” “suspicious package,” “evacuation,” “all available units.”
“Masks on,” Stevie orders. “Now we go. And remember: in and out, four minutes. Just like we practiced.”
The five of us don the cheap rubber Halloween masks we’ve been holding, each the cartoonish face of a different former president. Me, Stevie, Hank, J.D., and Nick become Lincoln, Washington, Nixon, Reagan, and Kennedy.
Hank stays behind the wheel of the parked car as the rest of us get out. I’m tingling with nerves as we cross the quiet street. And ready our weapons.
Five ex-presidents are about to rob a bank.
We burst in through the Key Bank’s front entrance—and Stevie immediately blasts a deafening round of buckshot into the ceiling.
“Hands up and keep ’em high!”
We quickly spread out and take our positions, just like we’d rehearsed multiple times in the old barn back on our farm, three big counties away.
People scream and panic—but obey.
Nick barks at the young, dumb security guard: “That means everybody!”
The kid must be barely out of high school—just a few years older than Alex was, I can’t help but think. The way his baggy uniform hangs off his rail-thin frame, he looks like a child playing dress-up with his daddy’s clothes. He flashes Nick a filthy look but meekly raises his hands.
So far, so good.
“Start emptying your drawers,” Stevie orders the three tellers. J.D. tosses each of them a burlap sack.
Then my brother turns to the stunned branch manager, a sweaty middle-aged Hispanic man in a cheap tan suit and bolo tie. “We’re gonna go open the vault.”
Stevie accentuates his point with a pump of his shotgun.
“Not a problem,” the manager gulps, then adds with a shaky smile, “Mr. President.” He and Stevie disappear into the back office.
J.D. watches over the tellers hurriedly stuffing cash into the brown bags.
Me and Nick keep our guns on everyone else, all frozen like statues reaching toward the sky. I realize the pimply-faced security guard’s pistol is sitting in its holster.…
But it’s the patrons I’m worried about more. After all, this is Texas. I’d bet a few are packing concealed heat.
Last thing we need is for one of them to decide to use it.
Through the eye slits of my hot, sticky rubber Lincoln mask, I keep scanning these fifteen or so unlucky folks. The older African-American married couple, the man whispering comforting words to his whimpering wife. The trashy-beautiful young white girl, maybe a cocktail waitress, maybe a stripper, still wearing her stilettos from the night before, holding the wad of one-dollar bills she was planning on depositing. The sixty-something balding fat man with the suspicious bulge under his leather jacket, and the darting eyes of a military veteran.
Any one of these people could mean trouble. (The sight of any mothers with children in the bank would be the kind of trouble I don’t know if I could handle.) I keep scanning the group, looking for the tiniest hint of it. Praying I don’t see it.
Then two more police sirens echo in the distance.
“Did one of y’all hit your panic button?!” J.D. angrily asks the tellers.
The bankers shake their heads. Yet they and the customers look hopeful as a cop car whizzes by outside…but keeps driving. J.D. smirks.
“’Course one of you did. Probably all of you. But it don’t matter. Plainview PD’s a little tied up right now.”
Still, I steal a glance at my watch. Since we left the car, it’s been three minutes, twenty-six seconds. In and out in four, tops—that was how we practiced it. Distracted across town or not, the law is going to show up eventually.
And if they do, God help us.
What in the hell is taking Stevie so long in the vault?
My breathing starts to pick up. The sweat on my brow I can’t wipe away stings my eyes. This plan—my plan—was supposed to be foolproof.…
“Let’s roll!” I hear my older brother shout.
Finally.
Still holding the manager at gunpoint, Stevie emerges from the back office. A small black duffel bag, bulging with bills, is slung over his shoulder.
“Pass ’em over, come on!” J.D. commands the tellers, quickly collecting the burlap sacks.
Nick and I give the cowering patrons and jittery security guard one final look.
Then the presidential bandits head for the entrance.
Holy shit, I think. We pulled off step one!
Outside, the coast looks clear. Hank is just rolling up in the black Taurus.
The vehicle that was supposed to be my son’s first ride…is now our getaway car.
I push open the bank’s door.…We’re so close.…
When I hear behind us a trembling voice—and the chambering of a bullet.
“Don’t move or, or…I’ll shoot!”
I stop in my tracks and glance back. We all do.
Goddamnit.
That scrawny security guard had decided to play hero.
“Bad move, son,” says Stevie, real low, turning slowly around.
“I said don’t…don’t move! I swear I…I’ll shoot all of y’all!”
It’s five against one. Not likely. But the black SIG Sauer in the guard’s freckled hands is shaking so much, I’m worried he might drop it—and God knows who a stray round might hit or what might happen next.
I hate to admit it, but part of me feels almost bad for this young man. Maybe it’s my maternal instincts. Maybe it’s how close in age he is to Alex. I know he’s standing in our way to freedom. I know he could ruin everything. But still…
“Put…put down your weapons!” he stammers.
Stevie raises his voice. “Gonna give you one more chance to let us walk.”
But the guard doesn’t blink. “No, see, I’m gonna give you one more chance—”
“We ain’t got time for this shit!” J.D. snaps.
He’s right. Every second we waste…
And Stevie knows it. So he acts fast.
In a flash, he drops to his knees and takes aim at the guard over his duffel bag.
The guard panics and shoots—clear over Stevie’s head—shattering one of the glass doors behind us.
Stevie fires a single shotgun blast into the bank’s wooden floor—intentionally strafing the kid’s right foot.
The guard groans and hunches over. His pistol clatters to the floor.
“You just got shot for bank money,” Stevie says. “Sorry about that.”
Then the four of us book it like hell.
We pile into the black Taurus. I’ve barely shut the door before we’re burning rubber.
We did it! I think, ripping off my hot, slimy Lincoln mask, adrenaline still coursing through my veins.
And all told, it was easier than I thought.
Now comes the hard part.
“Goddamn, these are some tricky sons of bitches.”
Special Agent Mason Randolph barely nods at the observation—because he’d reached that same conclusion hours before he even stepped foot inside the bank.
He came to it before his team boarded the Bureau-owned Gulfstream bound for Plainview. Before he even took his cowboy-booted feet off his desk on the third floor of the FBI’s El Paso field office.
As he told his colleagues as they sped toward the local airfield, sirens blaring, Mason was aware they were dealing with some smart-as-hell bank robbers the moment he heard about the simultaneous bomb scare on the other side of the city.
But that didn’t worry him. In fact, he was looking forward to the challenge.
Mason had built his meteoric eighteen-year career at the FBI by cracking the Southwest’s toughest cases. Serial killers. Kidnappings. Drug trafficking. Human trafficking. Both bank robberies and potential terrorist threats—though never a deliberately fake one, and never together in the same case.
Mason knew the region better than anybody in the Bureau. The land, the people, the culture, the criminals. And he knew how to use all that to his advantage.
He also knew just how much he’d sacrificed throughout his life to get where he was today. At forty-one, tall and handsome, with a full head of thick, wavy brown hair, he’d had plenty of girlfriends, but none of them turned into a wife.
He’d had plenty of “kids,” too—crime victims, that is. Countless innocent people, both living and dead, toward whom he’d felt sympathetic, protective, almost fatherly.
It wasn’t the same as having a family of his own. Not even close. He knew that. But solving the trickiest crimes, putting away the worst of the worst—it was worth it to him. That’s just who Mason was.
Today’s bank robbery/bomb threat wasn’t going to be any different.
While their plane was cruising over the Texas desert, Mason and his team reviewed the facts.
Earlier that morning, a suspicious package was discovered outside the Hale County Courthouse. It turned out to be empty—except for a handful of Tannerite, a legal explosive used to make novelty exploding gun-range targets. But that was enough to get a state-police bomb-sniffing dog barking. The entire block was evacuated. Every cop, sheriff, and ranger in the county was tied up for hours.
Meanwhile, not two miles away, four armed men wearing gloves, hunting camo, and Halloween masks of four ex-presidents waltzed into a Key Bank and waltzed out with over eighty large. They disappeared into the scorching desert before the local dispatcher could find a free unit to respond.
Yep, these bad guys were smart.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Mason replies to Texas ranger John Kim, the FBI’s local case liaison, as both men step around the bank’s shattered glass entrance.
Born, raised, and employed in the Lone Star State his whole life, Mason has met thousands of Texas lawmen of every stripe. But a paunchy, bedraggled Korean American one with a drawl as thick as tar was a first.
“I think that’s your job, agent. You’re the boy wonder, from what I hear.”
Mason steps farther into the stiflingly hot lobby. The air-conditioning had been switched off to preserve possible evidence—which also preserves the triple-digit heat.
The agent doesn’t want to spend more than two, maybe three uncomfortable minutes inside, tops.
But that’s all he needs.
He scans the crime scene with squinted blue eyes. He notices two spent shotgun shells and two clusters of buckshot. Some are embedded in the ceiling tile, others near a splotch of dried blood on the marble floor.
“I’d normally suggest sending those shots to the lab,” Kim says, “but why waste the taxpayers’ money?”
Mason knows what the ranger’s getting at. The inside of a shotgun is smoothbore. Unlike with a bullet, running ballistics on recovered buckshot or casings is almost always a total wash.
But Special Agent Mason Randolph cuts no corners, spares no expense.
“I wish I had superpowers like you, ranger,” Mason says, rolling his eyes. “You can tell just from looking, we won’t be able to pull any prints, any fibers, any DNA. Should we bother running tests on that dummy bomb by the courthouse?”
Kim sucks his teeth. Doesn’t appreciate the sarcasm. Doesn’t like being called out for an oversight, either.
“I heard you watched the security tapes,” Kim says. “In that case, it almost wasn’t worth y’all making the trip. Get anything on the suspects besides their heights and builds?”
Mason nods. “Rubber.”
Kim gives the agent a funny look. “Say again?”
“Their masks,” the agent explains. “It’s the only lead we’ve got. For now.”
He continues: “Witnesses say the four men had real west Texas accents. Impossible to fake to a room full of locals. Which tells me our bad guys hail from nearby. If your men want to help, tell them to start canvassing every knickknack and party-supply store for a hundred miles. Halloween’s a long way off. Find me some political junkies who purchased their costumes five months early. In cash.”
Kim is plenty impressed by Mason’s creativity. And ingenuity. It’s an unorthodox angle he would never even have considered, let alone thought to pursue so aggressively. But the ranger also can’t hide his skepticism.
“Far be it from me, Agent Randolph, to question one of the most formidable Feds in all the Southwest.…”
“Then why do I feel like you’re about to do just that?”
Kim forges on. “You’re asking for a miracle if you think—”
“Here’s what I think,” Mason fires back. “We’ve got five felons on the loose, who disappeared right under our noses. Who set a trap that all of us stepped right into. Who, as my colleagues at the Department of Homeland Security reminded me on a conference call as we drove in from the airport, are smart enough to build a fake bomb—and Jesus help us if they ever decide to make a real one.”
Kim frowns. “Fair enough. But starting with their masks? All I’m saying, that’s haystack-and-needle territory. And you know it.”
If Mason does, his poker face doesn’t betray it.
“When we find that needle, Ranger Kim—and we will,” Mason responds. Five minutes in the roasting bank lobby is far too long. “Watch you don’t get pricked.”
In 1933, my great-grandfather Joseph Rourke built the sturdy oak table that has stood in our farmhouse kitchen ever since. He probably imagined his descendants sitting around it sharing meals, stories, and laughs.
He probably didn’t imagine them sitting around it counting out a small fortune, one that was stolen at gunpoint from a bank earlier that morning.
“Eighty-two thousand one hundred seventeen dollars!” Hank exclaims after triple-checking his arithmetic. “Eighty-two thousand and one hundred seventeen goddamn dollars!”
A bunch of gasps and laughter fill the room. But I can’t make a peep. The shock, the relief, and the thrill are overwhelming. The experience is out of this world.
“It’s wild seeing all that money in one place,” says J.D., in total awe.
“Crazy how little it looks,” Nick adds, helping Hank arrange all the rubber-banded stacks of bills together into a pile no bigger than a couple of phone books.
He’s right. In the movies, the bad guys’ bounty is always stacked to the ceiling.
But this is real life. And incredible things seem to always come in small packages.
Then again, in the movies, the bad guys—that would be us, crazy as that is to admit—get caught in the end. There’s always some tough, good-looking, plays-by-his-own-rules cop out there who’ll stop at nothing to bring them to justice.
But like I said, this is real life. What we’re doing is too big. Too important. It’s for our home. It’s for our livelihoods.
It’s for my dead son.
My plan is perfect. Getting caught—that’s just not going to happen to us. It can’t.
Or can it?
Stevie seems to be reading my mind. He picks up the notepad Hank had been using to scribble his figures on. He brings it over to the stove, lights a burner, and drops the pages into the flickering blue flame. They transform from evidence into ash in a matter of seconds.
“When’d you last use this thing, Molly?” Stevie asks with a little smile, running his finger along the top of the oven through a film of old grease and dust.
I answer quickly and quietly. “Eighty-nine days ago.”
The instinct of my brother and his friends is to chuckle—until I explain that number’s significance.
“I guess I just haven’t felt much like cooking since Alex died.”
Which sucks the air right out of the room.
I feel a deep pain in my gut as the memory of him seeps back into me. It’s still so fresh, so raw. So real.
But I also feel sorry for ruining the festive mood. For putting a damper on a celebration we all desperately need. My oldest brother picks up on that immediately.
“How’s Taco Bell sound?” Stevie asks. “I’m buying. Double Decker Supremes for everybody!”
The gang gets happy and rowdy again.
“Make mine a gordita—no, a chalupa!”
“Fresco Chicken for me!”
“Gotta throw in some nachos, bud!”
“Hell no!” I interject, brandishing a cast-iron skillet high above my head. “You bet your asses we’re having tacos tonight. But they’re gonna be homemade.”
My family likes this idea even more. And so do I.
I still miss my precious baby boy every second of every minute of every day.
But I’ve missed cooking for all the other people in my life I love, too.
So tonight, for the first time in nearly thirteen weeks, dinner on the Rourke family farm looks almost normal again.
Some say midnight is the scariest hour to be in a cemetery.
They’re wrong.
The scariest time is the first light of dawn. Because there’s nowhere left to hide. From your grief. From yourself.
I just couldn’t fall asleep last night. (But what else is new?) I’m sure the buzz from the morning’s bank robbery was part of it. But maybe my guilt was, too. Not guilt from committing any crime. Guilt about feeling the tiniest flicker of happiness again. Of hope. We could save the farm.
That my “hell of a plan,” as Stevie once called it, might work.
I was still tossing and turning when the old clock radio beside my bed read 2:30 a.m. Normally I’d tough it out and keep lying there till dawn, when I’d finally decide to drag myself out of bed and officially start my day.
But last night felt different. I couldn’t just keep lying there.
I had to get up now. Had to go somewhere. And I knew exactly where.
I hopped in my truck and drove the twenty-six miles to Trinity Hills Cemetery. I parked outside the front gate and walked the rest of the way in on foot.
I’d visited this place more times than I could remember. At least once every day since the funeral. Sometimes twice. On some occasions, I might stay for just a minute. Others, I might linger for hours.
I knew last night would be the latter.
As I neared Alex’s resting place, my flashlight casting long, eerie shadows, the first emotion I felt was rage.
Someone left trash at my son’s grave!
But as I got closer, I identified the pile of wrinkled papers strewn at the base of his headstone.
It was a stack of comic books.
Alex and his comic books. How he loved them. How his bedroom was stuffed to the gills with them, a library of illustrated stories of daring and adventure.
I figured some of his friends must have visited yesterday and left them there. That thought melted my heart.
Because Alex adored his friends. Even more than comics. Camping with them, shooting old bottles and cans with them, riding that blue dirt bike around with them—the one that’s still leaning against our back porch. The one I still can’t bring myself to move.
And his friends loved Alex right back. Sometimes, when he’d have a few pals stay the night, I’d creep down the hall and stand outside his bedroom door. Not to eavesdrop, just to hear them laugh.
Is there any sound more perfect to a parent’s ear than her child expressing joy?
These memories and so many others came flooding back to me all night long. For the past three hours, I stood, sat, paced, knelt, prayed, and cried—oh, did I cry—at the grave of my fifteen-year-old son.
But now, I start to realize the sky has changed from inky black to glowing blue. Alex’s favorite color, I can’t help but think. I hear birds begin to chirp. I look down at my cell phone. It tells me it’s nearly six o’clock. In just a few minutes, this dark cemetery will be flooded with warm light.
I’m not ready for that. Not even close.
I have to get home. I have a lot more work to do.
I’ve only just begun.
I’ve been crouching and crawling with Stevie through prickly three-foot-high shrubs for the last hour. My whole body hurts like hell.
My back aches. My knees and wrists throb. Every inch of exposed skin is either drenched with sweat or scratched up by the bramble or bitten pink by mosquitoes.
But I forget all about the pain—when I remember why I’m here.
Step two of my plan will happen in less than a week, just a few hundred yards from where we’re both hidden now: the outskirts of Golden Acres Ranch, a sprawling horse farm not far from the Texas–Oklahoma border.
Tonight, the place is teeming with some of the area’s wealthiest families. Pony rides and circus performers for the kids. Grilled lobster and bubbly for the adults.
It sure is one fancy way to celebrate the Fourth of July.
And the perfect cover for me and my brother to stake the place out.
God help us if we get caught.
“I count six—no, seven—exits on walls three, four, and five,” whispers Stevie, peering through the slender scope he borrowed from the top of his hunting rifle.
He’s checking out the giant beige stable in the center of the property. It’s not the long, slender kind I’m used to seeing. With elegant stone columns and pristine white gables, it looks more like a massive open-air mansion.
A whole lot of money passes through Golden Acres. More than goes through most banks in this part of the state—especially at auction time.
And we’ll be coming for every penny.
“Can you make out the other walls?” I ask, still scribbling Stevie’s observations in a tiny notepad, struggling to see my chicken scratch in the pitch dark.
Stevie glances at his watch. “I will any second now…”
Before I can ask what he means—boom!—an explosion shatters the quiet night. My heart jumps into my throat. Then a second. Boooom! A third. And then…
Fireworks light up the evening sky.
They light up the rest of the stable, too.
As the crowd oohs and ahs, Stevie rattles off more details about the barn. Like the positions of more exits. Their lines of sight. The locations of security cameras. The positions of plainclothes security guards.
I write down every word. What we’ve got in store for this place will make the Key Bank heist look like a cakewalk. We can’t be too careful or too prepared.
“All right, that does it,” Stevie says. “Let’s use the noise for cover and split.”
Fine by me. We slowly turn around in the brush and begin inching back the way we came, toward the road. We’ve barely made it a couple of yards.…
“Over there!”
I hear a young man’s voice. Then footsteps. Coming up on us fast.
Shit. Stevie gives me a look: Stay still, stay calm.…
My breath catches in my chest. I crouch down even lower in the spiky shrubs. I slowly crane my head to see who’s spotted us. Golden Acres security? Police?
Then I hear a girl’s giggling. And I relax.
It’s just two teenagers, sneaking off to fool around.
They collapse onto a hilly patch of grass nearby, kissing and groping, clueless that two fledgling criminals are so dangerously close.
As my brother and I scamper away, I can’t help but think: Next time, we won’t be so lucky.
As a former Miss Scurry County for three years in a row, I know a few things about putting on makeup. I’ve been dolling myself up going on three decades.
But this is the first time I’ve applied it on someone else.
“Quit twitching,” I say, dabbing a glob of brown cream and smearing it all around. “You made it through Parris Island, you can deal with a little foundation.”
That’s right. I’m putting ladies’ makeup on my retired-Marine big brother.
The rest of the room chuckles—Hank, Nick, J.D., and my sisters-in-law, Kim and Debbie. The mood is tense, and I figured we could use a little laugh.
“Don’t pretend you’ve never tried to look pretty before, Sergeant,” J.D. cracks.
More laughter. Except from Stevie. “Very funny…Corporal.”
I pick up an eyebrow pencil. “How about giving me a big fake smile, at least?”
My brother flashes a toothy grin, scrunching his face up tight. Hank, Nick, and J.D. are all doing the same while Debbie and Kim apply their makeup.
I rub my dark-brown pencil up and down Stevie’s laugh lines, his forehead wrinkles, his crow’s feet—accentuating every nook and cranny as naturally as possible. I add a few liver spots for good measure.
I’m not trying to make my brother look good.
I’m trying to make him look twenty-five years older.
We’re gearing up for our hit on Golden Acres. But this time, we won’t be going in wearing president masks. Just the mugs we were born with.
Completely unarmed, too.
“Good Lord,” Debbie says with a laugh. “Is this what I have to look forward to?”
She’s finishing Hank’s makeup. Her husband actually shaved the top of his head, to make it look like he was balding, and topped it off with a pair of fake Coke-bottle glasses. She holds her compact mirror out so Hank can see for himself.
“Damn…I look just like Pa,” he says, blinking in disbelief.
Our father died of a heart attack a few years back at the age of sixty-seven. Hank’s not even forty. But in this disguise, the resemblance is spooky.
“No wonder Ma always loved you the least,” I joke.
More laughs all around. Then Stevie grabs my hand.
“Come on, Molly. Focus. Clock’s ticking.”
He’s right. I finish darkening his skin and highlighting his wrinkles, making sure all the makeup looks natural and even. Next comes the wig. Over Stevie’s military-style buzz cut I set an unruly tangle of thinning gray hair.
The transformation is complete. And unbelievable.
“Well?” he asks.
“Big improvement,” I say. “Never looked this good in your entire life.”
Stevie checks his watch, then turns to the two women and three other “old men” standing around our kitchen.
“Debbie, Kim, every brush and pencil you used, burn ’em in the fire pit out back. Nick, you go reinspect the truck. Hank, look over the map and driving routes. Molly, soon as you’re finished, join me and J.D. to review the floor plan.”
Everyone has a task. Everyone springs into action. Including me.
I still have one last person’s makeup to do.
Mine.
We’re in rural northwest Texas. But squint and you’d swear it was Beverly Hills.
A stream of Beamers, Benzes, and Caddies are pulling up to the main entrance of Golden Acres Ranch. Young parking valets politely open the doors. Out step wealthy ranchers, snooty equestrians, and fat-cat racetrack owners, all dressed to the nines.
Meanwhile, us five “senior citizens” are squished inside the cabin of a red, rusted-out ’96 F-150. (It was bought on the whole other side of the state in cash, without a title, then fixed up by my brothers in the woodshed behind our farmhouse, just like Stevie had done for our first getaway car, the one that should have belonged to Alex.)
“Our truck’s older than some of the kids they got working here,” Hank says, steering our vehicle into the valet line.
“Don’t worry,” I reply, readying some cash to slip to whichever valet parks it. “Our money’s not.”
As we near the front gate, each of us subtly peels off the latex gloves we’ve been wearing (so we don’t leave any prints inside the vehicle) and stuffs them into our pockets.
I can feel the valets and other guests giving us side-eye as our truck approaches. To them, we must look like penniless old fogies who clearly don’t belong. We’re an annoyance. An eyesore. But beyond that, we don’t warrant a second thought.
Which is exactly the point.
“Good evening, sir,” says the valet as he opens Hank’s door. He’s wearing a Golden Acres polo shirt and can barely suppress a grimace at having to deal with us.
I slide out after Hank. “Be a dear,” I croak in my best old-lady voice, “and park it somewhere close? My arthritis. I don’t care to stand too long on my feet.”
Before the valet can roll his eyes, I hand him the money I’m holding. He glances down at it—and perks right up. It’s a crisp fifty-dollar bill.
“Yes, ma’am!”
The five of us enter the ranch.
We slip in among the other guests and dodder across the huge lawn toward the giant beige stable where the main event will be taking place. We’re almost inside.…
“Madam, gentlemen, stop right there.”
We’re intercepted by a compact man wearing a black ten-gallon hat and chewing an unlit cigarillo. Who does not look very friendly. Even without the two meatheads by his side—or the Colt Desert Eagle strapped to his hip—I’d know exactly who he was. (Me and Stevie had done buckets of research on this place, after all.)
It’s Billy Reeves, Golden Acres’ cocky, cantankerous head of security.
“Y’all don’t mind if we take a few…precautions? This is a weapons-free facility.”
Yeah, right. I know that’s a bald lie. Just an excuse to frisk us, hoping to find a reason to kick us out.
But before any of us can even answer, Billy flicks his chin, and his goons start searching us for hidden weapons—patting us down and waving metal-detecting wands over each of us for good measure.
But none of us is packing. So they aren’t going to find anything.
“Is there a problem, young man?” Hank asks, making his voice soft and scratchy.
“I’m afraid y’all might be in the wrong place. This ain’t bingo night.” Billy and his boys snicker. The five of us don’t react. “It’s a private auction. With a required reserve of seventy-five thousand dollars, in bonds or currency.”
“My, my!” I exclaim now, acting surprised. “I’m afraid my mind must be going.”
I unsnap the leather briefcase I’ve been carrying.
“I could’ve sworn it was seventy-six.”
It’s bursting at the seams with stacks of cash.
Billy’s eyes bug out of his head. He grunts and stammers, pissed at being shown up, especially by an old woman. He and his men march away without another word.
All of us exchange relieved glances.
“Young people today,” Hank says, shaking his head, the heavy (fake) wrinkles around the corners of his mouth creasing into a tiny smirk. “No respect for their elders.”
The rest of us chuckle, happy for this brief moment of comic relief. We need it.
Then we finally enter the stable.
As we make our way through, I catch Stevie glancing around at all the other well-heeled auction-goers. For the first time I can ever remember, he looks a little nervous.
I quickly realize why.
Even to the naked eye, it seems like practically every person here has a suspicious concealed bulge under their jacket or vest—except for us.
So much for a “weapons-free facility.”
“Looks like we really are the only folks not carrying,” he whispers to me. “You still think we can pull this off?”
I squeeze his muscular arm reassuringly.
You bet I do.
Stevie, Hank, J.D., Nick, and I wander around the massive open-air stable.
We try to look like we’re blending in with the crowd, browsing the few dozen exotic horses in their pens before the main auction kicks off.
Of course, we’re actually getting a firsthand lay of the place. Reviewing the exits. Rechecking our escape route.
And looking for the one final component we still need.
We’ll use the first one that any of us finds, but officially this part is my job. And I don’t want to let the others down. I stroll casually through the stable but keep my eyes open wide. I peer into every stall. I look around every corner. But still nothing.
As I continue my search, I hear a horse stomping and braying in a nearby pen. I know I don’t really have the time, but something about the sound just calls to me.
Part of me still has a sixth sense for animals in distress, an instinct I picked up as a teenager when I used to ride. A friend of my father’s, named Angus, owned a few horses on a farm a couple of miles away. He’d let me exercise them, as long as I cleaned and fed them and swept the stable.
I had dreams of being a show jumper myself someday, maybe even owning a horse ranch of my own, so it was more than a fair deal. I loved those animals more than anything. I came to think of them as my own.
Then one day, poor old Angus had a stroke. His son drove up from Dallas, stuck him in a home, sold the farm and the steeds along with it, and that was that.
It was one of the saddest days of my entire childhood. I remember thinking, even at that young age, it was crazy and scary how sudden a life can change—mine and Angus’s both. Not to mention the horses’. And how quick a person’s lifelong home can disappear.
I have to remind myself: preventing that from happening to ours is why we’re doing all this in the first place.
I head over to the pen. Through the bars I see a stunning brown stallion with a flowing black mane and snow-white hind legs. He’s a real beauty.
“Easy, boy,” I whisper. “You’re not the only one feeling butterflies tonight.”
I stare into the horse’s big wet eyes, willing it to relax. Trying to make a real connection. I hold out my hand as an offering. Slowly he saunters over, sniffs, and nuzzles my palm.
“Now who do you think you’re fooling, young lady?”
My whole body tenses. Damn it, I’m caught, my disguise didn’t work! Abort!
“You’re no horse buyer. You’re a regular horse whisperer.”
I spin, and see an elderly man—a real one—smiling at me with a set of pearl-white veneers. From his tailored three-piece suit, shiny snakeskin boots, and even shinier gold Rolex watch, I can tell right away he’s got money. But his demeanor is friendly. Gentlemanly. Almost bashful.
“And such a lovely one, too,” he adds, with the tip of his felt cowboy hat.
I realize this old-timer isn’t trying to blow my cover. Far from it.
He’s trying to hit on me.
“You’re very kind, sir,” I say, forcing an innocent smile.
“My name’s Wyland. Cole Wyland.” He gestures at the stallion. “Always been partial to Belgian warmbloods too. Gorgeous creatures, ain’t they?”
I’m confused.
Because he’s dead wrong. That’s not the breed of this horse at all. Is he joking? Or just flat-out clueless? Or maybe…he can’t be a plainclothes Golden Acres security guard testing me, can he?
“Actually, Mr. Wyland—”
“Cole, please.”
“This horse here is a Holsteiner, Cole. See the H branded on his back leg? But mixing up the two breeds, that’s a common mistake.”
Cole says nothing for a moment. Should I start to worry? Did I offend him? Does he sense something’s amiss?
But then he smiles even wider.
“Turns out you’ve got beauty and brains!”
All right, I think, relieved. Enough. I need to wrap this chitchat up quick.
“It’s been a pleasure, sir. Cole. But if you’ll excuse me…”
And I hurry off before he has a chance to stop me. I have places to be. I have a wheelbarrow to find.
I have a heist to pull off.
“One minute to opening gavel!” a voice declares over the P.A. “One minute!”
The stable’s main atrium is brimming with anticipation. The crowd is finding their seats. The horses are getting their final primps. The auctioneer is warming up his vocal cords.
Stevie, Nick, and I hover in the wings, ready to spring into action. Meanwhile, Hank and J.D. scurry up a hidden back staircase, into the hayloft. Like most haylofts in modern stables, this one isn’t functional. It’s mostly for decoration.
Or in our case, storage.
As the audience settles in, I scan all of their faces, trying to read each one of them like I did inside the bank. Wondering who might give us trouble. Praying that none of them—like that foolish kid security guard—decides he wants to be a hero.
But with five times the number of folks—and so many clearly carrying weapons—I know the odds aren’t in our favor.
The auctioneer approaches the stage, smiling and shaking hands with some of the ranch’s owners and bigwigs. He turns on his microphone, tapping it a few times to test the sound.
What the hell is taking Hank and J.D. so long? I wonder, starting to fret. Did somebody screw up? Is it not there?
Stevie, Nick, and I trade nervous glances. All worrying about the same thing.
But then, my brother and my might-as-well-be-my-brother reappear—carrying a leather bag the size of a violin case. They rejoin us. They unzip it.
Inside is a cache of high-tech assault rifles fit for a team of Navy SEALs.
I’ve been around guns my whole life—but I’ve never seen any like this. Compact and boxy, fully collapsible, and made of lightweight green titanium alloy.
We all put our latex gloves back on as Hank hands the weapons around. J.D. passes out the ammunition: clear-plastic magazines, small-caliber, but hollow point and deadly. We ready our rifles and flip on their red-laser sights. They were designed to increase shooting accuracy.
But we mostly want them for the intimidation factor.
“Ladies and gentlemen!” the honey-voiced auctioneer says into the microphone. The crowd whoops and applauds. “Welcome to Golden Acres!”
That’s our cue.
“Now please welcome our first animal of the evening. Sebastian, a playful two-year-old Kiger Mustang from—”
Stevie strafes the atrium ceiling with automatic gunfire as we storm the place.
“Hands up and keep ’em high!”
Fear and panic fill the stable. People shriek and gasp and crouch and cry. Some try to flee. But within seconds we’ve all gotten into position, guarding every exit.
“No one move an inch!” Stevie bellows, stepping onto the stage, assuming the role of master of criminal ceremonies.
“Anyone even tries to draw, we’ll take you out!”
The rest of us train our weapons on the anxious crowd…on the auctioneer…on furious Billy Reeves and his bumbling security team—our scopes’ thin red beams slicing through the dusty stable air like a scary laser-light show.
“Now, this can be short and painless…or the opposite,” Stevie continues. “Every one of y’all here with cash or bearer bonds, start passing them down to the aisles. My colleagues will be coming through to make a little collection. Try anything funny…anything at all…”
Stevie fires off another flurry of bullets into the rafters.
More screams of terror echo all around us.
But the audience begins following his orders. Briefcases, purses, and bank ledgers are all slowly handed down.
“Let’s go!” Stevie barks. “Pick it up, pick it up!”
J.D. and I move up and down the aisles, making multiple trips, each time collecting as much as we can carry with one arm—our other hand aiming our rifles. We dump all the wallets and handbags at the feet of Hank and Nick, who start emptying each bag into a giant wooden wheelbarrow that I’d found out back behind the stable.
On one of my trips, I make eye contact with Cole Wyland, the friendly old man who tried flirting with me back by the horse pens.
He gives me a filthy look. I just shrug.
Sorry, Cole, I think. Guess you got unlucky twice today.
Up and down the aisles we go. I’m getting a little winded. My arm’s getting a little tired.
I check my watch: we’ve been doing this for almost four full minutes.
We’re still keeping a sharp eye on the audience—especially Stevie, from his elevated perch on stage—but with all the moving around we’ve been doing, it’s possible one of them has secretly pulled out a cell phone to call the law.
Or maybe they pulled out a gun—to try to take the law into their own hands.
Stevie seems to have the same thought. “All right, let’s giddyup now!”
J.D. and I drop whatever remaining bags we’re holding, and us five “old fogies” assemble by the wheelbarrow, which is now practically overflowing with a small mountain of money.
We take triangular formation around it, just like we practiced—and just like Stevie learned in the Marines when escorting a VIP: Nick pushing, Hank in front, me, J.D., and Stevie walking backward in a crescent shape behind it.
“Folks, enjoy the rest of your night,” Stevie calls out as we move toward the exit. We’re almost through the doorway.…
“No chance in hell y’all get away with this!”
My eyes dart to the source of that raspy, familiar voice.
A furious Billy Reeves is taking a step in our direction, his hand hovering over his holstered Desert Eagle.
“Billy, don’t even think about it,” Stevie warns, aiming the red beam of his assault rifle directly in the center of Billy’s glistening forehead. Billy gulps.
“We’re gonna hunt y’all down! I’m gonna hunt y’all down for this!”
But we ignore his threats and keep moving. His ragged voice rings out again—“No chance y’all get away with this bullshit!”—as we make it outside into the warm night air.
We pick up the pace now, almost jogging across the property, leaving a trail of fluttering cash in our wake.
The bored valets, sitting around, chatting, messing with their smartphones, are beyond shocked to see us—and our guns.
Hank points his rifle at them, just in case—“Don’t try nothing!” he barks—as we race over to our pickup truck, parked in a prime nearby spot thanks to my generous tip.
As Stevie, Nick, and J.D. hoist the wheelbarrow up into the cargo bed, I leap in and cover it with the heavy tarp we’d rolled and stashed back there, trapping our new fortune underneath it.
Hank slides behind the wheel and with a spare key he’s been carrying starts the growling engine.
“Look!” J.D. shouts, pointing back the way we came.
Billy, some security guards, and a few brave auction attendees have exited the stable and are charging toward us, shouting and cursing, waving their handguns in the air like in an old Western, itching for a shoot-out.
They’re a good ways away. A hundred yards or so at least. None of us are too worried about their aim.…
But then one of them pulls the trigger.
Ping! A bullet ricochets wildly off the metal siding of our truck, right next to where I’m sitting—and I yelp and duck down out of instinct.
Christ, that was close!
Hank has put the truck into gear. We’re about to drive off to freedom—but the sight of his baby sister getting shot at sparks a rage in Stevie I’ve never seen.
With a furious grunt, he takes aim and lays down a deafening carpet of automatic gunfire across the grass—just inches in front of Billy and his clumsy posse’s paths—sending them screaming and stumbling and scrambling for cover.
Damn, do I love my brother sometimes.
“Let’s roll!” he yells to Hank, and the truck peels out.
We’re speeding down the interstate…in a white Dodge Caravan.
Nick stashed our second getaway car earlier this morning behind a rest stop at the three-way junction where State Highways 60, 33, and 83 all meet. Hank parked our red pickup to make it look like we were heading north, when really we went west. The cops will figure that out eventually, but it might slow them down at least a little.
And given the amount of money we just lifted, we’ll take every single second we can get.
All of us are still buzzing after another flawless heist.
“Shit, we really did it!” Hank exclaims, drumming the steering wheel with excitement. “How much do you think we got?”
We’d removed the minivan’s back row of seats last night so we could easily slide in the wheelbarrow. Nick, J.D., and I are back there now, on our knees, rubber-banding the heaping mound of cash and bearer bonds into neat stacks and stuffing them into duffel bags.
“Half a mil, easy,” says Nick.
“Try one and a half mil,” says J.D.
I don’t say anything. I’m astonished by both of their estimates.
But I push that amazement from my head. Right now, we’ve got to stay focused on the task at hand: getting our booty bundled before we reach our next getaway car—which is “about ninety seconds out!” Stevie informs us.
I try to work faster. But I do ask: “What are the cops saying?”
A police scanner is resting on the dash, just like during our bank robbery. But I still haven’t learned to decipher all its static and garbled chatter.
Stevie’s sitting shotgun, keeping an eye on the road and an ear on the transmission. “They’re looking for us, all right. But in all the wrong places. For now.”
Ninety seconds later, right on schedule, Hank slows the van as we near our third and final vehicle, a silver ’99 Chevy Impala parked just off the highway shoulder.
We all leap out, toss six overstuffed duffel bags into the trunk, then pile in ourselves.
We’re soon cruising down an empty back road, speeding past miles and endless miles of Texas farmland in every direction. Once we hit State Highway 70, it will be less than four hours till we’re back in Scurry County.
Less than four hours till we’re home.
My adrenaline rush is finally starting to fade. I yank off my itchy gray wig and close my eyes.
I can make out every bump and crack in the asphalt. I can hear every tick and purr of the engine. I start to feel calm. Almost peaceful.
Until an image of Alex pops into my head.
For a split second—maybe it’s because I have my messy wig in my lap—I glimpse his unruly mop of brown curls. His peach-fuzzy cheeks. His megawatt smile—which I’d give away every penny we just got to see again, for just one second.
A single tear runs down my cheek. I wipe it away, smearing my old-lady makeup, remembering why I really started doing all this in the first place.
The biggest and hardest part of my plan is complete.
Now we’ll just have to see if it worked.
Special Agent Mason Randolph had just stepped in one heaping pile of shit.
No, not the actual kind. He’d spent enough time on farms and ranches in his forty-one years to know never to take a single step without looking down.
But it had been over two months since the Key Bank stickup in Plainview, and he and his team were still at square one.
Until now.
With no real leads, but no repeat robberies, either, many in his department had started hoping it was a one-off thing. A single crime committed by a couple of ballsy amateurs who just happened to get real lucky.
But as Mason had argued in staff meeting after staff meeting, he never bought that for a second. He firmly believed the Bureau was chasing some exceptionally smart and special bad guys…who were only getting started.
He begged and pleaded to keep the case active, and to put more bodies on it. But around week six, his supervisor pulled the plug.
So Mason kept working the investigation on his own time. Coming in early and staying late to follow up leads all by himself. Calling in every favor he had to interview more witnesses and canvass party-supply stores to find who bought those masks.
The fact was, when Mason Randolph sunk his teeth into a juicy case like this one, he was like a pit bull with a raw steak: he was never going to let go.
Until justice was served.
He was convinced the suspects were going to strike again. The moment he heard about Golden Acres, he knew they had.
With a sense of déjà vu on the Gulfstream plane ride to the nearest airstrip, Mason explained to his team his rationale for linking the two cases. Similar M.O. Similar five-person squad. Similar language (“Hands up and keep ’em high!”) said with a similar west Texas twang.
The bank and horse ranch were hundreds of miles apart. But with a new crime scene and new witnesses, there was hope the case might finally take a real step forward. They just might catch these guys—and recover the $1.2 million that had literally been wheeled away.
Mason, his colleagues, and the entire Bureau let these sons of bitches slip away once already. He was not going to let that happen a second time.
No matter what it took.
“Good to see you again, Mr. Reeves,” Mason says, flashing a cheeky smile as he approaches the ranch’s crusty, cigarillo-chomping security head. “Feels like it was just last week.”
Billy is being fingerprinted by an FBI tech at a mobile crime-scene lab in order to exclude his prints from the investigation. He growls, angry and humiliated.
In fact, Mason had seen him just last week. Near this very spot, too.
The agent had been in Amarillo on an unrelated homicide when a colleague in Narcotics passed along a tip. Rumor was, the Golden Acres’ annual private horse auction was going to be hit. Hard.
Mason disliked crime of any sort—especially the preventable kind. So he made the seventy-minute drive to the ranch personally, off duty, for a little sit-down with Billy.
But the grizzled, arrogant bastard couldn’t care less. Billy assured the agent that his team was the best in the business. And besides, even if somebody did try to pull something during the auction, most of the crowd would probably be packing more firepower than they were.
Lotta good that did.
“What do you want, Agent Randolph?” Billy snarls. “I already gave my statement three times. I screwed up. All right? You happy? How much I gotta say it? Y’all get off on hearing me talk shit about myself, is that it?”
“Actually, sir,” Mason says, calmingly, “I came to offer you an apology.”
Billy frowns. Cocks his head. Definitely not what he expected to hear.
“When we met last week,” Mason continues, “I failed to impress upon you the urgency of the threat to your auction. I’m sorry. If I had, I’m sure you and your boys would’ve increased the ranch’s security and prepared for it accordingly. Probably would’ve thwarted it, too.”
Billy eyes Mason. Warily, then appreciatively. “Damn right we would’ve. Thank you, agent. You’re a good man.”
And you’re a stupid one to believe me, Mason thinks. Billy didn’t listen to a damn word he’d said. Practically laughed in his face. If anything, this two-bit gun-toting cowboy owes him an apology.
But Mason keeps those thoughts to himself. He knows there’s no point in going to war with one of the best witnesses he’s got. So today, he’ll be the mature one. Besides, a big reason he got to be one of the region’s top agents in the first place is his finely honed instinct for when to use vinegar and when to use honey.
“If you think of anything else, Mr. Reeves, you’ve got my card, right?”
With a tug on the brim of his cowboy hat, Mason heads out the door.
Next, he walks all around the ranch’s grounds, silently taking everything in. He works best this way: soaking in the big picture, gradually narrowing in on the little stuff, and letting his brilliant mind wander and play and make connections.
Mason sees a team of white-suited techs exiting the stable holding in their gloved hands an old leather bag that resembles a violin case. Interesting.
Inside the building and across the lawn, techs are extracting bullets, collecting spent shell casings, and snapping pictures.
At the valet stand, still others are making a plaster mold of the tire tracks of what witnesses say was a mid-1990s F-150 the bad guys used to make their escape.
Mason surveys the complex crime scene solemnly.
Yep, this is one big old pile of shit. And he’s up to his knees in it.
Sweating like a pig in the July Texas heat, Mason dabs at his brow with a lacy handkerchief embroidered with his initials that he keeps tucked in his suit’s left breast pocket. It’s old and ratty, worn thin from years of use and washing. Mason knows it’s not the most attractive, or manly, accessory. He should probably spring for a new one.
But the handkerchief was a long-ago gift from someone very dear to him. And in his line of work—hell, in his entire life—he doesn’t have all that many people who fit that description. So it’s not going anywhere.
Suddenly, Mason’s cell phone rings, interrupting the quiet. He answers. He listens.
He can barely contain his excitement.
“Thank you, Detective. Sounds like this case just broke wide open.”
Mason hangs up and jogs back to his car.
He just might catch these bastards after all.
I’m paralyzed. Frozen solid.
My spine has been severed clean in two.
My brain is screaming at my muscles to move, but they just won’t listen.
At least, that’s how it feels.
I’m standing in the farmhouse in the second-floor hallway…right outside Alex’s bedroom door. It’s shut. Which is how it’s been for almost five months now.
I’m finally going to open it. Start cleaning out his room.
At least, that’s my intention.
By all “official” measures, my son has been 100 percent erased from existence for some time now. Every last piece of paperwork has been signed and stamped and filed. His health-insurance policy has been canceled. His name as a beneficiary in my will has been removed. His meager savings account has been closed. His high-school enrollment has been withdrawn. His cell phone plan has been terminated. His Texas State death certificate has been issued. His obituary has been published.
In the eyes of the law, Alexander J. Rourke no longer exists.
But in the eyes of his mother, he’s more present than ever.
I know that feeling will never go away. And I don’t want it to. Alex is and always will be an enormous part of my life—maybe more so now than when he was alive. His memory has pushed me to do things recently I never thought I could.
Still, his bedroom’s a damn mess. (I can remember, sadly, scolding him for five minutes at breakfast the morning before he died.) It’s time to get started.
I take a deep breath. I’m ready.
I inch my hand toward the doorknob…closer, closer…then instantly recoil when I touch the chilly brass, as if it were a hot stove.
Come on, Molly. You can do this.
I force myself to calm down. The horse-auction heist was only yesterday and I’m still pretty jittery.
So maybe I’m not ready. Maybe I’m rushing this, trying to do too many big things at once. Maybe if the universe sent me some kind of sign…
No. Stop it.
Okay. I try again. I rest my hand on the doorknob…
And actually twist it a half turn! The latch sticks a bit, then releases. I’m about to push open the door—
Boom-boom-boom!
I gasp, startled. Someone’s on the porch, pounding on the front door.
“Sheriff’s Department! Open up!”
Shit! The police! Here? Now? But how? My plan was perfect!
I quickly hurry down the steps as the knocking continues.
“All right, I’m coming!” I call, as casually as I can.
I pass the picture window in the living room and see parked in my driveway a hulking Crown Victoria, emblazoned with SCURRY COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT.
My heart sinks. No…it can’t be all over. Please. Not yet.
I pause at the front door and take a moment to compose myself—and think the situation through.
If this were a raid—on the home of a suspect “considered to be heavily armed and incredibly dangerous,” as we heard ourselves described yesterday on the police scanner—there’d be a whole lot more than one unit out front. The cops wouldn’t knock, either. They’d bust down my door, guns blazing. So maybe they just want to ask me a couple of questions. Get a statement. Start poking holes in my story and alibi.
Whatever the reason for the police presence, I can’t delay the inevitable any longer. I plaster my very best “innocent” smile on my face and open the door.
“Ms. Rourke? I’m Deputy Wooldridge. How are you?”
A man around my age in a tan uniform and wide-brimmed cowboy hat is standing on my front porch. Smiling. Sort of. He looks friendly, but a little uncomfortable.
I play it cool. I give away nothing.
“Fine, thank you. How can I help?”
“Sorry to bother you, ma’am. I’m here with a rather unusual request. It was approved by the county judge in the case. But it’s your right to decline, of course.”
I hold my breath. I have absolutely no idea what this “unusual request” could possibly be or what “case” he’s talking about, either.
As the deputy begins to explain, he glances back at his Crown Vic—and I notice a second vehicle parked behind it. An old white station wagon. Which I vaguely recognize, although it takes me a few moments to place it.
Then it hits me. It belongs to the parents of Danny Collier. Alex’s best friend since first grade. The one who texted me from Alex’s cell phone when he had a seizure and stopped breathing at school.
The boy who convinced my son to smoke the crystal meth that killed him.
Deputy Wooldridge says that Danny and his parents have come to my house…because Danny would like to speak to me. And apologize.
“It’s part of the deal, see, the family’s lawyer worked out with the court,” the officer says, almost ashamed. “He’s a minor, so he’s not looking at jail. But there are other penalties that Judge Thornton can impose. If Danny can show he’s taking responsibility, showing remorse, acting like a man…”
I understand. But I’m incredibly stunned.
I’d heard rumors about Danny’s court proceedings, but did my best to keep my distance. And right now, I’d almost rather be getting grilled by the police about my role in the bank robbery and horse farm heist.
Anything instead of coming face-to-face with the last person to see Alex alive.
I can’t really blame Danny for my son’s death. And I don’t. Like the deputy said, he’s just a kid. They both were. Two foolish boys messing around, trying drugs. They were close friends. I’m sure Danny is as upset by what’s happened as anybody.
As soon as he and his parents get out of their station wagon, I see I’m right.
He looks so thin, almost gaunt, and has deep rings under his eyes. His parents stay by the car as he shuffles up to my front door. Keeping his gaze on the ground, he mumbles “Hello, Miss Molly,” then unfolds a handwritten letter, choking back nerves.
“Alex…Alex was like my brother. He was really cool and fun to hang out with. I loved sharing comic books with him. And camping together. He even lent me his dirt bike sometimes after mine got broken. Which was really nice.”
Danny swallows hard, then continues.
“What happened last spring was the worst day of my life. It was so dumb. I see that now. I would give all the time in the world to go back and—”
“Stop, please,” I whisper.
Danny finally looks up at me. His eyes are bloodshot and wet. His lip is trembling. I can see his pain is real, his guilt genuine. I don’t want to hear any more.
I can’t.
Then I get an idea.
“Neither of us can go back and change the past,” I say. “But what we can do, what we have to do…is keep Alex’s memory alive. Wait here a minute.”
I disappear into the house, then head to the back porch. I reappear at the front door a few seconds later…pushing Alex’s shiny blue dirt bike. A peace offering.
“When you ride it, think of him. How good he was. How much he loved it.”
Danny nods and takes the handlebars, almost in awe.
“I will, Miss Molly,” he says, wiping his nose on his sleeve, suddenly looking ten years younger. “I promise. I will.”
Mason hates this part.
He’s a crime solver. Not a speechmaker. Definitely not a cheerleader.
But every once in a while, he knows he’s got to rally the troops. Especially when they’re under his command.
“All right, listen up!”
As special agent in charge of the joint Key Bank/Golden Acres investigation, Mason is addressing a roomful of fellow Feds, Texas rangers, county sheriffs, and—given the tip from Narcotics and the possible drug connection—a liaison from the DEA.
The group’s borrowed a small conference room at a local police headquarters in the nearby Texas town of Pampa. The room is actually a little too small to fit the dozen or so (mostly overweight) law enforcement officials stuffed inside of it. But it does meet one critical criterion.
It has a functioning air conditioner.
“I’m going to keep this quick, and let all of you get back out there,” Mason says, firm and encouraging. “But just to bring everyone up to speed…”
Mason begins by summarizing all the progress that’s been made since yesterday’s horse-ranch heist. The past twenty-four hours have been a wild whirlwind.
First, the serial number on the fifty-dollar bill given to the valet matches one of the marked bills taken during the Key Bank robbery.
“Given the million-to-one odds of that being a coincidence,” Mason adds, “if any of you doubt that these two crimes are connected, may I suggest you go buy a lottery ticket.”
Next, a red 1996 F-150 fitting witnesses’ descriptions—and with tires that matched the tracks found at the valet stand—was discovered parked northbound along State Highway 83. Units initially focused their pursuit in that direction, but also swept west and south, in case the pickup truck’s position was meant to be a misdirection—which many agreed it probably was. But the trail went cold.
“The truck’s being ripped apart by Forensics as we speak. Nothing yet. My guess is, our perps were smart enough to wear gloves.”
Mason then shares that the recovered bullets and casings have already been analyzed by the El Paso field-office lab.
Unlike with the shotgun shells at the bank that bore zero unique ballistic markings, this time techs were able to extract a wealth of information. The rounds were likely fired from a CZ-805 BREN, a state-of-the-art, military-grade assault rifle. Though designed and manufactured in the Czech Republic, these weapons are used by elite police units and Special Forces teams around the world—including Mexico’s federales.
“Mexico’s cartels, too,” Agent Marissa Sanchez of the DEA adds pointedly. “It’s becoming their gun of choice. We’re also starting to see more and more of those killing machines cross the border.”
Murmurs of displeasure ripple around the room.
Then Mason drops the biggest bombshell of all.
Just hours after yesterday’s heist, an anonymous call came in that helped pinpoint where the presidential Halloween masks used during the bank robbery were purchased: a Celebration Nation party-supply store just outside Midland.
“I sped down there to check it out personally,” Mason says. “Turns out, the owner deletes surveillance footage taken inside his store after ninety days. We made it just under the wire, with only a few days to spare.”
Mason plays some grainy, black-and-white tape for the assembled group. It shows an older man—wearing giant sunglasses and a University of Texas baseball cap over his long, stringy white hair—paying cash for five familiar rubber masks: Lincoln, Washington, Nixon, Reagan, and Kennedy.
“We’ve sent it to Quantico to run facial recognition,” Mason adds. “And plastered it from here to Tucson to New Orleans. Now obviously—”
“Smells fishy to me, Agent Randolph.”
Mason hasn’t heard that voice in over two months.
But he recognizes it instantly.
It’s wrinkle-faced Texas ranger John Kim, standing at the back of the room, arms folded across his potbelly. The same local official who led Mason through the bank crime scene in Plainview—and gave the agent more than a bit of attitude.
“Nine weeks of nothin’, no leads, not a peep. Then this, all tied up with a bow, the same day as heist number two? I’m sorry, but I don’t buy it.”
“Ah. Ranger Kim. If I remember it right, you called my hunt for the purchaser of these masks…how did you put it? ‘Haystack-and-needle territory,’ I believe.”
“I’m just saying—why? These guys walked off with one-point-two. Think of all the work, all the planning. Not five hours later, one of them decides to squeal?”
Mason had already anticipated that argument—and has a theory. Multiple theories, in fact.
“Maybe the leader got greedy. Maybe a fight broke out. Dissent among the ranks. Maybe an accomplice felt he wasn’t getting a fair cut of the pot, so he picks up the phone to try to thin the herd.”
Kim considers all that. And nods, despite himself. The agent makes a fair point.
But then for good measure, Mason adds: “I’ll be sure to ask them. When I catch them. All of them.”
Damn, it feels nice to have the top down and the wind in my hair.
True, I’m only going about five miles an hour.
And I’m not in a convertible; I’m steering our old green Deere tractor across the grassy fields of our ten-acre farm.
Still, I love it. I always have.
It reminds me of being a little girl again.
Growing up, there were always a million and one chores for my brothers and me to do on the farm. Pulling weeds, raking leaves, chopping wood, you name it. And like most kids, Stevie, Hank, and I would argue about who had to do what.
To put an end to our bickering, my father devised an ingenious system of sticks and carrots, tailored to each of his children’s specific preferences. Whichever two of us finished all our weekly chores first got to do something we loved. The one who finished third got the opposite.
In the case of Stevie, the future Marine, his prize was getting to shoot old cans and bottles using one of our father’s real rifles. His punishment was getting his fake BB gun taken away for a couple of days.
For Hank, the athlete, it meant getting to toss around the pigskin with our old man…or not being able to watch any Astros or Cowboys games on TV for the whole week.
In my case, the penalty was having to skip three desserts in a row. (I’ve always had a sweet tooth, I admit it.) But my reward was getting to sit on my daddy’s lap while he drove our tractor around the farm cutting the grass. I’d giggle and squeal with joy as it rumbled along. I remember the speed, the sense of danger, but always feeling safe and protected in his arms.
Well into my teens and adulthood, I kept riding that tractor and mowing the lawn every chance I got. The day my father died, I drove it before his funeral. Then I did it again after the service, trying desperately to re-create that sense of security and comfort.
Which I guess I’m trying to do again today.
But also, I’m celebrating.
I’m going over every square inch of our precious farmland, savoring every single one. Because official word just came from the bank.
We get to keep it!
Apparently, the twelve-thousand-dollar lump-sum payment my family “miraculously” managed to “scrounge up” thanks to “pinching pennies” was just enough to get them off our backs.
We’re still plenty in the hole. But at least we’re finally in the process of climbing out. We still have to be careful, of course. We can’t give in to temptation and pay back too much too fast—and give ourselves away.
But for now, we’re doing all right. We can breathe easy.
The Rourke family farm is going to stay in the hands of the Rourke family!
I cruise around our property, enjoying it more than ever. The relief, the joy, the sense of accomplishment I feel are indescribable. I’m so lost in my revelry…
I almost don’t notice the giant dust cloud rolling down the distant county road. This is no natural phenomenon.
I slow the tractor near the fence and watch it come toward me…with mounting horror.
It’s a caravan of shiny black SUVs and Suburbans, each one with blue and red lights flashing in the windshields.
Well, goddamn. That’s sure not the local sheriff.
It’s got to be the Feds.
As I watch them pass by, panic rising, I question where they could be heading.
In any case, if they’re speeding through our neck of the woods, it can only mean one thing.
They’re onto us.
He was onto them.
After Mason hung up this morning with a colleague in the FBI’s Digital Evidence Laboratory’s Forensic Audio, Video, and Image Analysis Unit, based in Quantico, he couldn’t help but punch the air in excitement.
Another one of his “haystack-and-needle territory” hunches, as prickly Texas ranger Kim might call it, had paid off. In spades.
While local and federal agents searched for the man with the long white hair in the UT baseball hat who was caught on tape buying the Halloween masks, Mason turned his attention to the phone call that had led to him in the first place.
It had come in through the FBI’s national tip line, which—in order to encourage informants to be as forthcoming as possible—was supposed to be completely anonymous.
To many agents’ frustration, it actually was.
The Bureau had plenty of other sneaky practices. It used lots of maneuvers, strategies, and technologies that the public was intentionally misled about.
But when it came to the anonymous hotline, the protocol was airtight. Calls were recorded but could never be traced back to a specific number or location. The phone system was deliberately stripped of that capability altogether, just in case any overzealous agent ever got the idea to try.
Which was fine by Mason. He understood the reason for the policy and respected it. He was always a play-by-the-rules kind of agent anyway. To do otherwise, he felt, was sloppy and reckless. Mason was clever. Creative. Incredibly thorough. He was meticulous. At times he could be almost obsessive.
But he always followed proper procedure. Always. That’s how his career rose so high so fast. And as important as this case was, it wasn’t going to be any different.
So Mason couldn’t trace the anonymous call.
That didn’t mean he couldn’t listen to it—very, very closely.
Three big clues jumped out right away. The male caller spoke in a whisper but had the same distinct west Texas accent as the robbers. Second, an approaching train whistle could be heard in the background. Third, the call ended with the unmistakable chunk of a plastic handset being hung up in a metal cradle.
Which was excellent news. It meant the call was likely made from an old pay phone, not a cell. That meant it was made in public. And that meant possible witnesses.
Mason and his team got to work. They reached out to Amtrak and every private rail transport company in the Southwest. They carefully mapped the exact locations of every single train in west Texas on the date and time (3:19 p.m.) the call was placed.
Then, they cross-referenced the locations of all the region’s working pay phones. There are so few of them left in service, this proved a lot easier than they’d thought.
Before long, they’d narrowed it down to three possible pay phones—in Garza, Dawson, and Scurry Counties. Forensics teams were dispatched. They pulled hundreds of different prints off the Garza and Dawson phones…but only about a dozen from the Scurry one, located outside a grungy Shell station, which suggested to Mason it had fairly recently been wiped clean.
He instructed an agent to place and record a similar call from that pay phone at precisely 3:19 the following day, making sure to include the approaching train whistle and hanging-up noise for digital analysis.
Just this morning, a tech from the FBI’s cutting-edge audio lab back in DC phoned Mason to tell him that, with a statistical certainty of 96.3 percent, the sounds were the same.
That was the Mason Randolph way. Deliberate. Methodical. Successful.
Mason had been driving along I20 for the past three hours. An endless stretch of flat, brown desert in every direction, not unlike the surface of the moon.
But right now, he’s crouching next to a bit of shrubbery growing along the side of the highway. His vehicle is pulled over on the shoulder, its hazard lights blinking.
Something in the underbrush caught his eye, and he simply had to stop.
With a contemplative sigh, Mason places the item into a large plastic evidence bag, careful not to disturb it. He stands. He’s wearing mirrored aviator sunglasses but still has to squint. The blinding midday sun is that damn bright.
Back in his SUV, the evidence bag sitting on the passenger seat next to him unsealed—two gross violations of FBI policy the agent typically reveres—Mason is nearing the end of his drive. He’s on his way to Scurry County to rendezvous at the Shell station with some fellow agents already following up leads and interviewing possible eye-wits.
But when Mason turns off Exit 174, he passes a sign that reads BIG SPRING—HOWARD COUNTY…not “Scurry.”
In fact, he passed the Scurry exit some eighty miles ago—and kept on going.
Mason parks his SUV in front of a well-kept double-wide mobile home, situated on a modest plot of trimmed grass. He gets out, taking the plastic evidence bag with him. He rings the doorbell. He waits.
The door is finally opened by a petite, kindly woman of seventy-two with long gray braids.
“Mason?! Is it really you?”
She stands frozen, her jaw hanging open in total surprise. “I…I don’t believe it!”
“Hey, Ma.”
Mason engulfs his mother in a tight embrace.
Pamela Randolph practically squeals with delight. When their hug finally ends, she takes a step back. Dabbing away happy tears, she gives her son a long look. The tailored suit. The shiny FBI badge on his belt. The dazzling smile.
“My handsome little boy…”
“You don’t look half-bad yourself.”
Pamela playfully swats at Mason, then turns around and calls into the trailer: “Joe, come quick, Mason’s here!”
“Who?” a voice hollers back gruffly.
“Mason!”
“You tell that bastard whatever he’s selling, we don’t want it!”
The tiniest tense pause—then Mason and Pamela both burst into laughter.
It’s an old family joke. Years ago, when Mason was barely out of the academy, he was stuck working a major white-collar case in Houston over the holidays. It didn’t look like he’d be able to make it home in time for Christmas, but after driving across the state for seven hours straight, Mason arrived just as his family was sitting down to Christmas Eve dinner. Since his cell phone had died, all he could do was ring the bell and pound on the door—which his father at first refused to answer, thinking it must be carolers or donation seekers or some kind of exceptionally rude traveling salesman.
All these years later, the joke was still trotted out any time Mason showed up at his childhood home unannounced. Sure, it had gotten a little cheesy at this point. A little predictable. But Mason didn’t mind at all. Consistency, dependability, steadfastness—these were qualities he loved so much in his parents, married fifty-one years.
“Don’t just stand there, silly. Come in, come in!”
It breaks Mason’s heart, but he has to decline.
“Wish I could. But I’m working. I just stopped by to give you these.”
Mason removes the contents of the evidence bag, and Pamela’s eyes light up.
It’s a loose bouquet of local wildflowers, picked along the roadside: brown-eyed Susans, mountain pinks, blackfoot daisies, white asters.
As she takes them with a giant smile, Joe Randolph totters up to the doorway—slowly because of his arthritis and the oxygen tank he’s got to wheel along with him, but quick as he can because his son is there.
“Gosh, it’s good to see you,” he says, pulling Mason into a bear hug.
“You too, Pop. How’re you feeling?”
Joe shrugs. Like his son, he’s not one to complain, no matter how hard life gets.
“I didn’t think we’d get to see you for another two weeks,” he says, changing the subject away from his health. “Lemme guess. You got a case nearby?”
Mason nods. “Chasing down a lead in Scurry. Thought I’d stop in.”
“Well, we’re so glad you did,” Pamela says, her eyelids still fluttering with joy.
Then Joe’s expression turns serious. He grips Mason’s shoulder, his grasp trembling from age, but still firm as iron. He looks his son dead in the eyes.
“Whoever you’re after, whatever they done…you’re gonna catch ’em?”
“Pop…you bet I am.”
I never thought this day would come.
“Dearly beloved…”
Not in all my life.
“…we are gathered here today…”
What I mean is, I never thought this day would come again.
“…to celebrate the holy union of Margaret Elizabeth Rourke…”
Suddenly I feel sixteen again, as giggly as I did the first time I went to my high school prom. As beautiful as I did the first time I was crowned Miss Scurry County.
But about a million times happier than I did the first time…I was a bride.
Charlie wasn’t a bad man. Just a young one. We were both still kids, foolish and drunk in love. Drunk in lust, really. (In Charlie’s case, he was often drunk on something else, too.) When I got pregnant at twenty, he surprised me by doing what he thought was the noble thing. He proposed—even though I wasn’t sure it was what I wanted.
When the county judge at our simple courthouse ceremony asked us that big final question, I thought I was being coy and cute when I said with a smile, “I guess I do.” I understand now that was my doubt bubbling up to the surface.
I realized pretty quick that I should have listened to it.
Charlie left me and baby Alex less than a year later.
But that was a long time ago. A whole other lifetime. Today I really am marrying the man of my dreams. And I’ve never been more sure of anything.
He’s good and warm and decent and loyal, with a brain just as big as his heart.
He supports me in every single thing I do, large and small.
He can make me laugh till I can’t breathe.
But most of all, he stuck by my side and helped get me through the darkest period of my life. He led me to a light at the end of it that I never thought I’d see again.
And oh, yeah—he looks sexy as hell in his freshly pressed suit.
“…let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”
I gaze out at the people seated all around us, many of whom have trekked from far and wide to our beloved family farm, this small group of our very nearest and dearest, everyone smiling big despite the scorching August Texas sunshine.
As I scan all the faces, I become aware of just how much a true family affair this wedding is.
I’m standing under a wooden trellis built by my brother Hank, decorated with local wildflowers picked and arranged beautifully by his wife, Debbie.
My brother Stevie walked me down the aisle—and I could have sworn I heard the manly retired Marine sniffle.
My “something old” is my own late mother’s wedding veil, as light and silky as a spider’s web, which we’d kept tucked in the attic all these years.
My “something new” is a lacy garter, given to me by my sister-in-law, Kim, at the tame but hugely fun bachelorette party picnic she threw for me last weekend.
My “something borrowed” is a pair of earrings lent by my future mother-in-law, a warm and caring woman I’ve grown so close with.
And my “something blue”…well, that one wasn’t quite so easy. It’s tucked into my corset. Its metal edge is pressing gently but firmly into the skin above my heart.
How fitting, I think.
It’s a silvery-blue matchbox car that used to belong to Alex.
As a little boy, he played with it constantly. “Blueberry,” he called it. Some children have blankets or stuffed animals they carry around for comfort. My son had a tiny toy car named after his favorite fruit.
And now I’m the one carrying it around for comfort. A reminder that, even in the happiest of moments, a part of me will always be in pain.
But also a reminder that, even though Alex is no longer with us in person, he is with me on this day.
He is with me every day.
“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”
Stevie steps forward. “I do.”
With a hug and a kiss on the cheek, and a whispered “Love ya, sis,” he delivers me to my future husband.
And then comes the big finish.
“Do you, Margaret Elizabeth, take—”
“Her friends just call her Molly, Pastor,” my fiancé says with a big smile. Laughs all around.
“Do you, Molly,” our officiant says with a warm grin.
I hear an excited rustling from the crowd behind me. The snap of photographs. This is everyone’s favorite part of a wedding. Mine, too.
“…take this man to be your lawful wedded husband?”
The pastor continues—but my body suddenly tenses with a flicker of panic.
That one word: lawful.
The law. The police. That caravan of Feds that sped into town weeks ago.
My “hell of a plan” is so close to being pulled off—but the cops are closing in on us even faster than I thought!
We can’t get caught, I think. Not now. Not ever. We’ve come so far. We’ve risked so much. To lose it all now—no, no, no—
“…for as long as you both shall live?”
Those familiar words snap me out of my inner panic. I try to compose myself. Those few seconds, I can tell, feel to the congregation like an eternity. What’s she thinking? they must be wondering. Is she having second thoughts?
Far from it.
I want the next words I speak to be completely untarnished. All those years ago, I said them halfheartedly, with doubt and trepidation.
Not this time.
“I do,” I finally say in a sweet whisper, my eyes welling with joyful tears.
“I absolutely do.”
“Consider each and every one of ’em heavily armed…and willing to die.”
In Mason’s almost twenty years with the FBI, he’s used that phrase to describe a group of suspects only a handful of times.
Once was a radical antigovernment militia group holed up in the punishing Belmont Mountains in western Arizona.
Another time was an Islamic terrorist cell suspected of plotting to blow up a skyscraper in downtown San Antonio.
A third was a band of ex–Mexican Special Forces operatives hired by a Sonora drug cartel to smuggle thirty-six million dollars’ worth of cocaine into Corpus Christi via a decommissioned Soviet submarine. Yes, a submarine.
Now Mason was in dusty little Hobart, Texas, population just over ten thousand, applying that label to a ragtag group of bank robbers and horse-auction plunderers—not to mention suspected gunrunners, drug dealers, and money launderers.
In the past few weeks, Mason explains to his audience, the case has progressed even more rapidly. The Shell station where the anonymous phone call was placed had plenty of security cameras…but they were pointed only at the pumps and inside the convenience store—not at the pay phone out back. (“What’s the damn point of even having them,” Mason grumbled at hearing the news, “if you can’t see everything?”)
Still, the cashier on duty that afternoon remembered the caller well, and was able to provide a vivid description. A sketch was quickly distributed to police stations, post offices, and local newspapers all around the region. Before long, sightings began pouring in.
Right now, Mason is standing at the front of a giant rectangular room, a VFW hall located on the edge of Hobart’s meager downtown. The heels of his cowboy boots click softly on the beige linoleum floor as he paces back and forth, making eye contact with each and every person seated in front of him.
The last time Mason held a multiagency briefing like this, it was in a cramped conference room in a rural police station near the Texas–Oklahoma border.
Today, four times that number of agents, sheriffs, rangers, and officers are gathered around and can still all barely fit.
But that’s not the only difference.
This briefing isn’t solely informational.
It’s also tactical.
“We believe,” Mason says, “the suspects are based on a farm just a few miles from here. Two or more may be blood relatives.”
On the white screen behind him is projected a giant and scarily high-resolution aerial photograph of the rolling land in question: multiple acres of dirt and grass, a few scattered structures (including a small woodshed), and a short driveway leading to a modest farmhouse.
“County records say they’ve owned the land for decades,” Mason continues. “Generations, even. And yet…”
Mason nods at Special Agent Emma Rosenberg, a nerdy, high-strung analyst on loan from the Bureau’s forensic accounting and financial crimes unit—basically a CPA with a badge and gun. She simply blinks at Mason, confused, a deer in the headlights…until she realizes he wants her to speak.
“Uh, yes, right, I apologize,” Rosenberg says nervously, adjusting her chunky plastic-framed glasses. “My investigation has concluded that in twelve of the past sixteen fiscal quarters, following inspection of each putative resident’s aggregate fiscal assets and gross incomes, having compared them against the estate’s total liability, taxable and otherwise—”
“Aw, just spit it out, Agent Poindexter!” says good old Ranger Kim with a smirk. He’s leaning against a side wall, packing a wad of chewing tobacco behind his leathery bottom lip.
Agent Rosenberg bristles. She’s a prim New Englander offended by this Texan’s attitude. “These people,” she replies curtly, a bit of a chill in her voice now, “pay far more in property taxes, upkeep, and bank fees than they earn in reported income.”
“In other words,” Mason says, stepping in to pick up the thread, “they’re spending money they’re not supposed to have. They’re criminals. Now…”
He turns back to the projected image of the farm, using a red laser pointer to point out specific sections and features.
“As you can see from this drone surveillance photograph taken around five this morning, the compound has exactly zero unguarded points of entry. Nothing but high fences, long ranges of sight, and little cover. Entry’s not gonna be easy, even if they weren’t armed to the teeth with assault rifles.”
“Nothing my boys can’t handle, Chief.”
That growl of a voice belongs to Agent Lee Taylor, a grizzled and unshakable former Green Beret and current commander of the FBI’s El Paso SWAT team. Given the enormous risks of the upcoming farm raid, he’s made the four-hundred-mile trek to plan the mission and oversee his men personally. And Mason’s damn glad to have him here.
After a grateful nod to Taylor, Mason cues the final slide: an array of photographs of the multiple male suspects, each scarier-looking than the next.
“These are our targets. Memorize their faces better than your spouse’s and children’s. Because I do not want one of these ugly mugs to be the last thing any of y’all see. You’re authorized to use deadly force if and as needed. Understand me?”
This elicits sober nods of understanding from nearly everyone in the room.
The agents and officers understand the orders. The risks. The stakes.
“Because, remember,” Mason continues, echoing his earlier warning, “consider every last one of these sons of bitches trained, prepared, heavily armed…and willing to die. Which is what separates them from us. Whatever happens out there, I’m not willing to lose a single one of you. That’s an order.”
Mason looks out at his colleagues’ brave, stoic faces.
Praying it’s an order his whole team can follow.
Mason was dying—for a frosty glass of iced sweet tea with lemon, that is.
His constant craving for cold sugary drinks may be his one and only vice.
He’s typically a man of conviction, passion, and incredible self-discipline. Yet when it’s a sizzling-hot day in Texas, his mind is like an addict’s: all he can think about is mainlining some sweet tea and lemon.
So after he dismissed the briefing, Mason did just that—to slake his thirst, but also to steal a few moments to gather his thoughts. After the most painstaking preparation he’s ever put into a case, he knows an extremely dangerous raid is just hours away.
A few blocks from the VFW sits the Scurry Skillet, a cramped little greasy spoon that looks like it hasn’t been renovated since the Eisenhower administration. Mason ducked inside and took a seat at a window booth. A stout, sassy, sixty-something waitress named Dina took his order and then raised her eyebrow.
“A whole pitcher?”
“Yes, please. Extra ice, extra sugar, extra lemon. And then,” Mason added with a smile, “in about twenty minutes, directions to the men’s room.”
Once his thirst had been quenched, his sugar craving sated, and his waitress generously tipped, Mason stepped back outside onto Hobart’s quaint little Main Street, intending to hoof it back to the VFW command center.
Agent Taylor and his team should have a preliminary assault plan sketched out by now. A second FBI drone flyover of the farm should have been completed, which will provide more detailed and recent photographs.
Word has even come in that a pair of agents in the next county over is following up on a promising new sighting of the stringy-white-haired man caught on camera purchasing those Halloween masks. But there have been so many false leads on that mystery suspect over the past few weeks, Mason isn’t getting his hopes up.
Mason barely makes it halfway down the block when—This damn summer heat, he thinks—he starts sweating again. And experiencing a familiar beverage craving.
But there’s no time. Not now. Mason has to get back.
Without slowing his pace, Mason removes his mahogany-colored felt cowboy hat, then starts to dab his moist brow with a handkerchief—that old, lacy, threadbare, feminine one embroidered with his initials, a meaningful gift from the love of his life that he always keeps tucked in his breast pocket.
Right near his heart.
The agent is about to round a corner when he hears a voice behind him.
“Mason?! How in the heck are you?”
He turns around to see a jolly woman about his age smiling big. She’s wearing a floppy sun hat and oversize sunglasses, and has two small children in tow.
“Uh…I’m well. Thank you. How about yourself?”
Mason smiles back—but a little uncomfortably. This woman is familiar, her voice, her look…but he can’t quite place her. Maybe the sweat dripping into his eyes makes it hard to see. Maybe it’s her “disguise” of sunglasses and a hat.
Great, Mason thinks. A Fed who can’t recognize a face.
“What brings you back to Hobart so soon?” she asks.
Mason offers a simple shrug—and a deliberately vague answer. “An FBI agent’s work is never done.”
As the woman chuckles, Mason tries to do some quick mental detective work to piece together who she is. She called him Mason, not Agent Randolph, so it’s unlikely she’s one of the dozens of local witnesses he has interviewed in recent weeks. But she had asked what he was doing back in Hobart.…
“I suppose this town’s your new home now.”
And suddenly, it hits him. Mason knows exactly who this woman is.
“Yes, I suppose it is…Kathleen. And I couldn’t be happier about that.”
One of the woman’s children pulls on her sleeve, mumbling indecipherably.
“Just a moment, Luke. I’m speaking with Aunt Molly’s new husband.”
“Aunt” isn’t quite accurate. Kathleen Rourke is technically Molly’s second cousin, whom Mason had only met once before and who could stay only for the ceremony.
And yes, Molly Rourke is Mason Randolph’s new wife.
“She looked so beautiful up there. My gosh. So radiant. You both did. Especially after all y’all have been through.”
Then Kathleen gestures to her adorable but nagging children. “I’m so sorry I had to duck out before the reception. Couldn’t find a sitter, and these two were itching to get home.”
“That’s quite all right,” Mason replies, mussing the younger one’s hair. “It meant a lot to us that you were there. It really was a full family affair, just like Molly said.”
Kathleen gives Mason a quick hug good-bye, then sets off with her brood down the street.
Which is when Mason realizes he’s still holding his cowboy hat in one hand, and in the other that rather ratty woman’s handkerchief—embroidered with the initials MER, for Mason Edgar Randolph.
He shares the monogram with his blushing bride: Molly Elizabeth Rourke.
In fact, the handkerchief was originally hers, sewn by her grandmother when she was just a girl.
Of course, Mason didn’t know this when, after dating her for just a few weeks, he discovered the lacy piece of cloth tucked in a dresser drawer. He had a minor panic attack, worried his very new girlfriend might be just a little too clingy. Had she already started making him personalized accessories?
When they realized the coincidence, they couldn’t believe it.
It was just the first sign of many that these two were meant to be together.
When their six-month anniversary came around, since Molly was hurting for cash so badly—there was even talk of the bank taking back her family’s farm—Mason insisted they not buy gifts for each other of any sort.
Molly followed the letter of that command but ignored the spirit completely. She gave her boyfriend that “personalized” handkerchief they’d laughed about months earlier, wrapped in newspaper and tied up with string.
Mason has kept it inches from his heart ever since, a reminder of their bond and love. Even now, wearing the wedding band he’s still getting used to, it’s a tradition he plans to continue as long as the piece of fabric holds up.
Mason blots his forehead with it, then tucks it away. He dons his cowboy hat. He spins and marches back toward the VFW command center.
His new, beautiful, wonderful wife is waiting for him just a few miles away.
But first, he’s got to go get some bad guys.
And not get killed in the process.
Forty-six fully armed FBI SWAT agents stand counting down to combat.
In addition to an automatic assault rifle or tactical shotgun, each carries an average of thirty-two pounds of equipment: body armor, ballistic helmet, sidearm, night-vision goggles, flash grenades, zip-tie handcuffs, rounds of extra ammunition.
Yet as Mason—already sweating under the weight of the Kevlar vest hung over his torso—paces in front of this group, giving them one final mission overview and pep talk, they all stand still as statues. No rustling. No rattling. No fidgeting.
The silence is impressive. It’s eerie. It’s terrifying.
“Strike time is at twenty-two-hundred hours exactly,” Mason announces. “That’s less than forty minutes out. So listen up.”
He commences one last run-through of the plan with his assembled troops. He wants to explain, too, how he and the salty Agent Taylor arrived at it.
“A traditional stealth entry was out of the question,” he says. “Just too damn dangerous. Too much ground to cover.” He gestures to the image projected behind him of the multi-acre farm, to its endless flat fields dotted with shrubs and trees and a few run-down shacks and sheds. “Too many possible traps. We’d be far too exposed.
“So how about a full dynamic entry?” Mason asks rhetorically. “Ripping down the farmhouse doors, roping onto the suspects’ roof by helicopter, guns blazing? Hell, that might very well be the start of World War III.”
In the end, Mason says, he and Taylor decided on a mix of both.
The forty-six assembled agents have been divided into four groups; each will approach a separate side of the rectangular property, slowly and visibly.
Meanwhile, the farm’s power is going to be cut, plunging the place into darkness.
“There are bound to be lookouts,” Mason says. “So it’ll be critical to observe how they react. Using your night vision and thermal imaging cameras, pay close attention to any suspect movement or defensive repositioning. If you glimpse just one bad guy running into just one shed, that’s a piece of tactical intel we’re otherwise sorely lacking.”
But if, as expected, the suspects refuse to cooperate?
“Well, then…we’ll make them. Four-points access, on my order. Full sweep of the property, clearing and moving. Sniper overwatch has the green light. Tac teams are to reassemble and form up outside the farmhouse, then engage the final breach. Any questions?”
A chorus of “No, sir” echoes throughout the high-ceilinged room.
Mason takes a deep breath. Then he goes down the line, looking each of the forty-six agents directly in the eye.
“Stay smart out there. Hear me? Aim to live. Shoot to kill.”
And with that, he dismisses the agents. They begin a final gear and weapons check, then start climbing into the fleet of armored trucks and personnel carriers that will be shuttling them to the farm.
Mason is about to do the same…when he spots trouble.
Agent Britt Baugher, a lanky, pimply-faced twenty-six-year-old barely out of the academy, appears to be scribbling onto his forearm with a black Sharpie.
“Grading your performance ahead of time, agent?”
Baugher can only stutter, embarrassed to be caught. “I, I…I was just…”
Mason grabs the young man’s arm. B+ is written directly on the skin.
“You could tattoo your blood type on your forehead; it won’t speed up a blood transfusion one second.”
“Yes, sir, but—”
“Now I know this isn’t your first time executing a warrant. And you know all your medical info is on your ID badge. Or did you forget yours at home?”
Baugher looks down at his boots. “It’s just…Have you heard about those ATF agents who stormed Waco? They knew the raid was gonna be rough. So they wrote their blood type on their arms.”
“I did,” Mason says, frowning. “But that was more than twenty years ago. And how’d it turn out for them? Besides,” he continues, looking the agent in the eye, “none of us is gonna need a blood transfusion. ’Cause none of us is going to get shot. Clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
The young agent nods and hurries into his assigned armored truck.
With nearly the whole team ready to move out, Mason heads over to the giant, metal-plated lead personnel carrier he’ll be riding in with Agent Taylor.
But before he gets in, he slips his hand behind his Kevlar vest. He removes his flip-front wallet, which contains his FBI badge and ID card.
He slides out the roughly three-by-two-inch piece of plastic. On the front is the Bureau’s famous blue-and-yellow shield. Mason’s agent number. His signature. A photo of him taken a few years back, his hair a bit longer, the wrinkles at the edges of his eyes and mouth a little less noticeable.
Then Mason flips it over. On the back is printed a wealth of vital information. His age, height, and weight. His allergy to penicillin. And on the very last line, AB−. His blood type. There just in case.
“No,” Mason says suddenly, angrily.
Then he climbs into the armored personnel carrier beside Agent Taylor. And keys the radio.
“All units, this is Bravo Command. Let’s roll out.”
They’ll be here soon. I have to move fast.
I can’t let them catch me. Not like this.
I’m curled up on the floor in a heap of tears. A few cardboard boxes are strewn around me. The emotions I’m experiencing are overwhelming—and contradictory. Relief, worry, satisfaction, dread. You name it, I’m feeling it.
I thought I was ready, finally, to sort through some of Alex’s belongings.
I was wrong. Again.
After my failed attempt to enter his room a few weeks ago, interrupted by the local sheriff showing up at my door with Alex’s friend Danny, the last person to see my son alive, I cut myself a little slack.
Then I got caught up in the wedding, and its flurry of final preparations. Scrambling to get the house spic-and-span for the few dozen guests who would soon be traipsing through it, I swept and dusted and vacuumed and polished every inch.
Well, almost every inch.
My dead son’s bedroom was left completely untouched, the door still shut tight. And it was going to stay that way.
Until I noticed, in the wee hours after the wedding…
It had been opened.
This was after the last song had been played. The last drops of beer and bourbon had been drunk. The last of our friends and family had gone home. Even Stevie and Kim, who live in the farmhouse themselves, had left. (They’d be sleeping at Hank and Debbie’s that night to give Mason and me the place to ourselves.)
Loopy and exhausted from all the stress and joy of that wonderful day, I didn’t just let my strapping new husband carry me over the threshold. I teasingly ordered him to lug me all the way across the lawn, up the stairs, and into our bedroom. Good sport that Mason is, he happily obliged…but demanded, with a sexy wink, that I find some “creative ways” to pay him back.
We had just reached the top of the steps when I noticed the door to Alex’s bedroom was slightly ajar.
I gasped. I covered my mouth in shock. I leaped out of Mason’s arms, nearly tripping over the train of my wedding dress.
It was obvious enough what had probably happened. One of our guests must have been searching for the bathroom, and decided to keep the honest mistake to herself.
But none of that changed the fact that Alex’s bedroom door was open.
For the first time in months.
I slammed it shut as quickly as I could, then leaned my head against the door frame. And let out a single sob.
Mason came up behind me and wrapped me in his muscular arms. He just held me as I struggled to pull myself together. It was such an emotional day already, and now this.
“Too bad we splurged on the honeymoon suite,” Mason whispered with a smile.
I laughed. I had to. I needed to.
God bless this man, I thought. An average new husband might be less than thrilled at the prospect of spending what should be his steamy wedding night chastely comforting his grieving new wife instead. But Mason was anything but average. He’d managed to make a sad moment tender and loving and funny all at once.
“I’m sorry,” I managed to whimper, turning around to take in his handsome face.
“Nothing to be sorry for,” he insisted. “That’s the nice thing about spending the rest of our lives together. We’ll have plenty more nights to try again.”
Try again.
That’s what I’m doing right now.
And failing.
Our wedding was a few weeks ago, and Mason had been gone for almost all of them, working on an important case that had taken him all over the state. But tonight was a special occasion. He was going to be nearby, he said, and had managed to get the night off. So I had decided to cook a big family dinner.
It would be the first time all of us—Stevie, Hank, Debbie, Kim, Nick, J.D., Mason, and me—gathered around the table since we’d tied the knot. It would be a celebration dinner of sorts, too. Our farm was saved. My “hell of a plan” was almost complete. Things were looking up for the Rourke family. We were all riding high.
So I decided I might finally be ready to start going through Alex’s stuff.
Not his bedroom. I knew I wasn’t prepared for that yet.
But I’d remembered my son had a few boxes of old junk hidden away in the attic, some odds and ends he hadn’t touched in years. So I figured, in the hour or so it would take for the pie crust to set and the chicken to finish roasting, those boxes would be as good a place to start as any.
And so far, they seem to be. Inside I find some old textbooks and dusty paperbacks. A stack of CDs from bands I’ve never heard of. A tennis racquet, still almost brand-new, that Alex had used just once before losing interest in the sport forever. It’s all stuff I can easily donate or throw out, without a second thought.
I’m nearly through all the boxes. It’s only taken a few painless minutes.
But then I reach the bottom of the last box.
And I find something that takes my breath away.
It’s a drawing Alex made when he was in first grade: two stick figures, a boy and a woman, both wearing giant spacesuits, floating in the starry night sky. His teacher, Mrs. Cunningham, had written in blue marker in block letters at the bottom: “When I grow up, I want to be an astronaut, so I can go to outer space with Mommy.”
Reading those words feels like a knife straight to the heart.
For so many months now, I’ve mourned the life that Alex had been leading in the present. I’ve barely thought about the one he was going to lead—in the future.
His dreams of being an astronaut may have been a childhood fantasy, but his future had been very real. He’d been spending time with girls. He’d started talking about college. He was going to have a career someday. A home, a wife. Children of his own. Alex would have reached the stars like he wanted to—in his own way, on his own terms—if only he’d had the chance.
I clutch the drawing to my chest and collapse onto the floor, letting this profound new wave of grief wash over me.
And I stay there. Paralyzed. Minutes ticking by. Tears streaming down my cheeks.
Oh, Alex. My baby. Will this pain ever go away?
I know the chicken is still cooking in the oven and my family is on their way. I know I can’t lie here forever. Maybe just a little bit longer…
When I hear something outside—a vehicle pulling up in front of the farmhouse.
I look at my watch. It’s early yet. The guests aren’t supposed to be arriving for quite some time. Who could it be? I force myself, finally, to get up.
I walk over to the attic window and peer down. The sun is setting, and the vehicle is hard to make out. A few people exit. But I can’t tell who they are.
It must be Stevie and Hank and their wives. Right?
Who else could it be?
“This is the FBI!”
Mason is crouching behind the hood of a giant Lenco BearCat armored personnel carrier, talking into the 150-decibel speaker system mounted on its roof. He’s raising his voice, but Mason could whisper and his words would still echo across this dark, quiet, sweltering slice of Texas for a quarter mile.
“Your property is surrounded by armed federal agents!”
That’s putting it lightly.
Before beginning his callout, SWAT Agent Taylor received confirmation from all his team leaders—and passed it along to Mason—that each group had taken their positions along the four sides of the property.
“We are in possession of a search warrant for the premises and arrest warrants for all individuals on site!”
As the agents had approached, the power had also been cut to the farm—but to Mason’s surprise, that didn’t make much difference. The lights inside the main farmhouse went out, then flickered back on a few seconds later: diesel generators, most likely.
“This is your one and only warning! Come out peacefully, with your hands interlaced on top of your—”
“Sir, take a look at this!” whispers Agent Norris Carey, the burly thirty-nine-year-old leader of the primary tac team closest to Mason and Taylor.
He shows them an LCD screen, a live feed of a thermal camera sweeping the acres in front of them. The land is scattered with prickly bushes and stumpy trees—many of which seem to be giving off glowing orbs of white-hot heat.
“What in the hell am I looking at?” asks Taylor, confused and alarmed.
“I…I just don’t know,” Carey responds. “Trees and shrubs, they don’t give off this kinda heat signature. Teams at every position are seeing the same thing.”
Mason immediately knows what’s happening—and snorts in displeasure.
“Damn, are these smart sons of bitches.…”
He had witnessed this simple but effective defensive technique used just once before: on the sprawling estate of a Mexican drug lord outside Ciudad Juárez while taking part in a joint U.S.–Mexico strike-force assignment. He’d never seen it stateside.
“Heat lamps,” Mason explains. “Trying to thwart our thermal scopes. Gotta be wired to the generators, kicked in automatically as soon as they did. To hide the heat signature of any gunmen who might be hidden in the foliage.”
“Christ almighty,” Taylor says under his breath. He quickly counts up the number of heat orbs he sees on the screen. “So there could be twelve concealed shooters on our perimeter alone?”
“Or none at all,” Mason replies. “But they know we’ll have to check and clear each one. Slows us down more than coating the grass with tar.”
Mason keeps his cool, but Taylor grows enraged. He grabs a subordinate’s night-vision binoculars and looks out at the distant farmhouse.
“I don’t see a damn one of them coming out waving a white flag,” he barks.
Mason is praying tonight ends peacefully and decides it’s worth a bit more breath. He keys the bullhorn radio again, and goes a bit off script.
“We all know how this is going to go down! No mystery about it. All of you on this farm are going to jail for a very long time—for what you’ve done, for the money you’ve stolen, for the people you’ve hurt…for the cowards you’ve been! I’m offering right now a chance for you to be men. Any fool can pick up a gun. It takes real courage…to put one down!”
Mason waits. And holds his breath, praying he got through to them. Even the gruff Taylor gives him a begrudging nod. Well said.
“We’ve got movement!” exclaims Agent Carey.
Mason looks back at the farmhouse. Sure enough, its side door has opened. A figure emerges, holding a rifle above his head…
Then quickly lowers it and opens fire.
“Damn it!” Mason shouts, ducking down behind the vehicle and reaching for his walkie-talkie.
Gunshots pierce the quiet night, ricocheting off the armored car’s metal plates.
“Shots fired, shots fired!” he yells in the radio. “All units, move in!”
The giant armored truck roars to life. Mason, Taylor, Carey, and the dozen agents in their team fall in line behind it as it plows through the wood-and-barbed-wire fence along the farm’s perimeter—and keeps on moving, gunfire still ringing out.
The raid is just beginning.
A sleepy farm in west Texas has become a brutal battlefield.
It’s been that way for almost an hour.
Mason, his unit, and the other three teams closing in have all been slowly but surely making their way across the few acres of land toward the main farmhouse.
One bloody inch at a time.
Multiple skilled sharpshooters are perched in the second-floor windows of the farmhouse, giving them a scarily good elevated position.
The fighting is slow. Brutal. Hellish.
The Feds, even with all their training and gear and armored vehicles—and outnumbering the suspects at least three to one—are taking nothing for granted.
More than a few agents have already gotten shot and pulled out. None is wounded seriously, but the teams’ numbers are beginning to thin as they get closer.
And now, they’re very close.
The farmhouse is just a few dozen yards away.
“Two o’clock!” Mason yells, spying a crouched shooter leaning out of a prickly sage bush on their flank.
Without waiting for his teammates to react, Mason raises his M4 carbine and fires three rapid, perfectly placed shots—two to the chest, one to the head.
“Neutralized!”
The suspect is dead before he hits the dusty ground—right beside the rusty metal space heater nestled in the brush beside him.
The team keeps moving.
Mason sticks his head up and scans the terrain up ahead. Virtually all that stands between his team and their side of the farmhouse is a small, rickety woodshed.
God only knows what could be inside.
“Form up at the entryway,” Agent Taylor orders, in an urgent whisper. “Two plus one. Cam it and breach, on my go.”
As soon as the armored vehicle gets between it and the farmhouse, four SWAT agents peel off from the team and hurry into position: two on each side of the shack’s closed wooden door.
Mason, Taylor, and the others provide cover as one of the agents slips a tiny, flexible camera—about the shape of a black licorice Twizzler—beneath the door. He rotates it all around, giving a second agent holding a smartphone-size digital monitor a 180-degree night-vision view of the inside.
“Looks clear,” the agent whispers.
So Taylor gives the cue, and a third agent produces a metal crowbar—and wrenches open the door with a wood-splitting crunch.
Mason watches as the four agents burst into the tiny space, the red laser beams atop their guns whipping all around, aiming at every nook and cranny.
Discarded auto repair tools and engine parts line the walls. But otherwise the shed appears empty…
Until a gunman suddenly jumps up from behind a tool chest and unleashes a torrent of gunfire.
The agents inside duck for cover and shoot back, riddling his body with bullets.
But not before one of the Feds on the outside gets hit.
“Goddamnit!” Mason groans, cupping a bloody shoulder.
“That son of a bitch get you?” asks Taylor with concern.
Mason leans his back against the rear side of the armored vehicle for support. He pulls out a flashlight and examines his wound.
His shoulder was only grazed, but it hurts like hell. Mason can feel it, the pain hot and sharp, throbbing in sync with his pulse.
“One of us can escort you back to the perimeter, sir,” offers Agent Carey, the team leader. “Rest of us, we’ll keep on pushing toward the—”
“Hell no,” Mason roars through gritted teeth. “I wanna be there when we breach that damn farmhouse, and see the looks on those bastards’ faces!”
Taylor, Carey, and the other agents are taken aback. They’ve never seen the usually calm and collected Mason so enraged. So primal. It’s scary.
“Jesus, Mason,” says Taylor. “You’re bleedin’ all over the damn place. No one’s been working harder to get these bastards than you have, but—”
Thankfully Mason doesn’t have to argue: his and Taylor’s radios crackle to life.
“Alpha and Charlie teams have reached the farmhouse,” says one of the other teams’ leaders. “Ready to enter.”
“Roger,” responds another agent over the radio. “Delta team closing in.”
That’s great news, and Mason and his men all know it. Two of the four SWAT units are in position outside the house, with the third nearby.
Mason turns his gaze toward the farmhouse. It’s so close. The final stand.
“Bravo Command, copy that,” Mason responds into his walkie, signaling Taylor and the others to get back into formation and keep moving. They obey.
“En route, too. Prepare to breach!”
Clink…clink, clink…boom!
The entire ramshackle farmhouse gets briefly lit up like a jack-o’-lantern as four flash grenades are thrown and detonated inside simultaneously.
“Go, go, go!”
Mason barks the command at his team and into his radio—and nearly all the remaining agents kick down doors and crash through windows and pour into the home from all sides.
“FBI!” they yell, moving in tight fluid lines from room to room like slithering snakes. “Get on the ground! FBI! Lemme see your hands!”
The pop-pop-pop-pop of gunshots soon rings out from inside as well, followed by exclamations like “Clear!” and “Suspect down!” and even “I’m hit!”
Mason’s focus is so tightly on the farmhouse, he barely notices his wounded shoulder anymore, the black sleeve of his jumpsuit soaked in blood.
“Bravo and Charlie teams, moving upstairs!” comes a voice over the radio.
Mason and Taylor share a look.
This nightmare of a raid is almost over.
But it’s not finished yet.
“We got one!” an agent exclaims over the radio. “In the attic!”
Mason holds his breath and waits. Waiting to hear those magic words…
“Charlie Leader, giving the all clear! Repeat, site is clear and secure!”
Mason pumps his fist in triumph. Taylor claps him on his good shoulder. The agents can finally breathe easy.
“Bravo Command, good copy,” Mason radios back. “All clear and secure. Stand down.”
And then, for good measure: “Well done, every one of you. Damn well done!”
Only now does Mason glance down at his bloody shoulder. But his adrenaline is pumping so hard, he barely feels it.
Slowly, the entry teams begin exiting the farmhouse from all sides. Many are carrying confiscated firearms. Others, bags and bags of crystal methamphetamine.
Finally, Mason sees the person he’s been waiting for—and he’s shocked.
It’s one of the sole surviving suspects. In handcuffs, lip bloodied, screaming and spewing a string of profanities, being led out of the farmhouse by two agents.
“Here’s the one we found in the attic, sir,” says one of the escorting agents.
Mason just nods. He recognizes who it is right away.
The ringleader of the group. The criminal mastermind he’d been after all these months.
Mason can’t believe his eyes. He marches right over. “Abraham J. McKinley, you have the right to remain silent.”
“Goddamn murderers!” the crazy old man shouts, struggling against his restraints. “All of you! Look what you done!”
Mason ignores his theatrics and keeps going. “You’re under arrest. For multiple counts of federal grand larceny, felony assault with a deadly weapon, illegal possession of a firearm, and conspiracy to commit—”
“Boy, what the hell you talking about?” McKinley demands, getting as close to Mason’s face as he can. With his wild mane of white hair fluttering behind him, McKinley’s resemblance to the man caught on camera buying those Halloween masks is undeniable.
“The bank robbery in Plainview,” Mason answers. “The horse-auction theft. All the evidence points to you and your crew, Abe.”
“Huh? We ain’t never stole nothing and you know it!”
Mason just smiles. “What about distributing a Class 2 illegal drug? Word is, you and your boys have been doing that for months.”
McKinley shakes his head. Then he looks back into his farmhouse, at all the carnage, inside and out. Numerous suspects lie bloody and dead. He starts to lose it. He twists and writhes in his handcuffs. The agents hold him steady.
“You…you killed ’em! You pigs killed all of ’em! Look what you did!”
“No, Abe,” Mason replies calmly. “Look what you did.”
And then, as McKinley is just about to be led away, still ranting and raving, Mason leans in close and whispers, “Because you…killed him.”
It takes McKinley a moment to realize the bombshell Mason has just admitted.
“You…you framed me?! You son of a bitch! This whole thing is bullshit!”
Mason watches in silence, betraying nothing, as the aging meth king—the man whose gang made and sold the drugs that killed Alex—is carted away.
But then, across Mason’s handsome face creeps a sly little grin of satisfaction.
This part of west Texas is as flat as a pancake. Not a hillside for a hundred miles. And most buildings in Hobart top out at two floors.
Tonight, that just wasn’t going to be tall enough for me.
So I took the long drive to the giant water tower on the outskirts of town.
I parked my truck. I hopped the rusty metal fence. Then I climbed up slow and steady, all the way to the top, over eighty feet high.
Yes, I was breaking the law. But after months of robbing and shooting and evidence tampering, what was a little harmless trespassing?
I settled in and aimed a pair of high-power binoculars at a multiacre farm about a half mile to the southwest. It belonged to a band of meth dealers that, I had on very good authority, was currently being surrounded on four sides by the FBI.
Stevie, Nick, and J.D. had just arrived for my dinner party and were helping me set the table when I got the text from Mason. It read simply: Thinking of you
.
When I read it, I gasped. Then rushed out the door. Alone, I insisted.
Mason often sent me sweet little text messages throughout the day, but he never, ever ended them with a smiley or winking face. He thought it was childish, not cute. So did I.
Which meant, we both agreed, using one would make the perfect secret code to alert me that the FBI’s raid on the McKinley farm was a go.
For safety’s sake, Mason had refused for weeks to give me any specific details about how the case against the McKinleys was developing or when the search and arrest warrants would come through. But recently he’d started dropping hints that it was close.
I always knew this day would come. I had a feeling it might be tonight, but I didn’t know for certain until barely ninety minutes ago.
From my elevated perch, I watched the whole thing happen. The multiple teams of SWAT agents. The lumbering armored vehicles. The shooting. The screaming.
I prayed to God that Mason wouldn’t be harmed. I prayed that none of his colleagues would be, either.
But I prayed that Abe McKinley and his boys…well, I prayed that they finally faced justice. Whatever that meant. However the man upstairs decided to mete it out.
Which was the real purpose of my “hell of a plan” all along.
Yes, we needed the money to pay back the bank to save our farm. Desperately.
But more than anything, I needed to make McKinley pay…for killing my boy.
And tonight, I finally did, with the help of my then-fiancé and now-husband—who walked me through the ins and outs of a federal bank robbery investigation…who planted the assault rifles at the Golden Acres horse ranch…who “discovered” the location of the pay phone Hank used to call in the anonymous tip that turned up Stevie on camera, wearing a white wig, buying the Halloween masks.
My “hell of a plan” worked like a hell of a charm.
I’ve been sitting on the ledge of the water tower for well over an hour. Finally the shooting seems to have stopped for good. Agents are moving in and out of the farmhouse now with ease. So are crime scene techs, and paramedics.
I even think I spy Abe McKinley himself being hauled out in cuffs, thrashing and carrying on like the madman he is.
I’d love to have seen his face when he realized what was happening. And when he realized why. But I’ll settle for hearing about it from Mason secondhand.
I should probably get back home. The show’s over, folks. I still have that dinner party to throw—and now my family really has something to celebrate.
I’m sure Mason is going to be tied up at the scene for hours. But he’ll have to come home eventually. When he does, I’ll still be up, waiting. Beyond grateful.
I put away my binoculars and stand, stretching out my cramped legs.
But before I climb down, I take out a folded piece of paper from the pocket of my jeans. I carefully open it.
It’s that drawing Alex made in first grade that I just discovered tonight, of him and me floating together in outer space, the destination of his dreams.
As my eyes begin to water, all these months of pain and stress and work and agony finally coming to an end, I hold the paper to my chest.
And I look up at the night sky, a blanket of blackness dotted with a trillion points of light.
Alex, I think, you are floating in the stars. You made it after all. May you find peace and comfort and love.
Someday, I will be there beside you. Just like you dreamed.
But not yet.
It’s my very favorite time of the day. The world outside my window is calm. Peaceful. Quiet.
It’s not quite night but not yet dawn. And I’m not quite asleep but not yet awake.
I snuggle a little more into Mason’s strapping arms. He mumbles happily and hugs my body tighter.
I nuzzle his shoulder, just above the scar from the bullet wound he got well over a year ago now, during that fateful raid on the farm.
The one that resulted in the arrest of Abe McKinley and three surviving associates, who were sentenced to a combined 136 years in federal prison, at the US Penitentiary in Beaumont, Texas.
But all of that’s in the past now. Ancient history. Our family farm has been paid off. The guilty have been punished. And life has carried on.
For the first time in a long while, I feel relaxed. Rested. At ease. I breathe in my husband’s sweet musk. I run my finger up and down his collarbone.
I could stay like this forever, I think.
And then, I hear something. A noise coming from inside the house.
I could wake Mason to handle it. But should I?
I glance at the clock on his side of the bed—his holstered sidearm and FBI badge beside it. It’s just after 5:00 a.m.
No, I decide. I’ll let him sleep.
I slip out of bed and tiptoe down the hall. The sound is getting louder.
I finally reach a door that’s slightly ajar: the door to Alex’s old bedroom. The door I once couldn’t even fathom opening.
But this morning, I drowsily push it open and enter without a second thought.
I’m used to it by now, but the space is so different from how it once was. Fresh paint, different carpet, new furniture. It’s almost unrecognizable as my son’s former bedroom.
Because now it’s my new daughter’s nursery.
Little Abby is wailing in her crib. “There, there,” I coo, picking her up and bouncing her gently in my arms. “What’s wrong?”
I fed her a few hours ago, so I know she can’t be hungry. I check her diaper; she doesn’t need to be changed. The room is a comfortable seventy-two degrees, so she can’t be hot or cold. What could it be?
As Abby continues crying, I get an idea.
I open the closet, revealing stacks and stacks of comic books. Alex’s beloved old comic books. Those, of course, I couldn’t throw away in a million years.
I pick one at random and open to the first colorful page. As if by magic, Abby stops crying, captivated by the words and pictures, groping for them with her tiny hands.
“You know,” I whisper, “your brother used to like these, too.”
And then I begin to read.
“The Amazing Spider-Man. This one’s called…‘Brand New Day.’”
James Patterson
with Shan Serafin
Strolling through the halls of Harvard University, plotting the murder of one of its more notable students, mulling over my options—poison, piano wire, maybe a knife—I had to stop and ask myself the obvious question: How would Anna Karenina do it?
I mean, what exactly is the most acceptable form of murder in today’s multicultural salad of etiquette? Victim under the wheels of a train? Too noticeable. Poison in a sandwich? Too risky. Sniper fire? No. Tomorrow would be windy.
“Limits,” I muttered.
If you’re going to kill the son of a mob boss in the middle of an Ivy League campus, you want to be decorous.
“Crosswind is too high,” I added. “Second shot might nick him, but first one ends up in a bystander.”
“Yeah,” Milt said. “It can’t be a distant hit.” He described the only option we had left in two simple words. “It’s gotta be arm’s reach.”
“Arm’s reach.” We were in agreement.
Milt was my partner of eleven years. Partner in crime. Partner in general skepticism. Partner who was about to split a hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar payday with me. We were now scouring the heart of the Harvard campus for its weakest ventricle, wandering the quad looking like creepy middle-aged men.
“And scrambled eggs,” I added.
“No, no, no,” said Milt. “Not that.”
His job was analyzing the geometry: the brick walls, the brick arches, the backpacks, angles, shadows—any opportunity for our twenty-year-old victim to, let’s say, accidentally fall off a ledge. My job was to study the human element. I was checking the faces of the various students passing us. The redhead. The tall Korean. The non-giggling girls on a bench. The tardy jogger. I needed to look into their eyes and see them seeing tomorrow’s murder. I needed to see their reaction to what hadn’t happened yet.
“I hate scrambled eggs,” said Milt.
So did I. But we’d received no info about our target, except that he was enrolled in an economics class on Wednesdays at 11:00 a.m. in Harvard’s Massachusetts Hall, the building behind us.
“We should cross the courtyard,” I said. “Get measurements.”
We were planning a silent hit. The type that has your target die roughly five seconds after contact. That means we theoretically had five seconds to clear the area. We would then have about six minutes to escape from the widening circle of police response.
Six minutes.
We debated the numbers all morning, betting on the reaction times of everyone around us. Trying to identify the most prototypical student, I focused on the girl on the steps reading Proust, or possibly the guy behind her sketching a quasar. We wanted a guinea pig who might be representative of the types of panicking we could expect tomorrow.
“Her,” said Milt, nodding to a girl in a floral-patterned dress. “She’s your test case. Go chat her up.”
“Her? No.”
“The body language says yes. It says yes to a tall glass of Michael Dennis Ryan.”
“We’re only here for the test. And no, I’m twice her age.”
“Half plus seven. C’mon, man. These ladies are exactly like you. Socially dead. Sittin’ around having an imaginary conversation with a book.”
“I don’t do that.”
“Yeah, you do. Probably whisperin’ to Moby Dick right this moment, while not listening to me.”
I wasn’t whispering. I was focused on a new development in our day. A little bit of good luck—or catastrophic luck, depending on how you saw it.
“There’s the mark,” I said, nodding to a particular student we hadn’t expected to see yet. “And he’s not alone.”
We were assigned to kill Goran Šovagović Mesic tomorrow. His description: twenty years old, tall, athletic, loud. And currently walking across the courtyard.
“He’s totally alone,” said Milt.
“Behind him.”
“Where? I don’t…Oh.” Milt saw the two thick men lagging in the distance. “Yup. Croatian Mafia. They like baiting it.”
Milt meant that the kid’s bodyguards followed well behind him. It meant these guys preferred a fight—essentially daring someone to come and start trouble. Yet it also meant we’d have access to a faster, cleaner hit.
Cleaner—as long as he behaved the way we needed him to.
Goran walked with his backpack slung over one broad shoulder, his cashmere V-neck snug. He looked exactly like what you’d expect an Eastern Bloc playboy to look like.
“A Vronsky,” I murmured.
“A what?”
Vronsky, the gent who had lured Anna Karenina to the dark side. He was stately and well composed—with just the right array of anatomical features to inspire an alluring young lady of the 1800s to derail her own marriage. I didn’t say all this to Milt. I summarized the essence of it. “A guy who’ll always act in his own best interest.”
“That’s every male in Massachusetts.”
“He happens to do it in a way that helps us. He’s someone I can predict.”
Milt pointed out that I’d never met him, that I knew zilch about him. That once again, I was making a big deal out of an irrelevant detail, instead of sticking to ballistics triangulation and trajectory analysis. He was right about most of it. But I was right about something, too—call it a gut feeling, or something based on years of experience: the murder of this kid wasn’t going to be simple.
“You can predict him?” said Milt.
“Girl in the turtleneck,” I replied.
There was a set of stairs in Goran’s path where foot traffic slowed down a bit. Goran would be passing a girl in a turtleneck sweater. He’d walk by her and create a small situation. I could foresee it.
“Finger to the chest,” I said to Milt. “Watch.”
“Her? She’s with a guy.” Milt pointed to the young man on her left. “Look. She’s holding hands with the kid in the flannel shirt.”
“Keep watching.”
My hobby is people. I see them do things before they know they even want to do those things. Goran passed the girl and reached out, quickly, to give her chin a brief, soft, bold, two-finger squeeze. In passing. Nothing anyone else would notice. But a grotesque violation of personal domain nonetheless. The girl hardly expected it, hardly saw who had done it, and couldn’t do anything but keep walking with the crowd, in total repulsion.
“Big deal,” said Milt. “Wasn’t her chest.”
“Not her chest.”
I nodded, a heads-up to what was happening next. The kid in the flannel—the one holding the girl’s hand, the only witness—now felt he had a duty to call it out. He let go of the girl’s hand, turned around, and hurried to catch up to Goran.
But before he could finish his first sentence, Goran put his finger to the kid’s chest and spoke directly in his face. Finger to the chest. I couldn’t tell what the exact words were, but the message was clear: I can have you damaged and no one will do anything about it. Which was the first time the two bodyguards got closer. We’d nicknamed them Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Tweedledee and Tweedledum were now hovering just near enough to be “felt.”
The kid saw the doom. You could see him seeing it. You could see the instant fear. While in Goran’s face you could see the comfort. Goran would go home that night and sleep peacefully, thinking nothing of the moment, possibly forgetting it had occurred. But the flannel kid would be shaken for days. To say nothing of the girl. I’d seen it a hundred times.
Infuriating that they’d let this oily boy and his expensive gang wander the halls of such a sacred place. That’s what money can buy behind closed doors.
When Goran and his thugs exited the quad, I wanted to follow him home and end his life right then. But then Milt grabbed my shoulder to remind me, “We don’t get paid that way.”
The job required a hit on Harvard soil. A hit tomorrow, not today.
“Floral dress,” he said.
It’d be a complicated kill, but with a predictable variable in the center of the equation—the kid himself—we could make it work. We could complete the assignment and get to safety.
Just as long as we took care of the most important factor. “Need to keep it under six minutes,” I said to him.
“Six? Sure. If we know our crowd well enough. Like we’ve been talking about. Gauging their reaction time.” He loved this part. He was already fixated on the young lady he’d been fixated on. “I’m still nominating her.” He pointed in her direction, packaging his suggestion in a flowery load of BS. “See how she turns to face you? That’s the dead giveaway, brother. How the front of the torso rotates. See? As you walk by? Rotates slowly toward the man she desires. Like a daisy in the sunlight.”
“No. Not her. We need a reliable screamer.”
“Who could be more reliable than a daisy?”
I’d made my choice. “The barista.” She was behind the counter of the café across the street, checking her phone for likes—for whatever pic she’d just been tagged in. She was busy. She was trapped. She was perfect.
We headed over to the café. Milt was right about the behavior of his chosen muse: the floral-dress girl had rotated as we passed her. I’d assumed when she locked eyes with me it was out of boredom. Was he right about her all along?
Half plus seven—it’s socially acceptable to date someone who’s half your age plus seven years, according to Milt. That qualified me for a twenty-eight-year-old. Not sure my wife would have enjoyed that math, but lately I’d been desperately wondering if I had any appeal.
We entered a room full of Harvard’s finest, a café abuzz with the chatter of freshly caffeinated opinions.
I looked at Milt. He looked at me. He was clutching his chest, slightly bent over.
“You look like you’re about to have a heart attack, buddy.”
“What gives you that idea?”
“Books on the topic. And the fact—”
“Raaoooowwwgggggggooooddddd!” Milt screamed.
He snapped his head back and tumbled in midair to fall backward, half onto nothing, half onto a circular café table so that the table flipped up all its dishes and glassware. Milton Prescott looked like he was dying.
My partner of eleven years frantically grasped for his trachea, the universal gesture of zero air.
“He’s choking!” yelled a brilliant mind from across the room.
Milt flailed around on the floor. He’s a thick, stocky stegosaurus of a man, so he easily knocks things over. Tiny students were no match. Nobody could aid him.
Wouldn’t matter, though.
As quickly as he went down, Milt got up, stood up, took a moment for dramatic emphasis, pointed directly out the front door, yelled “Marrarrrruuuuwwggh!,” then ran out the opposite way, through the back exit of the café, top speed, bulldozing everyone along the way, making a spectacle.
Over before it even started.
Leaving a small but deafening moment of silence.
“Holy shit,” said virtually every person in the room.
Two girls then immediately rushed to assist him—the barista and another girl, in a hat. I followed and the three of us as a team ran into the back to find an empty corridor.
“Was he stabbed more than once?” I asked the girl in the hat.
“Stabbed?” she replied.
You could see her gears turning, her pliable memory now searching for details that fit the suggestion. Stabbed?
“You saw those three guys who ran out the front, right?” I asked her.
“N-no,” said the girl in the hat.
“No,” said the barista confidently. Confidently…until something occurred to her. “Wait.”
“Jeez, is this a shooting?” I asked, my eyes widening.
The barista looked at me. Shooting? The seed was planted. The garden of doubt—tilled. The barista was already calling 911.
I left them. I returned to the café. Thankfully, there were very few people recording video. I don’t like being on camera. Especially in such drab lighting. I hustled over to the introverts in the corner. The farming had only just begun.
“Did any of you see how many times he was stabbed?” I asked the group.
A chorus of the word stabbed echoed throughout the herd. Child’s play. Their apparent leader made the next 911 call placed. “Um, nine one one?…Okay…um…there was a man who was stabbed…I think…multiple times…definitely stabbed…at least twice. Ran out to the alley.”
In this modern era, any police response to an assault call from a college campus is going to be swift and crowded. They already have patrols every thirty minutes.
The caller was doing our work for us. “We think there was an assailant who ran through the courtyard.”
The beauty of a heart attack is that once the story was straightened out, hours from then, it’d stand as just a minor, weird incident while having granted me a powerful glimpse into the future. We’d tested the tissue of the local response system like a marine biologist might prod an anemone to test its reflexes: gently. Just enough of a prick to stimulate the response, but not too much that anyone would know it had happened. Harvard was the anemone. Milt was the prick.
One hour later, the cops would review whatever surveillance video the café had and realize that the guy just choked on his muffin. They’d curse the unreliable reports of witnesses, and they’d be 3 percent slower to react the next day. Most importantly, I’d have my measurement.
One hour later, Milt and I rehashed what had happened, like two janitors mopping up the stadium after a Super Bowl.
“Two minutes eight seconds,” said Milt.
“I got two minutes twenty-five.”
“No, no, they had the ambulance come after,” said Milt. “The cops were first.”
“No, I saw an SUV parked on the avenue.”
“How would the avenue be clear if it was already parked?”
“You saw it clear?”
“With my own eyes.”
“Not parked?” That was different. “Then we’re in under six.”
“In under six.”
It’d be more than doable. We had eight minutes to cross out of a three-mile radius and our current estimates had us hovering just under six. That’s what I’d call a professional margin of error. The kind of leeway that ensures success.
I’m supposed to go directly home. That was the agreement I’d made with myself. Work, then home. In that order. No other activities.
But I didn’t go home.
I stopped at a place called the Alluvial Tavern, a dive bar just outside the Boston city limits. It smelled like yesterday’s beer and last year’s urine. The perfect environment for an outcast like me to do the one thing no normal human would do in a noisy, poorly lit environment: read a book.
I had Le Parfum with me, a beat-up French copy of Patrick Süskind’s tale of assaults and aromas.
“Assaults?” asked the bartender. She’d asked about the pages I was turning but barely stuck around to hear my answer.
“The story of a murderer,” I replied. “Grenouille. Guy’s got an obsession with scents. The whole story is like this exegesis on scents, but it’s got a larger meaning.”
She’d left.
Which was fine by me. I really just wanted to cross the halfway point in the novel.
I ordered a trendy triple IPA, with lime quartered. I read my novel in spurts and thought in spurts, looking for the obvious idea to emerge. The book soon ended up wedged open against the bar counter, beneath my forearm. Grenouille was just about to slice open another victim. To him, the girl—his victim—smelled of both fireplace residue and her own natural vanilla scent. How a monster could be so attuned to the delicacies of life was exactly the appeal.
I pulled out a pen and drew a map of the Harvard campus on my napkin. No place-names—no evidence to leave lying around the bar counter—just a vague sketch with all sorts of arrows and circles. Situational arrows. “If this, then that.” If the bodyguards pull out knives, we demobilize them from their flank. (We kill them.) If the crowd is sparse, then we act early. Early—because a fatal shot to a bodyguard is not nearly as much paperwork as a fatal shot to a Harvard bystander. And by paperwork I mean prison.
“You gonna order another, Ryan?” The bartender pointed at my glass. “Or just fondle your library card?”
The bar was half empty but somehow I was taking up all her lucrative territory, nor drinking enough beers.
“Hey,” said the bartender. “I didn’t mean to kick you out.” I smiled politely and gathered my things.
“So, I’m wondering. Why do you stick with her?” the bartender asked, watching me.
“Stick…with…?” I didn’t know what she meant. “My wife?”
“She doesn’t love you anymore, right? I mean…I’m not being harsh. I’m just being honest…about what I see and hear.”
Ah, just being honest. In my experience, people who talk about how honest they’re being aren’t. I think this bartender wanted to have sex with me.
I smiled, picked up my beer, toasted her in midair—trying to be suave, as it spilled down my knuckles—and headed for a distant booth across the bar. Myself. My novel. This beer.
The magic was gone, though. I couldn’t reimmerse myself in the pages of the book about a journey through prewar Paris. And worse, I’d left my map at the bar—the map drawn on that napkin. Sure, I doubted anyone would pick it up and say, “Hey who’s drawing tactical schematics of an assassination on Harvard’s campus?” But the fact that I’d left it anywhere at all was a small but important sign that I’d started to lose what we in the business refer to as my edge.
Five years ago I would not have made even one single mistake. Now I was watching a yuppie couple pull up barstools precisely where I’d been sitting. Precisely where I’d been drawing.
I should’ve immediately gone to grab that napkin, just in case the yuppie was a cop, or a fed, or just even one of those annoying fans of the evening news who sees some report and proudly calls the 1-800 tip line at the bottom of the screen.
Five years ago I’d already be at the counter, clutching the napkin, maybe breaking some nice man’s nose. But at this point in my life?
I watched the guy’s lady friend nuzzle up behind his shirt collar and place a kiss upon his neck. They giggled about some joke they must’ve whispered to each other countless times. These two couldn’t care less about my napkin. She hugged him again.
Why can’t Maria hug me for no reason?
I stopped at a flower store on the way home. Desperate times, desperate measures. I bought her an orchid in a cubic vase.
When I got home and entered our creaky bedroom, Maria was asleep. I knelt in front of her side of the bed, and stared at her for longer than I’d care to admit. She looked so vulnerable. So lovable. The hundred fights we’d had that year didn’t seem to erode her. She was still quite pretty in the right light. Her creases were coming, yes, but those creases were coming for us all, weren’t they?
She wanted me dead.
But several minutes later I was in the laundry room, at 2:00 a.m., washing her butcher frocks so she’d have a dry frock for her shift the next day. It was something she’d always forget to plan for.
She didn’t know I did stuff like wash and iron her clothes.
I crawled into bed at 3:15 a.m., taking one last look at the cover of Le Parfum for inspiration. I would be back at the Harvard courtyard at ten in the morning, executing my last assignment ever.
Retirement would pave the way for me to go to marital therapy. To be a better husband. To heal our romance. I rolled over toward Maria, hoping she might softly retreat into a spoon. She didn’t. We were both unaware that by the start of the next evening, one of us would be dead.
“Let’s say it to each other one more time,” I said to Milt.
“Really?” he groaned.
We were walking toward the main courtyard and already noticing cops. And cops were noticing us. Not outright. But we got glanced at. You don’t want eye contact in my line of work.
“We converge from opposite sides,” said Milt, beginning his summary of the pivotal six minutes of our plan. “You’re the primary. I’m the cleanup.” He was speaking in monotone, reciting memorized facts. “We shoot for the heart and keep the exit wound contained in his backpack to minimize the visual blood. If his bodyguards react to us, we shoot to neutralize. We exit opposite corners.”
“No phones,” I added.
“I said that.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“We don’t use phones.” He gave me an annoyed look. “If something goes wrong, communication is via email from a random computer at a random Apple Store.”
“We don’t rendezvous until after forty-eight hours.”
“Right.”
It was a traditional setup for us, in many ways. But this was far from a traditional hit. Shooting a kid? Amidst kids? How do you answer for that when you stand before the Almighty?
“Christ,” said Milt. “It’s raining.”
I was praying for any hiccup to derail the day. I was. But things were well on their way to going wrong, and the bad weather was merely an appetizer for the bad news. When we arrived at the courtyard, we saw the essential issue: foot traffic had completely rerouted to the perimeter. Nobody was crisscrossing the middle of the yard. That meant our walking paycheck, Goran Mesic, would be in the mobbed side walkways.
We did check the weather. But there’d been only a forecast of “light wind with possible light drizzle.” Now it looked like some classes were getting out early to handle the surprise downpour, which meant we were already behind schedule.
Our contingency plans could handle that. We were already in position, ready for Goran. What our plans couldn’t handle was the fact that Goran was walking directly between Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Not in front, not to the rear. But between his two bodyguards.
Barely any of our reconnaissance would be of use now. I closed my eyes for a fraction of a moment. I took a breath. I pictured the most chaotic possible outcome of the next hour and let its climactic moment unfold in front of me in slow motion.
People reaching for weapons. Witnesses diving for cover. Slow motion. Like an NFL replay. I tried to see where each step could go wrong, letting the frozen moments inform me how to re-choose the better step. If the guards protectively shove Goran down to the pavement: I shoot all three of them. If Goran runs directly away: I let Milt handle them while I footrace the kid off campus. When you think like a victim, you choose paths based on fear. Fear trumps all. Goran would panic at the threat on campus and think to run from campus. That would mean crossing Quincy Street. I could head him off if I circled around the library and ambushed from solid cover.
What a fun job—shooting kids.
I felt nauseous.
“He’s twenty,” argued Milt. “He ain’t no kid.”
I’d already wanted to leave this career. I’d been searching for a doable exit plan for months. I had a wife who would barely kiss me anymore. A dog who barely nuzzled me. Ulcers. A leaky roof.
My work was the culprit. My wife hated what I did. I’d come to hate it, too.
“Anyone under thirty is a kid,” I said to Milt.
By 10:05 a.m. we were established in our positions at the upper end of the quad. I could see Milt and he could see me. We’d given ourselves strict orders not to use the cell phones. Phone records can be searched. Checked. Studied. Conclusions drawn. You just don’t know what kind of paper trail a text message becomes, should the cops get hold of you. Or worse, should the Croatian Mafia get hold of you.
“Is this chair taken?” I said to the girl next to me.
“Uh…no,” said the girl, puzzled. She was wearing a giant, thick scarf, the kind that would discourage unwanted attention.
She moved her bag. “Go for it,” she said.
The patio had stayed dry under its awning. I sat down. I needed to look like I wasn’t standing around waiting for a homicide.
At 10:08 a.m. I checked for Milt. But Milt was no longer there.
He was hustling down the steps toward the middle of the quad. Worst-case scenario getting worse by the minute. There was Goran, and instead of being at the outer edges of the quad, he was walking right down the middle, which meant he couldn’t be more noticed. Yet before I could even begin to strategize a new plan, our frightfully obsolete original plan commenced on its own. Blam! Blam! Blam! The gentle acoustics of campus gunfire.
The sound of bullets ricocheted off all corners of the courtyard—all—disorienting anyone trying to locate the shooter. Did Milt fire first? I dropped to the ground as two more shots pealed through the air. Crack! Crack!
I looked up to see the chest of the first bodyguard explode forward. But he didn’t go down.
On the far side, I could see Milt spin around to square up against the second bodyguard, just as the girl in the scarf spun around to look in the wrong direction. I got my handgun ready inside the front pouch of my hoodie. Two stray bullets tore into the glass next to us in the window of the café.
“Get inside,” I told the girl in the scarf. “Stay low.”
Operating on pure panic, she ducked inside the bistro. She didn’t take her latte, she didn’t take her laptop. And, most importantly, she didn’t take her phone.
I still had my weapon somewhat hidden. Did the bodyguards spot me or were those bullets that passed me strays? Where was the kid? Where was Tweedledum? I could handle the onslaught of gunfire from the two bodyguards; what I couldn’t handle was the deluge of Cambridge police officers who’d be arriving here oh so soon. Within two minutes eight seconds, if our research held up.
Do we abort?
The goons had spotted Milt across the yard. But they hadn’t spotted me. Distraction might work in my favor. They were concentrating on dealing with him. They had no idea I existed.
I grabbed the phone belonging to the scarf girl and started to rush through the scattered crowd, sowing the seeds of our exit plan. I told each student I passed that there was a lone shooter out on Oxford Street. I kept repeating the phrase. Lone shooter, Oxford Street. Moving from one spot to the next. Didn’t matter what they were actually seeing; they just needed a catchphrase. Crack crack crack crack. Bullets flew over my head as I journeyed from one huddled kid to the next, ducking into whatever makeshift foxhole I saw—a terrace chair, a planter, a bench, a trash can. I’d cower with him or her and bequeath unto them the mantra. Lone shooter, Oxford Street.
The trail I’d left while making my way over to Milt, who was pinned down near a set of steps, would lead to a flurry of 911 calls. Then I made my own call.
“Nine one one. What’s your emergency?”
“I think they detonated a bomb at MIT,” I said into the phone. “I can see it from my balcony window. There’s smoke. This is an attack. This is—”
Then I threw the phone in the wet gutter.
Then I found the next foxhole. A trash can in front of a trembling engineering student. I crouched with him and shared that people had seen three guys shove a girl into a white van, with the license plate number “something something KHR-11.”
“Something something KHR-11,” he parroted back.
“Can you call it in? My battery’s—” I completed my sentence with a shrug.
He understood. He began to call it in.
“You saw ’em, right?” I said. “Unreal, man.”
Then I leapt up and ran around the corner, spotted Tweedledee, and let four rounds of my five-round .38 rip through the atmosphere.
Every kid saw me do it.
“Cambridge PD,” I yelled to them. “Get down.”
The kids got down. I ran to the next post and shed my hoodie. Layer one—shed. Crimson to blue. I went from a Harvard tourist to a Patriots fan. Scrambled eggs.
Milt put his own 911 call in, reporting that two foreigners were on the roof of a tall building shooting at cars and pedestrians.
All designed to tax the system. Resources would be spread out in every direction. Eventually the main catastrophe—our catastrophe—would get lost in the shuffle. Eventually we’d have our escape route smoothly paved.
But then the second bodyguard spotted me. He seemed to recognize my unique fixation on Goran. Like any skilled protector, he foresaw the threat.
And like any skilled assassin, I foresaw him foreseeing my threat. I fired two shots right at him.
He fired back at me. And then another shooter joined the game.
Goran.
And Goran shot well.
Milt and I both use revolvers. Revolvers don’t leave much evidence behind because the shells remain in the chamber. It’s a little unorthodox in today’s game of maximizing volume and sheen, but I’ve been in the trade for eleven years, and aside from that one time in Sarasota, I’m proud to report I’ve never been questioned by the police.
Goran’s bodyguard turned around and fired seven of his non-revolver bullets at me.
And missed.
Tsk, tsk. You have a Springfield Armory XD-S 9mm with flush-fitting mag. Capacity seven, my friend. Now you’re out. The other guard got into a fistfight with Milt, which is worrisome on Milt’s behalf. If you saw Milt try to jog on a treadmill, or try to hurry to beat a yellow light, or just try to bend over and pick up a nickel, you’d know that he is a poorly constructed human being.
He could get exhausted just putting on a shirt. And now he was tangled up with the taller, more muscular of the two enemies. Both he and Milt still had possession of their firearms, but both managed to grip each other’s grip.
The guard mounted Milt and was about to force his trembling muzzle into Milt’s rib cage. There were way too many pedestrians around for me to continue in stealth. I had no choice—I stood up, marched directly across the courtyard through the rain, and buried four bullets into Milt’s enemy.
So now everyone around me was aware that I was a participant in the mayhem. Possible male Caucasian. Early forties. I could hear the APB in my head. Dressed in blue. Carrying a Smith & Wesson 686 for some reason. Shots fired. I had to assume at least half of these kids were recording video.
Milt’s adversary was getting up. I emptied my last shot into him. The loud ricocheting of bullets had been sending everyone lower and lower to the ground, facedown onto the concrete. Good instinct. Does modern society simply know to get low when they hear gunfire?
Goran pushed himself up and, in an instant, sprinted toward the Humanities building. He was going toward the crowd, ultimately trying to head deeper into the heart of campus. This would be troublesome.
“Stay down!” I yelled for the benefit of bystanders.
By now the melee had lured two different helicopters. One: the news. Two: the law. They were swirling in the distance, in the wrong area, thanks to false 911s, but they wouldn’t swirl stupidly for long.
Milt started firing at Goran, which was at the crowd.
“Hold fire!” I yelled to Milt.
Milt fired again. Two more shots that didn’t find their target.
“We’re not flushing toward the crowd,” I said to him.
“We gotta contain!” he argued back. He was reloading.
“Not the crowd!” I yelled.
I didn’t have a proper rebuttal. He was right. Forcing the enemies to converge on the crowd left us with the higher ground, left us with better cover from the concrete planters, and left them with no way to escape. But there was a throng of students down there.
“Don’t lose focus,” Milt warned from across the atrium.
Goran had already penetrated through the clumps of students—his human shield—and fled past the one building that leads to central campus. I immediately went after him, full speed.
“Help me!” shrieked Goran. “Help!” A useful thing to say: it cast me as the villain and himself as the hero.
But we were far past the crowd now, running alone. I was forcing him to arc around in one giant circle, back toward the bistro. I could’ve pulled the trigger on him, but didn’t.
I wasn’t sure why, but I couldn’t. Instead, I outpaced him on the ground and finally cornered him behind a series of ventilator units, where he’d ducked down. He had his gun, but I had his flank.
I heard huffing behind me—Milt was finally catching up to the mayhem, rounding the corner.
But our satisfaction was short-lived. Goran was waiting for us. Deliberately. He was standing still, facing me directly. Holding the girl in the scarf, in front of himself. With his gun pointed at her throat.
My antagonist had the blunt muzzle of his Taurus PT 111 pressed deep into his victim’s esophagus. Deep enough that she struggled just to breathe. I’m sure her adrenaline blunted the pain, but still, it had to hurt.
“Drop your gun,” Goran yelled.
How he knew that this kind of move would work on a good citizen like me I know not. Because in my line of work, chivalry is beyond dead. Milt, for instance, already had his gun pointed at both of them, absolutely unfazed by the collateral cost.
Goran, smart chap—a credit to Harvard—fixated on me. Wisely, he knew I was in charge. “I will kill this girl,” he said to me. “I will.”
His nerves must’ve been blitzing. He was pressing that gun way too hard into her voice box.
“Do it! Shoot her!” yelled Milt. “Then I get to shoot you. Legally. With no fear of hitting an innocent bystander.”
“The hell’s wrong with you?” I whispered to him.
Milt was already fully engaged. “Don’t wait!” he yelled.
The girl screamed, but both Milt and Goran were hell-bent on global destruction.
“I swear I will,” said Goran.
“Stop swearing and do it!” yelled Milt.
I had to do something. I stood up straight, raising my arms and hands. The gesture of surrender. “Goran? You win, okay?” And I started to walk toward him.
“Whoa,” said Milt. “No, no, no.”
I wasn’t listening. “You got the upper hand,” I said to Goran. I lowered my gun. “I’m releasing my weapon…as…you’re able to see…but I’m only doing it on the condition that you let me walk over and get the girl.” I was already walking over. It wasn’t a negotiation. “Then you can go free.”
“Tell your fat monkey to drop his gun, too,” said Goran.
“I’m gonna count to five, you dick!” yelled Milt. “If you ain’t facing the concrete, I’m firing away. Girl or not.”
“I will kill her!” shouted Goran.
“Good!” yelled Milt. “Five!”
I was only twenty feet away. I was within striking distance. The average reaction time for a high-stressed individual in terms of the kinesiological timing of motor neurons is point eight seconds. I can cover roughly ten feet in that amount of time. I’d have ten left to go.
“Please,” begged the girl. “Please…just let me go.”
Her words tore at me. Bottom line, three-hundred-thousand-dollar tuition aside, we were all just human beings that wanted to survive through Tuesday.
“Four!” yelled Milt.
“Goran Mesic,” I said loudly. “I need to tell you something.”
“Go to hell,” he replied.
“It’s about your family.”
“My gun’s in her mouth and if—”
“It’s about your father.”
He stopped. I’d gotten his attention.
“Three,” said Milt.
I talked quickly and clearly for this next part. This was all I had left. “We were assigned to kill you, but we got a change of instructions just one hour ago.” Here came the lie. “Your father and I were friends a long time ago. We worked in the smuggling game.” Like all good lies, this one was based in truth.
“Don’t…” he began. “The…Don’t get any closer.”
“Two!” yelled Milt.
“Milt!” I had to scold him without losing momentum with Goran. “Your father made an enemy of one of my associates. This was a disagreement we had about the IRA. But it was settled one hour—one hour—ago. And now we’re all friends again.”
I turned around to face Milt. I made sure my body was blocking Milt’s aim.
“Friends,” I said, while looking at Milt.
It was a show of submission to Goran. I had my back to him now. He’d see this as a sign of sincerity, a show of support for Rachel. Rachel was the name I’d given the girl in my mind—I needed to do that.
Otherwise, I’d lose a sense of where the fiction ends and reality begins: Rachel is a hopeful sophomore at Harvard who might be missing a larynx soon. Goran is the guy who started to lower his weapon. I could finally end this peacefully. I might even rope the kid up and put him in a warehouse somewhere and somehow earn half of my half of a hundred and fifty grand without going the distance.
“Okay,” I said to Goran, seeing him cooperate. “Thanks for being—”
Blam blam blam!
Three shots. Milt had his orders. He was a good shooter. He had shot both of them.
Assassination is not the rosy little business everyone thinks it is. Dead kids in an alley shall serve as Exhibit A. We hustled to the parking lot at the far end of JFK Street. We needed a getaway car.
“Time?” I asked Milt.
The smart move was to steal a vehicle. We were about to steal three.
He checked his watch. “Four minutes forty-one.”
“That’s it? That’s miraculous.” We were so much faster than I had thought. That made the next steps far more comforting. “We start with a sports car, then we go sedan, then sedan.”
We were restating our plan again. The first car would be the nimble one. The second car would be the one that blends in. The third would be the one that survives inspection. Each leg of the race would require a different specialty. Yet obviously, all three cars should do all three things.
Right then we primarily needed speed.
“We wipe all prints,” replied Milt. His turn to recite the plan. “We check under the seats to make sure we didn’t drop anything. We ditch out of sight from helicopters.”
Ideally, you also scrape your gun barrels with a chisel and go to a gun range for an hour. This lets you pass a possible paraffin test, and restructures the forensics of your gun’s bullets. The day before we’d carefully surveyed the array of potential getaway vehicles and singled out a candidate. A little Ford Festiva. The idea was to pick something that wasn’t obvious, something that wouldn’t be noticed in the Boston traffic lanes.
Milt pulled a Slim Jim from his coat and used it to bypass the passenger door lock, as I watched for anybody loitering on our level of the garage. Once the lock clicked, we jumped in the car and squealed out of the parking space. We were both in our XXL Patriots hoodies, which came off as soon as we were on the turnpike. Next they were sailing out the window to become road garbage.
“Can’t keep that in the car,” I said to Milt. I was looking at a stolen phone he had in his lap.
“Nobody’s gonna track it in the middle of a circus.”
“Toss it.”
But he was already dialing. “Hi,” he said to whoever was answering the 911 line. “Our emergency is we’re chasing after an Asian guy on a motorcycle who shot two kids. He’s heading south on Quimby Avenue and he’s wear—”
I yanked the phone out of his hand and tossed it out the window.
“That’s how you get someone killed!” I yelled.
“Better him than us.”
I cranked a hard left and accelerated past the whizzing bushes onto a dinky little side street. Our nondescript late-model navy-blue Festiva swerved onto the main road.
“Don’t signal lane changes,” said Milt. “You keep signaling and it keeps drawing attention from cops miles behind us.”
You fucking shot some kids, I growled at him in my head.
That’s what I said to him in the uncut version of my autobiography. “You’re staying sharp,” I told him. “I appreciate that. You were cool under pressure.”
“Thanks.”
“And you were able to keep us under six minutes.”
“Thanks.”
That was the simple exchange we had.
Then, after a few moments, he added a small clarification. “Sorta.”
“Sorry?”
“Sorta. My stopwatch says four minutes forty-one seconds, but I’m not sure exactly when I hit Start.”
“What’re you talking about?”
“We’re good, though. We’re on our way.”
“How much time elapsed, Milt?”
“We’re on our way. I don’t know.”
“Since shot number one. What do you mean you don’t know?”
“That’s the thing,” he began. “The first gunshot came from them. And I had to duck for cover, so I may not have pressed the stopwatch button right away.”
“When did you fucking press it?” I asked. This was bad.
“I don’t know. Maybe after we killed Goran. As planned.”
“After we…? As…?” I paused. “That was three minutes later!”
“We don’t know that.”
“By my own math I’m feeling like it was three minutes. Maybe more.”
“If you can do all this math, why do we need a stopwatch?” Milt said sarcastically.
“How much time went by before you arrived in the alley?”
“Me?”
I had to get it out of him. “Tell me, Milt. You must’ve seen a number at some point. Think. How much are we adding to your four forty-one and my three eight?”
“We’re on our way. I don’t know. I guess it was maybe…five minutes?”
“Five? Are you serious? That brings our total to thirteen fucking min—”
Then I was drowned out by the sound of glass shattering, as our rear window exploded into shards. The car lurched to the side and almost lost traction, and the horizon ahead jolted upward for a moment.
Because we were being shot at.
A glance in the mirror confirmed my fears. Cops.
“Jesus,” screamed Milt, staring at the Cambridge Police Department. “Since when do these assholes just shoot at us?” They were unloading rounds of fully automatic MP5s in our direction. “No questions asked…just ‘Merry Christmas, here’s five hundred bullets in your windshield.’”
They hadn’t hit our bodies or our engine. But they’d hit Milt’s pride, like flicking the ears of a rhinoceros.
I floored the gas and made our Festiva earn every ounce of its five-year, fifty-thousand-mile, bumper-to-bumper warranty. We were going 110 miles per hour.
Milt leaned out the passenger window and tried to shoot left-handed.
“Back window!” I shouted.
I could see a curve in the road up ahead. We were veering to the right. That meant we’d open up an angle of attack, starboard. Milt let loose a barrage from his automatic, and fate played its hand. The trash truck to our right slammed on its brakes and thirty-two tons of bad news careened over us, towering for what felt like the majority of my adult life, as the other half of its wheels went airborne just long enough to make me swallow my larynx.
Stray fire must’ve stripped the truck driver of control.
Which was only the beginning of our very special moment, as an oncoming bus, desperate to avoid the trash truck, skidded back and forth, only to clip the trash truck—dink—before devouring the first two police cars behind us.
Head-on.
FWAAAAmmmbbbwwaaAAMMM.
It was the loudest thing I’d ever heard, as the trash truck also flipped—an overturned behemoth that slid a half block down the street in front of us—yielding just enough daylight for us to pass on the inside lane, speeding through the gap just before it cinched shut.
The carousel had closed. The cops were behind us.
I knew what would come next: helicopters. If they anticipated which parking structure we were heading toward before we reached it, dear Lord, we’d be doomed. They’d prep their other officers and have the building surrounded with SWAT well before our arrival. I screeched the car to a halt at the far side of a drainage ditch. If nothing else, we had our plan. I knew that the ditch snaked back under the main road and led straight to parking garage number two.
“Down the ditch,” I said to Milt. “Let’s go.”
We ran down the ditch and without incident reached the parking structure, where we had to race up five flights of stairs. Our golden goose was parked on the fifth floor.
“Hurry!” I yelled backward.
“Hurrying. Jeez!” yelled Milt, fat jiggling, lungs wheezing, asthma attack imminent. He looked even worse once he saw the chosen car. “This?!”
“Hurry!” I was already getting in. I pried open the door and tricked the ignition within nine seconds total.
“A Volkswagen Bug?” His disappointment was at a crescendo. “Bright yellow? Please tell me there’s a daisy on the dashbo—”
He got in and saw the daisy.
“We are completely visible,” he whined.
“That’s where we’re hiding. In broad daylight.”
I got in the driver’s seat and busted the casing off the console. By my mental clock, twenty-three seconds had elapsed. I’d counted them out while envisioning the last few turns the cop cars would make to narrow our location down to this particular garage.
Stock anti-theft alarms are easy. They go off but they don’t linger once the kill switch is bypassed. I had us on the road in eighty-one seconds total, from my hand first touching the door to my tires first touching the road. It wouldn’t fully compensate for the overall tardiness, but every microsecond helped. The turnpike was more crowded now, but we were safer. After a massive shoot-out, would you flag the brightest, friendliest, yellowest thing on the road?
We passed oncoming police cars, one after another, with Milt sweating each one.
Mine was a different concern. A deeper concern. I may have found us a successful vehicle to get back to Boston, but I didn’t have an answer to a very fundamental question. I turned to Milt to ask what had to be asked. “Who ordered the hit?”
Five kids shot in the upper body. Three nicked in the limbs. One head wound. Two dead guards. One gutted female. And a young Mafia kid with his face missing. Today had been carnage on a level I had never signed up for.
“Who ordered the hit, Milt?”
“What?” he replied. Nonchalant.
He hadn’t picked up on how intensely I needed my answer. I kept my tone casual, because there was nothing casual about the question.
“Who?” I repeated.
“This car smells like pumpkin spice condoms,” said Milt. “Can’t believe we’re in this thing.”
Deflection. This wasn’t going to be easy.
“I can feel my manhood decrease by the mile,” he said.
“Oh, miles? I measure mine in millimeters.”
He laughed.
For those wondering, I am a fantastic actor. A trained actor, in fact, a theater major who had commanded the finest of stages in each of the three theaters on the Boston University campus, and who had voiced truth into the most stilted of classical monologues. The trick was to believe in what you were saying. I had that sort of brain. It floated between the wonderful realities of life and the vivid realities of fiction, and I rarely wanted to know which was which. I was performing for Milt.
“Who called the hit?” I asked him.
He didn’t answer.
I’d quit stage acting when my wife got pregnant. The baby was stillborn. The doctors were helpless. Maria spent the next few years resisting the urge to blame me. That effort had worn off recently, but I couldn’t deny that my unhealthy lifestyle was at fault.
“Goran Mesic, son of Ivan Mesic,” I said, without sounding too Lord of the Rings-y about it. “Tell me why he was chosen to fall.”
“You knew his father?” questioned Milt. More deflection. “I mean, I heard your big bullshit speech back in that alley. I assume it was big and bullshit. Was it?”
“How about I answer your question when you answer mine?”
“What difference does it make? A job’s a job. We’re about to be paid.”
Concord Avenue directly west. Toward New York. Then left on Arlington, then left on the turnpike, past Fenway Park, back into Boston. A bird’s-eye view of our journey would make it look like we were New Yorkers. The crisscrossing was to throw any bloodhounds off the scent.
Which made me think back to the morning. Why were Tweedledum and Tweedledee suddenly walking next to the boy? How did they know to do that?
“You’re right,” I said. “The paycheck’s coming. Thanks to you.”
He laughed. “And ain’t you retiring on it?”
“I’m retired as of twenty minutes ago. Unless what just happened with the kid was based on a feud.”
“Game at Fenway tonight.”
“Was it a feud? Did someone order a feud? Just tell me.”
“Three wins outa first,” he said before finally murmuring some semblance of an answer. “I dunno, man.”
He was a bad liar. I knew the sign. He got louder.
“I really don’t know, Mike.”
“Who would know?”
I knew Milt had read some real estate sales book that said that people tuck their voice in the back of their throat when they lie. So he compensated by being so confident and loud—GOSH, I HAVE NO IDEA, MIKE—it was like he was suddenly in a discotheque. “I got the info from the normal channel. Y’know how it is. Anonymous.”
He was covering it up. Anything to hide the truth that I’d become aware of during this car ride. Milt was going to kill me.
Why did I keep finding myself not at home? At the Alluvial Tavern I had my book open, beer poured, jukebox cranked.
“Another,” I said to the general area of the bar. No eye contact.
Another arrived.
The bartender made no conversation.
How did I get there? I could barely recap it. I’d dropped Milt off at the ditch site. We’d parked our car, wiped the prints, then abandoned it in a bad neighborhood, where it would be stripped clean like one of those time-lapse nature videos where bugs reduce a carcass to nothing. Next thing I knew I was in a cave in the South of France. A little village called Grasse.
Well, not me, but Grenouille, the protagonist of Le Parfum, now learning that he himself has no odor. An entire novel about odors—and he finds out he himself has none.
“I can relate, pal,” I murmured to no one.
I devoured pages and triple IPAs, one after another, never engaging with the gray-eyed bartender.
When my thoughts drifted to my day, all I could think was, I hate shooting kids. That’s why I was at the bar.
“Check,” I said out loud.
Once you name your self-deception, it loses its power.
I took a taxi home and got out a half block before my house. I’d enter quietly, hoping with all my heart that she would just—just for once, Maria—wake up when I came home. Touch me a little.
“Maria?” I whispered toward the closed door.
My house key clicked into the knob with an unusually loud gnash of teeth. The lock was grungier than normal and it scraped upon a stillness I hadn’t felt in years.
“Maria?”
Having an absent wife is one thing. Having a house absent of the absent wife is another.
Was she gone?
I started to enter, quietly, striving to avoid excess noise.
“Maria?” I said, loud enough to be heard if she were up, soft enough to be missed if she weren’t.
No answer.
“Maria?”
I crept toward the kitchen and turned on the lights.
Blood.
In large quantities.
There was blood all over our white linoleum. I reached for the gun inside my coat with a trembling hand. I could only pray that my wife wasn’t the source of the…
I couldn’t finish the thought. I knelt by the scarlet pool. It was dark, a spilled Merlot. I guessed by temperature that it’d been on the floor for at least an hour.
“Maria!?” I called out.
I inhaled the air in the kitchen. What had happened in the last hour?
All I could smell was my own breath—the faint trace of beer. There was nothing else to know in this kitchen.
“Maria!?” I let loose.
I stood up and ran from room to room. The den. The guest bathroom. The guest bedroom. No answer. I banged open every random door I could find. The closet. The laundry room. The hallway cupboards. I waded through piles of folded linen, books strewn, broken paintings, broken mirrors. A storm had come through this place. My gun’s muzzle led the way.
I was ready to blast anything that moved until I found Updike—my dog. He was curled up, ears flattened, tail rigid, shivering with fear.
“Here, li’l man,” I called to him. “Good? Where’s your mom?”
Whoever had come through here must’ve been a tornado of violence. Updike was now a cowering wreck. Part corgi, part Lab, part Jack Russell—rarely does this hyphenated beast back down. Yet he stayed glued to the wall, quivering, looking like he’d seen a ghost, like he was still seeing one.
“Maria Amelia Ryan!” I yelled.
I took a step back from Updike. Poor guy—he looked eternally relieved when I retreated.
I don’t know why I checked the bedroom last. I opened the door and there she was. My wife. Cut in half.
There was blood across the majority of the bed. There was spattering on the walls, even on our ceiling fan.
“Baby?” I squished the nearly inaudible word from my empty lungs.
There she was.
I grabbed her outstretched hand, the last remaining body part that was clean. A sliver of moonlight found its way through our window. With my horror was a tinge of fear.
I listened for breathing. Hers. Mine. The dog’s. Was her killer here? I heard nothing, my gun aimed toward the closet. If anything burst out of those doors, I’d bury every bullet I owned in it.
But nothing would come that night.
“Baby, we have to get up,” I whispered to her rigid body.
I gathered the front half of her, staring at her face, looking for a greeting, a nod of approval—that what I was about to do needed to be done.
“Babe?”
I carried her torso down to the basement.
“This is just for now, okay?”
In the basement, we have a Kolpak 1010, one of the first walk-in freezers available for installation in a residential home. No, she didn’t get a Whole Foods employee discount. What she did get was the most consistent cooling flow professionally feasible. I opened the door without setting her body down, crouching awkwardly to get my left hand on the knob. She loved this freezer. It contained about forty pounds of top sirloin, thirty pounds of pork, thirty pounds of salmon, and now its owner.
As I left her resting, I don’t know how I was able to think with such merciless objectivity, but I knew it was imperative to avoid calling the cops.
Cops would occupy my time. Contain me. They would try to prevent me from doing what I had to do next. I went upstairs and grabbed my shotgun. I grabbed a dozen shells. I grabbed my dog and his leash. Sadness was giving way to a new feeling, a very important one. The French word is spelled very similarly to its English translation. Revenche.
I drove to the one place I knew I’d find none of the answers I needed and even less of the satisfaction I craved. Shotgun in my lap, I drove to Milt’s home.
Milt would resist my inquiries, but I had nowhere else to go. My fingers were trembling on the steering wheel. I was taking deep breaths to fend off a panic attack. I screeched to a halt and stormed out of the car, pulling my dog’s leash. Shotgun in my right hand, Cerberus in the other. Revenche. Revenge.
“Milt!” I yelled toward the house as I started dashing up his steps. “Milton!”
He opened the door and I instantly bashed him in the stomach with the back of my weapon.
“Ooooph!” said his diaphragm.
He tumbled onto his back while my momentum took me right into his house. I donkey-kicked the front door shut behind me. We were in a shady neighborhood, but not so shady that neighbors wouldn’t take an interest.
Things got loud. Updike barked a few times at our commotion, then skedaddled into the corner of the living room, paws clawing with zero traction on the wood floor. I grabbed Milt by the scruff and shoved his crumpled, compliant body into the crook of his couch.
He was heaving for breath until he gathered his strength to say, “What the living hell is wrong with you?”
“You tell me,” I replied.
His face was mostly angry but now a little puzzled.
“She’s dead!” I yelled.
“Who?”
I shifted my tone a bit. Business mode. “I’m only going to ask you once, Milt.”
“Who’s dead?”
“My wife!” I yelled, then returned to the mode. “I’m only going to ask you once.”
His face was going into shock. Brilliant acting on his part. He looked authentically sad.
“Who ordered the hits?” I asked him.
“Wait,” he responded. “What do you mean? Maria? Your wife?”
“Stop pretending.”
“She’s dead?” He looked genuinely upset, more upset than I had anticipated.
“They obviously tried to kill me and ended up with her carcass. Who ordered the hit?”
“Uh…the…the hit on Goran? I told you I don’t—”
“No! The hit on me!”
This silenced him. He stared at me, unsure if I was really asking what I was asking. He stood up. He knew I’d allow him to do so. There was a protocol. He walked to his wet bar and poured himself a dizzying ratio of bourbon and water. Stalling.
“That’s…That’s crazy talk,” he said, beginning to gesture toward me. “Why would anyone put a hit on this town’s best mechanic?”
Just as he was about to drink, I smashed my shotgun through his cabinet.
“No more charades!” I shouted. Slightly overblown.
“What are you…? What are you talking about?”
“Milt, I swear to God, if you ask me one more question…” I raised my shotgun to aim near him. Not at him. Not yet. Near him. Hovering in his southeast region. “I’m the one with the twelve gauge. You’re the one envying it.”
“Jesus, Mike, yeah, of course, I’m telling you all I know. I just wanted to clarify what you mean by charades is all.” He paused and realized he shouldn’t pause. “The guy who called the hit was just a middleman. I don’t have access to the top of the food chain.”
“Who’s the middleman?”
“The name? I don’t know who it was”—catching himself again—“but-but-but I was told at the docks. What I was told was, uh, that place at four fifty-one. At the docks. I’m sorry about Maria. Is she okay?”
“Is death okay?”
He took this in for a moment. It was starting to sink in. He started to cry.
So I shot him.
Milt wasn’t dead. Milt was dying. I sat on the couch with him.
“Milt,” I said calmly. “I’m going to shoot you a second time. I shot you once. Just now. But I’m also going to shoot you again.”
“Kh…h…” he said.
A twelve gauge will tend to make an argument one-sided.
“But before I shoot you again,” I added, “I’m going to tell you something.”
He struggled to breathe and burbled up blood.
“I’m going to tell you that, in my opinion, the second most vile thing in this world is…classism. I hate classism. That’s number two.”
“Call…” he said. “An…n…n…an am…bulance.”
“Would you like to know number one?”
“Please.”
“Good. Thank you. The number one thing I hate in this world…is…disloyal pricks who stick their log in another man’s fireplace.”
“Wh-h…?” He found that surprised look again.
Milt was really a lot better looking than I’d allowed myself to think. I could see why Maria had slept with him. Some guys in my position would be angry—that his wife had enjoyed the very handsome qualities of another male, the sleek jawline, the broad shoulders. But not me.
“That means I hate your existence, Milt.”
He hid his fat well. Some people can be fat but pull it off. Not me. That’s why I jog countless miles per day and eat fashionable amounts of kale.
“You have shifty eyes,” I said to Milt. “Your face points one way but your eyes watch stuff at a different angle. How cliché is that? At least be inventively repulsive.”
He groped for air, with his hands, then said, “Call…”
“Would you like to hear my one French sentence?”
“Call the ambulance. I’ll pay you.”
Ah, the bribe offer. Right on schedule. “Really? How much is a dopey, no-good, cheating partner’s life worth?”
“A hundred and fifty th—”
I shot him again.
He lay there inert. I’d aimed higher this time. The stomach wounds hurt. The chest wounds kill.
I drank his bourbon. I wanted to look tough, but his choice of alcohol tasted like buttered Windex. I spat it out and stood up.
“You may think this is over,” I said, “but you’re misunderstanding the rules. This isn’t over. This is page one.”
I was driving the speed limit. Updike was next to me in the seat. And my trunk was full.
Of Milt.
After thirty minutes of very focused driving, I arrived at what I now hesitate to call “home.” The hardest part was getting him from his house to my car. Solution? Cut him in half. Just like they did Maria. Seemed only fair. I brought the first piece out in a suitcase, the second piece in a golf club travel bag. Each segment still weighed over a hundred pounds, so I’m not saying it was easy.
By now Updike was in sync with my erratic behavior. He himself became more erratic and, oddly, more cooperative.
“C’mon, pal,” I said toward his area of the backseat. “Don’t look at me like that.”
He did. He looked at me like that. The eyes of canine judgment. I could see them in my rearview mirror, gazing at me.
We were going thirty-four miles per hour in a thirty-five miles-per-hour zone. Cops do actually pull people over for going “too much” the speed limit. It’s what drunkards do. It’s what serial killers do. I’d already made up my mind at this point how I would handle the situation if I were stopped.
And I was stopped.
A cop lit up in my rearview mirror, visible just past the flattened ears of my nervous heap of a pooch. The new police cars have subtle, low-profile lights to fool you, to lull you into cop-oblivious behavior. I was pretty sure I was getting cited for running a light. What I wasn’t sure of was whether my trunk had drops of blood on the outside.
I slowed down. He followed me to the side of the road. I parked. He parked. Then came that ugly fifteen seconds when they just sit there behind you. When his door finally did open, he took a long time to approach.
“I will kill him, Updike,” I murmured out the side of my mouth. “You understand that, right? I’ll kill him, if circumstances demand it.”
Updike whined that signature dog whine and looked around for the nearest airport. I was sweating right up until the moment Officer Something-or-Other arrived at my door. Six two. One ninety. Mustache. He had a Beretta 9mm holstered. I calculated that I could have my own gun pointed toward his torso twice as fast as he could ready his.
If necessary.
“Good afternoon, sir,” I said.
“License and registration,” he said.
I complied and we traded the usual three minutes of dialogue. He left with my license but stopped to look at my plates, which to me felt like he was looking at the trunk.
“There’s no blood on there, Updike,” I said quietly to Updike. “I checked. No blood. Okay?”
Updike looked backward. He knew the cop was trouble.
My finger had already laid itself upon the trigger of my .38 Special. I could open my door. I could loudly say, “Officer, my left hand is bleeding.” He’d yell at me to get back in my car but for a split second he’d look at my left hand. He’d look for the blood, not the weapon. And I’d raise that weapon and power two slugs past the Kevlar, into the small clump of tissue just above the eye sockets.
“Sign this,” he said, suddenly back at my window, ticket clipboard in hand.
I must’ve blanked out for a moment. While I was sitting there, fretting over what he was seeing on my bumper, he had already journeyed all the way to his own car and back.
I signed the ticket.
“Please drive safely,” he said. “Life is precious.”
Then he walked away.
Done. Thank you for that fortune cookie’s worth of wisdom, sir.
When I arrived home—some two hours later, I think—I pulled out Milt: The Prequel and placed it near the rear bumper while I dragged out Milt: The Sequel in a second bag. I brought the complementary works of art down to the basement while Updike followed cautiously behind.
There wasn’t enough room next to my silent wife unless I took out a few of the boxes, so I did. I slid them to the middle of the basement, where I knew they’d start to smell within days.
“In ya go, Milt.”
I wasn’t operating on a “within days” timeline. I barely knew what the next three hours would hold for me. And by the time I’d stashed Milt’s carcass, I’d burned through at least one of those precious three hours.
Maria’s body hadn’t become rigid yet. She was cold, but still supple. Tears welled in my eyes. As much as our romance had dwindled lately, I’d still cried about her every night, softy in bed, or loudly in the shower, or even louder in the car.
I started to caress her cheek with the back of my hand. Then I stopped.
I missed my wife. I couldn’t believe somebody had done this to her. Had done this to her, when we were so far from where we should have been. My retirement would’ve solved everything. I wiped my tears with the inner elbow of my sleeve, sat on the stack of sirloin, and pulled out my cell phone.
“Thank you for calling Whole Foods,” answered a chirpy voice. “This is Amber.”
“Hi, Amber,” I replied. “This is Maria’s husband, Michael.” She said hi back. “Just a quick heads-up: she’s got the flu…and yeah…didn’t wanna introduce it to you guys…so…she’s gonna stay home for a couple days.”
We traded a few useless remarks about how, gosh, something sure is goin’ round lately and Stay warm and Belichick always tells his team to drink fluids and I hung up. At first I’d had Milt’s upper body on the ground with his lower body hung by the hook. But Maria’s cadaver had gotten bumped in the shuffling and slowly rotated toward his.
As much as I resented the current population of this meat locker, I couldn’t let them sit there like savages. So I fixed Milt, nice and neat, and let his wobbly head sort of stare at my wife.
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I said to his unblinking eyes. I turned to Updike. “C’mon, li’l man.”
If I was going to enter the docks in daylight hours, I’d need to be ready for a bloodbath.
Milt had said 451. I was pretty sure he meant shipping berth number 451, which was a drop site run by a man named Big Byron. I played the waiting game, sitting in my parked car across the street from the wharf entrance, after hours, staring at a torn photograph of Maria, until a bright-red Escalade pulled in.
Byron. He was that guy. The polyester-track-jacket, medallion-against-a-hairy-chest guy.
“Do you even try not to lure feds?” I said quietly.
I’d never seen him in person. For all I knew, he could be black or Asian or young or old. Or, worst-case scenario, not even in the car.
But after a few turns, the rear passenger window lowered an inch and out came an empty can of Red Bull, bouncing to the road behind him. Confirmed: he was in that vehicle. So I followed at a professional distance as his driver took him to the far end of the shipping yard.
I stopped my car behind a tall heap of loading pallets, the only place where I wouldn’t be detected by my prey. I was past the point of self-preservation. Every fifteen minutes, my mind would remind me that Maria was gone. I’d cry for a half minute, force myself to forget the thought, and clear my head.
A bloodbath? So be it. I’d already shot one person today. By tonight, why not make it two?
I got out of my sedan and quickly but casually walked toward the first empty doorway I could find, just in case the pilot of the red Escalade was eyeing me from a distance. I doubted it. Guys who install fake chrome aftermarket hubcaps generally don’t hire drivers who check mirrors.
I ducked into the shelter of the doorway, counted to ten Mississippi—pretending I was a delivery guy—then headed back to my car, glancing nonchalantly toward the Escalade about a half mile down the road. There it was. Unattended.
Knowing this was my one chance, I sprinted toward my goal. I covered about a half mile in five minutes. When I got close enough to see where they’d entered, I picked up the first rock I could find.
They’d gone into a small warehouse for berth 451. I channeled my inner Cy Young and flung a wild pitch up and over the two-story warehouse so that my rock would land, hopefully, on the far side, on a stack of hollow barrels. Or on something just as loud.
It hit a tin roof. Whaunk!
I entered.
I had no idea what to expect inside. There could be thick Slavic dudes in turtleneck sweaters, itemizing a table full of weapons, with additional machine-guns aimed at me. There could be an unchained Rottweiler trained to attack. There could be a missile silo.
Once inside, I saw, happily, that only one inhabitant was visible: the rear end of a guy in overalls, heading away from me, out the back door. The rock had worked.
I didn’t catch sight of Byron, but I still didn’t actually know what Byron looked like. I was operating on pure instinct. He would be ugly; his guards would be uglier. That was my theory. Find the handsomest guy in the room—and shoot all his friends.
The first person to reemerge from the back hallway was the overalls guy, a 175-year-old man whose osteoporosis bent him clean over like the handle of a human umbrella.
“Can’t shoot someone like that,” I mumbled to myself.
The old fella looked up, glanced at me, glanced at the weapon in hand, and proceeded to do absolutely nothing different. He kept shuffling toward his corner of the room, where he picked up a broom and started sweeping. It was as if this place had been stormed by gun-toting enemies at least three times a week for the past decade.
I couldn’t hear much because there was static-ridden music blaring from his radio, the lyrics in what I could only guess was Croatian.
I put my gun back in my pocket. Maybe this would be more of a diplomatic mission than I had thought.
“Who’re you?” said an abrupt voice from behind my left shoulder.
This was trouble. I hadn’t turned around yet but my eleven years as a trained killer told me his intonation was trouble.
“Hey,” repeated the voice. “Who the hell are you?”
Showtime.
I had no response to his question, and no idea if the voice behind me was from one lone guard approaching me from my flank or from one of several.
I’d failed to hear his footsteps—tsk, tsk—letting the radio drown them out. After a moment, I finally turned to face my hosts.
“Who am I?” I restated rhetorically—anything to throw them off guard for even a split second.
I was now facing two men.
“I’m…here,” I began, “because I was hoping to buy a…a…um…y’know.”
They could think I meant drugs or guns or girls. I was dressed like a middle-class American male, easily in the market for any of the above.
“Wrong place, buddy,” said the second guy.
“I need a gun,” I said. “I need one as soon as possible.”
He laughed. “As soon as possible?”
I could tell he was underestimating me. Good. Maybe he’d assume I was a loser seeking revenge on my cheating girlfriend.
“How much you pay?” he mused.
I needed him to move several feet to his left. I edged to my right so that he’d subconsciously counter. I’d enacted this geometry before, this knight’s move.
“Pay?” I said.
“How many thousand you gimme?” He laughed. “What you do with gun?”
“What I do with gun…would be something like…” I let my sentence linger until just the right amount of time had elapsed, then quickly raised my revolver. “This.”
And fired four shots at the two men. Blam blam blam blam.
Shamefully trite, I know.
Blam. Plus an unplanned shot at an unseen third guy who’d been kneeling to pick up trash off the floor, who’d just now sat up to see what was happening.
It was a barrage in three cones of attack, each grouped around the upper torsos of my opponents. Itemized: I hit one aorta and two lungs. The first thug fell to the ground while the second fell to his knees, clutching a geyser of blood from his neck. The old man with the broom, still sweeping, who maybe was deaf now that I thought about it, didn’t flinch.
My intended victims all dropped as scripted, except for the third guy. The memorable performance was from the third guy.
First he stumbled to his feet, then backward through the open quay doors toward the lip of the dock, where he teetered on the edge. Then he futilely grabbed for the hull of the nearest trawler. This positioned him precariously over the water, balancing…balancing…until, ploosh, he fell in.
I trailed him all the way there, more out of curiosity than bloodlust. After a mutual moment of awe, he stopped splashing. He looked at me, then looked at what was on the dock, merely one lunge away from his hand.
I had my revolver up and ready. He was weighing his reaction time. He had to confirm that he was fast enough to scramble for his weapon before I could discharge mine. The not-so-trivial factor in this arithmetic was that I’d already fired all five shots of my five-shot cylinder. I was out. I was pointing an empty gun at him.
“Try it,” I said. Pure effrontery, pure bravado.
Could I sprint to his gun before he could arm himself with it and fire at me? Based on physics and standard NFL forty-yard dash times, no. He was too far from me. He’d win.
“I hit your buddy in the carotid artery from fifteen yards away.” I said this with a voice full of swagger. “You’re only five yards away. And much more predictable.” Could he know that my Smith & Wesson didn’t have the capacity for a sixth shot? Was he even counting? And while we’re at it, why, Michael, do you carry a gun that holds only five rounds? I pulled back the hammer for philharmonic emphasis. “Don’t make me sink you.”
He bobbed in the water for a few seconds without speaking. I could see the math taking place in his head—he was desperately weighing his probabilities. Everything, including that I might be out of ammo. Everything, including his gradual, eventual recognition of my face. He didn’t announce it yet but he soon knew exactly who I was.
“I’m not grabbing the gun,” he suddenly said; this came with an opening of his palms to demonstrate complicity. I went over and scooted his pistol out of his reach. Then I positioned myself to help him up. The last thing I wanted to do was save the life of a guy who was guaranteed to hunt me down within a week, but what choice did I have?
“You’re Byron, aren’t you? Can we talk?”
“Go to hell.”
“I would prefer we don’t antagonize each other. Are you sure we can’t talk?”
“Go to hell.”
“Fine. If you need negative stimulation, I’m going to show you something that will scare you.”
“Go to hell.”
He was being combative. So I decided to do this the ugly way. I showed him a picture of my wife.
“You see this?” I held up a small wallet-sized photo.
“Help me get out,” said Byron.
“You see this?!” I shook my favorite picture of my wife at him.
It didn’t make sense that the big boss had been kneeling to pick up trash off his own floors. The old Croatian fossil in the warehouse kept cleaning. The two dead bodies in the entranceway seemed very dead. And Byron was still treading.
“Her name is Maria Amelia Ryan,” I said. “She’s beautiful and she’s vibrant and she’s dead.”
“I get it.”
“No, you don’t. She’s dead because of a name and I don’t know who that name is.” I aimed my gun at his forehead. I was crouched down tight enough that from a distance anyone would think I was just tying my shoe. But there was still no one around this stretch of the quay.
“Suppose…Suppose I…I had a name to give you. You want a source, right? The Goran boy. Right?”
“Who ordered it?”
“I can help you but…you’re gonna kill me anyway, so the longer I…the longer I…” He winced from internal pain before eking out his point. “The longer I hold back, the longer I stay alive.”
He tried to climb out. No luck, too steep. He took another moment to catch his breath before returning to the negotiation table.
“So why don’t w-we try a deal?” he said, wincing. “Let’s find a way…to guarantee…my life…and I’ll tell you a name.”
“No.”
He stared at me.
My single syllable arrived with such finality that he lost all his leverage and could only gawk back at me. Two men locking eyes. I wasn’t trying to scare him. I’d always wanted my enemies to regard me as respectful and polite.
“Wait,” he said. “Wait, wait. Look, I could lie to you, but I’m not gonna lie, I’m just gonna come clean and tell you I don’t know who ordered the hit.”
“You probably just have one functioning lung,” I told him. I could see that his wound was pretty bad. “That’s hardly a game changer. You climb out, you rest for a month, then you’ll regain full health. The catch…is…you can’t climb out without my help.”
“Go to hell.”
“Eventually, yes. But I’m looking for an answer.”
He didn’t provide one. He was going to die very soon.
“I’m asking one more time, then I’m walking away to let your blood drip into the Atlantic.”
“No! We negotiate.”
“I’ll tell you what.” I flipped my cylinder out to reload. I left one cartridge in my hand for dramatic effect. One cartridge. I did all of this very slowly and with a certain panache. “I don’t negotiate but…Do you like strategy games, Byron?” I placed the cartridge on the pavement between us. “This isn’t exactly Russian roulette.” He was petrified. “See, instead of four empty chambers and one bullet…I have one empty chamber and four bullets.” I spun the cylinder with a classic silent whir. A Wheel of Misfortune. I snapped it in, then abruptly pointed the gun at him and, with no overture, immediately pulled the trigger.
Click! Empty.
“Aagh! You’re insane!” he said, heaving for breath. “You’re insane. I heard about you.”
This got my attention. I lowered my gun. I lowered my voice. “I’m not insane. I have a love of literature and grain-fed meat, but insane? Not true.”
I spun the cylinder again.
“I’m telling you,” said Byron. “I don’t…The…”
I aimed the gun at him.
“I don’t know!”
I pulled the trigger again. Click.
Miraculously, I mean quite miraculously, the hammer had clicked on what was the lone empty chamber yet again, twice in a row. The odds of this were astounding. Twenty-five to one. At which point, at last, to everyone’s relief, Byron decided all bets were off and spoke rapidly and earnestly. “Okay, okay, okay, wait, okay, listen,” he said. “There was only the initial communication from the lady at the county, that’s it. That’s it. Okay? Nobody told me the source because it’s political, okay? Because Croatian business is absolute, okay? And none of us can risk being part of something inside the family.”
“Hang on.”
“None of us can. Okay? That’s why we don’t ask.”
“Hang on,” I said. “The lady at the county? What does that mean?”
And then he told me all I needed to know. “City, I mean. Not county. The city council. Allison. That lady who handles the docks. It comes from her.”
“Allison? Why the hell didn’t you say that?”
“I thought you wanted the source.”
“Allison O’Hara? I just wanted to know who told you.”
“Ohhhhhhhh, thank God,” he exclaimed with profound relief. “Thank God. Then please, please, yes. Help me up.”
“No,” I replied. I shot him. “Time for me to buy a bigger fridge.”
Cutting up cadavers is gross. Truly. I’ve seen it in TV shows and I get ill just hearing a character talk about it.
I left the dock, and left the old osteoporosis fellow alive and kicking. Was this stupid? Of course. But it was my guess that the gentle relic wasn’t here in the US with the best of paperwork. He would maintain his low profile.
Then I was heading home with a car full of three dead bodies. I had propped the trio upright in their seats so that to anyone else on the road it’d seem like they were just drunk passengers. I was driving home with all the evidence against me in one place.
“This is for Maria,” I said to my carpool as we first hit the road.
“This is for Maria,” I said again as I dragged each body to the door of our Kolpak 1010 freezer system.
I had to remove some more of the cardboard containers—a stack of at least four hundred dollars’ worth of Whole Foods premium cut.
Couldn’t let it all go to waste, so I used some of the grass-fed beef to make dinner for Updike. Real dinner. Candlelit. Folded a linen napkin into his collar. Put a quilted cushion below his hind feet. He deserved it.
He sat upright on the chair, two paws on the edge of the table. The whole thing was defying every domestic rule imaginable for him. He stared at me, riddled with canine insecurity. You sure about this?
“It’s all you, buddy,” I said. “Eat up.”
He bent down and nibbled, then stopped to look up at me. Still hesitant.
“C’mon, have confidence, pal.” Me telling him what I needed to hear. “Life’s about confidence.”
He nibbled again. Eyed me again. Nibbled more. Eyed less. Then soon he was burrowing his head in the bowl. I sat there and smiled at the first pleasant tableau I’d beheld in weeks. I’d tried to distract myself with my book, right there at the table. Le Parfum. But after two attempts I couldn’t distract myself. Each sentence only served to remind me of the urgency of the next step. My next step. Her.
Allison O’Hara.
Allison was a “fixer.” Why would a fixer be a link in this food chain? City council was the title she threw around town, but what Allison actually did was troubleshoot the docks—the dingy, violent world of the Mafia shipping trade, smoothing out whatever kinks the “family” might encounter. I would’ve never connected a lady like her to a Harvard kid.
This was my brain at work, searching for a way to get to her. Did she hike alone in the woods? Did she walk to church on Wednesday nights through a dark parking lot? I had to discover the best opportunity. I even searched my house for explosives to use on her entourage. Didn’t have any. Getting to her meant getting past her legion of stewards, which she would have armed to the hilt. But my dinner with Updike gave me an idea.
Allison ate at Tidal Moon every week—one of those fancy restaurants with no name on the front, no advertising in town. It had wooden interiors, leather chairs, and real towels in the bathroom, handed to you by a real human immigrant.
Tidal Moon was Allison’s venue of choice for girls’ night out. For a bachelorette like her, who led a carefully marketed life—Louboutins, Dolce bag, Chanel blush—a midweek meal was legitimate PR.
I was lurking in the alley behind her restaurant.
I’d waited a couple of hours for her chauffeur to pull up and drop her off at the back entrance. That moment never came. It was already 9:15 p.m. I’d been confidently eyeing her bodyguard, who was chain-smoking in the back, and after crouching in the shadows long enough to cramp both my upper thighs, I finally walked over.
But there was nobody there. I’d been eyeing the silhouette of a torn tarp, wafting in the wind.
“Gotta be kidding me,” I said to myself.
I retreated back into the shadows until a new bad plan presented itself. The sous-chef opened up the back door to the main kitchen and propped it open while he walked out a bag of trash. “Dinner,” I said to myself and entered the restaurant.
I didn’t have a tie but I did have on a decent dress shirt. I unbuttoned the top buttons, tousled my thinning hair, flung my thirty-nine-ninety-nine-dollar Mervyn’s jacket in the trash, and thereby resembled the general douche who ate there. An unmolested walk through the busy kitchen led me to the dining room, where a cluster of intimate dining tables stood between me and my target.
Allison.
Designer heels and a minimal amount of cocktail dress—she wasn’t here to be sipping a Bordeaux, she was here to be seen sipping it. Hiding herself at a remote table to seem like she didn’t want attention, yet likely going to the bathroom at least thrice an hour so she could parade past fellow diners.
“Caution, Mike,” I cautioned myself.
I could see that she was seated with the young wife of our young mayor. Evenings like this were a business move for Allison and I was about to thwart it. A passing busboy was all I needed. The first one to glide by held a tray full of several unfinished soup bowls. I nonchalantly dipped three fingers in the brightest-colored bowl. And thus equipped, I walked over to Allison’s table.
I approached her friend from behind. “So sorry to interrupt,” I said with neighborly grace, “but I think they just spilled something on you and…I’m kinda worried it’ll set in.” While leaning over to say this, I’d placed my sullied hand upon her shoulder blade and smeared a free sample of crème du tomato on her clothing. “This is silk, isn’t it?”
“Oh, my God, are you frickin’ serious?” she said.
“Without ice water,” I said, “the stain is…eternal.”
She was wearing a Ralph Lauren jumpsuit. Retail price twelve hundred ninety-nine dollars, I’m sure. She would have to completely disrobe to clean it.
She didn’t even thank me.
“Unreal,” she said, getting up, ready to fire whoever she could fire, marching to the restroom, where she would soon be half naked and scrubbing and cursing.
Allison barely had a chance to process any of this before I sat down in the newly open seat so deliberately, so casually, that the most she could do was launch the “Wh” of “What the f…?”
I placed the napkin in my lap and picked up a menu.
“I hear the duck’s good,” I told her without looking up. “Me, I avoid fowl.”
I paused to truly read the menu. I actually was hungry, and the array of entrées that each cost more than my jacket back in the trash can were described quite appetizingly. That’s when she piped up.
“If this is a game,” she said in hushed syllables, “I’m in no mood.”
“Being in no mood is itself a type of mood.”
“I have people who can hurt you,” she said. “They’re in the lobby.”
I looked up at her for the first time, my stern countenance prepared. I’d resolved to hide any attraction I’d feel for her once I actually saw how pretty she was, face-to-face. But when it finally happened, I had no chance.
She was all I feared she’d be.
“Is everything okay here?” said the waiter.
He must’ve caught sight of our fracas from afar because he was suddenly at my side, attentive to Allison’s demeanor.
She kept looking at me and neither smiled nor frowned. “Everything’s fine,” she said to him.
The waiter glanced at me, then glanced back at her. “Are you…?” he began. “Are you sure that you…?”
…don’t want our staff to beat him to a deep-fried pulp?
“I’d like you to get him a drink,” said Allison, dispatching the waiter with the following: “He’ll have a triple IPA. With lime. Quartered.”
She knew my drink. Jesus Christ, she knew it. Which was both hot and terrifying.
“Look,” I said to her, “I’m not here to drag this out.”
“You’re a moth,” she said. “You’re hovering by the flame because you have nowhere else to look. Get out of the house.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“Get out before I have you singed.”
“I thought you wanted me to stay. You just told the waiter—”
“I wanted to avoid a scene.”
She was right. I had nowhere else to look.
“Listen,” I said. “I don’t know why Goran Šovagović Mesic was a name that passed across your desk…and part of me doesn’t care…but whatever the reason, you’re gonna tell me who put it there.”
She wasn’t listening. She was glaring at me—bored, annoyed.
“Or I make calls,” I whispered.
That’s when her face suddenly lit up. And the calculating woman subsided as a tiny laugh bubbled out of her.
“Wow,” she said, sitting back in her seat. “You really are at a breaking point, aren’t you?”
“What? No.”
“The legendary Mike Ryan. The contract killer. At my table. Trying to play it cool but…isn’t quite…”
I couldn’t move.
She leaned back in to say, “It’s okay if you’re losing your good judgment.”
“I am not.”
“Prove it.”
She sat there a moment to let her remark incubate. Prove it?
Then after a smirk, she relaxed, reclined, and recrossed her legs, letting her calf graze my shin, which she pretended not to notice.
“Follow me,” she said.
She got up. I had to hurry to stay with her, her long legs striding forcefully across the marble.
The next minute was a blur.
“On my tab,” she said to the maître d’.
This woman rendered me a heap of gibberish. I struggled to decipher what was happening as she stopped near the valet to chat with some guy—her chief goon, I think—who then maybe went to look after her soiled girlfriend.
Allison took me around the outside of the restaurant, guiding us toward the riverfront. She was taking me to the park behind the main road. It was late but the public restroom was still lit.
We entered the women’s side and she bolted the door behind us. We were alone.
I spoke first. “You certainly—”
She slammed me up against a wall.
If this was a kiss it was going to be wild and decadent. My eyes involuntarily closed. My mouth involuntarily softened. “Respect was invented to cover the empty place where love should be,” Karenina said unto Vronsky. I then looked up to find that, yes, Allison’s lips were hovering inches away from mine and that, yes, also, well, okay, she now had a gun in her hand, pressed into the softest part of my heart.
I’ve been held at gunpoint before. Instead of thinking quickly or wisely, you fixate on one lone, pervasive thought.
You can’t believe it’s actually happening.
“Back up,” said Allison. “Get on your knees.”
“If you’re…If you’re gonna kill me…”
“Now!” she shouted.
I couldn’t believe this was happening. She nodded for me to move toward the rear. My spine complied. My mind raced clumsily for a way, some way—despite the indications that I truly was losing my edge—to reduce her control of the situation.
“Am I here to confess?” I asked.
I could guess what she’d told her henchman just now: to get permission from the top. Permission to kill me.
So I blurted out the only thing that could catch her attention. “You had sex with him, didn’t you?”
She had no reaction.
“Goran,” I specified. “You had sex with Goran.”
She didn’t respond right away, and by right away I mean there was a trillionth of a second too long in her eye contact with me as her brain improvised her retort.
“No,” she said.
Wait a minute.
“Why would you even think that?” she said.
She was lying. I had completely, idiotically, randomly stumbled upon the crux of her only position on this chessboard.
“He’s a good-lookin’ kid,” I said. “He has money. Adrenaline. Yet would still be a bad decision on your part. A decision that would need…I dunno…cleanup. I’m not saying you were the first hand to stir the pot. I’m saying you were willing to approve it.” I’d found it. I needed to get her to overthink. “Because let’s be real, Allison: the request would’ve had to go through you. Which you would’ve had to, under normal circumstances, veto.”
She contemplated my tone. She was mapping out the various routes for our predicament. She could smell my conviction. She knew that denial wouldn’t work.
“Did you tell anyone?” she asked.
That’s what she wanted. That’s why she’d brought me here—so she could survey the damage she’d done. That’s why I wasn’t dead yet.
“I get it now,” I said. “The IRA and Croatian Mafia. Literally in bed together.” I’d connected her two worlds through the back door.
“Whether or not any of this is true, I need to know if you’ve told anyone this stupid theory.”
“I’ve been on your side of the interrogation table, Allison.” I started speaking with just enough smugness to enrage her. “In fact, I was just interrogating someone this morning when—”
“Did you tell anyone?!”
Blam.
She’d leaned in too close and in a dizzying flurry of fingers I’d grabbed for her gun so that, within an instant of our two sets of hands gripping one tiny weapon, I discharged it.
We were now tugging on it. Both of us.
Not sure yet where the bullet had gone. My muscles were flooded with adrenaline. Our web of limbs hit the wall, her grip versus my grip. She elbowed me in the jaw, sharp jabs from her 130-pound frame, until I was soon pinning her back. Three of our four hands now held “our” gun so that it was aimed at the side of her head while our fourth hand—my left hand—was free to grip her chin.
I was winning the battle and she knew it. So, quick thinker that she was, she flipped the script.
Her body changed, she stopped trying to kick me, she stopped trying to elbow me, she popped her palms open in surrender. She started to laugh.
“I have something,” she said.
“Don’t move.”
She didn’t move. She laughed harder. The bullet had pierced her tricep. Our faces were inches apart.
“What’s so funny?” I asked.
“I have something that will change your mind.”
“Tell me who ordered the hit.”
She smiled.
“What?” I growled at her, searching her disposition until I started to see, with growing dread, that maybe the battle’s winner wasn’t me. “Wait. Where did your driver go?”
“To get me leverage.”
“Where exactly did he go?”
“To get your dog.”
“My dog?!” My blood was boiling. Allison was playing a very dangerous game. She didn’t know how irrational I could be.
The self-preserving move on my part would be to comply. She was assuming I’d be self-preserving. “I know what’s wrong with you,” she said.
“Back away from me!”
“Listen to me, Michael Ryan. I know exactly what’s wrong with you.”
“Turn around! And face the wall! Hands!”
She couldn’t possibly have my dog. He’d be too fast. He wouldn’t trust the front door.
“I know why you can’t function anymore,” she said.
“Hands against the wall!”
I didn’t care if they found the basement and the frozen bodies. I just wanted Updike to run.
“I swear to God,” I said, “if you hurt one single…!”
I slammed her backward against the mirror.
She was freshly invigorated. She spoke with new strength. “My phone is going to ring when the animal is in the possession of my driver. Before that happens, we will reverse roles and you will give me back my gun. You’re strong, Michael. See that? I know you. I know you had trouble in your marriage. She didn’t appreciate you.”
“You’re sick.”
I spun her away from the mirror, then shoved her back toward it, so her chest slammed against it, so my chest slammed against her.
Yet she remained in control. “You can come out ahead here, Mike.”
She’d probably had hundreds of enemies beaten up in hundreds of lobbies and parking lots, but I, for some reason, must’ve stood out as one of the rare victims who required personal attention.
“I won’t kill your dog unless you make me,” she said.
“Who ordered the hit?”
“I won’t unless you ch—”
Blam! I fired the gun and blasted a bullet into her hamstring.
She winced deeply, yet seemed to disrespect the pain. Her eyes searched into me.
With two bullets in her body, she seemed to understand me just ever so slightly more.
I’d just won the war.
“I admire you,” I said to her. “You brought me here alone, alone, because you needed to defy a broken system. Stay still. You were never actually going to get your so-called leverage—leverage you only happened to mention after you lost control. I admire you, Allison, but you’re done. Tell me who ordered the hit.”
She took one last strategic breath. She didn’t have my dog—I saw it in the way she flinched. It was a shift in dominance. She eyed me, searching for a promise that I wouldn’t kill her.
My question lingered in the air. She decided to answer it. “His brother.”
His brother?
There it was. The fruit of my entire day’s work.
“His brother paid me to arrange the kill,” she said. “The son of Ivan Mesic called me to request a public hit.”
Ivan fathered a son who would request the murder of his other son. It would’ve been ghastly to hear if it didn’t make sense. In this business, the idea of an intrafamilial feud felt sadly obvious.
“Okay?” she said. “Now, why don’t you…let me leave this room…so that I can then live in healthy fear of you…so that you can then go home to your wife?”
“My wife?”
“She needs you.”
“My wife is…uh…well…She’s dead.”
“What?”
“She was sliced in half.”
“Who’d be stupid enough to kill the wife of a relentless maniac?”
“The maniac himself.”
It felt good to say.
“Please let me go, Michael. You’re smarter than this.”
“I killed my wife, face-to-face, just like we are now.”
“I don’t believe you. I don’t believe you’re that far gone.”
So I ended the conversation with a parting gift. I shot Allison O’Hara for a third time, gun pointed at her head.
“Yeah,” I said to her as she slid down the wall, dead, “neither did she.”
It felt good to admit it.
“The maniac killed his own wife,” I repeated. It was Allison’s phrasing. Maniac? That’s a bit flattering. Maniacs are go-getters, highly motivated, athletes, CEOs. I was none of that. I was just a guy driving the divinely sensual corpse of Allison O’Hara to the parking lot of the Alluvial Tavern. There I would leave her curled up with my spare tire as I sought one final beer.
“Triple IPA,” I said, taking a seat. “No lime.”
The instant she saw me, the bartender seemed to know I’d just had an encounter.
“You have a new lady?” she said. An accusation more than a query.
“Yeah, she’s in the trunk of my car.”
Ms. Bartender pushed a beer toward me and left it halfway out of my reach as she went back to the kitchen. She hadn’t liked me in general; now she didn’t like me specifically. I pulled out two books, one of which was of course Anna Karenina. The other was Le Parfum, its final chapters dog-eared so I could relive their glory.
Within minutes I was done and closed the book—an act that cued the bartender.
“I just want you to know,” she said, returning uninvited. “I think you’re manipulative. I think you tell people what they want to hear. Including yourself.”
I toasted her, midair. I had no rebuttal. She toasted back with her favorite finger.
I opened Anna Karenina. Chapter one. I read the overture to the greatest mirror ever held up to social chaos. Then I left the bar and drove Allison’s remarkably cooperative corpse to the home built on top of my basement. The front door was locked. The front porch was fine. Nobody had been there. Nobody had come for Updike.
“I tip my hat,” I said to the cadaver in my arms. “That was quite a bluff.”
From inside came a few happy yips, and once my chin was within reach, he greeted me with licks until I hugged him tight enough to force that wiggle that dogs do. Where they flop their head around and try to break your nose, then do a lap around the room to boomerang back.
We don’t deserve dogs.
I hoisted Dead Allison onto my shoulder and brought her down to the Kolpak 1010 freezer system to be the sixth inductee in my hall of fame. Maria, Milt, Byron, Byron’s two friends. Everyone was rigidly in place. It was a little scary to turn on the light—I’m not impervious to being spooked by ghosts, and so forth.
“I was loyal to you,” I said to Maria. “Allison made advances on me but I remained loyal.”
Maria didn’t seem to believe this.
“Yet,” I said, “of all the people in the world for you to betray me with, you chose a man who was out to get me?!”
I waited for a rebuttal. None. I left the freezer. I walked upstairs to grab Updike’s leash. He needed a walk. I needed a walk. We had things to discuss, he and I, and once outside, once there were a few blocks of chilly night air behind us, I told him the truth.
“I just want you to know…that…what happened to your mom…wasn’t something I wanted.”
I let that admission hang in the air. I almost had the feeling someone was following us, but I felt that way a lot lately.
I lowered my voice regardless. “I’m, uh, I’m sorry she’s gone.”
We walked in silence a bit. He peed on three bushes.
“What I’m trying to tell you is, I did it in self-defense. She was trying to murder me. She and Milt, they were conspiring to…” I stopped. Again I heard someone following us.
Had to be pure paranoia. Updike would’ve growled long before I would’ve noticed anything. Although there was now something oddly enticing for him wedged in the side bushes. Nothing unusual—for a dog to stop for a sniff—but it did seem peculiar that someone had left what looked like a piece of raw steak by the sidewalk.
“What is that?” I said to him.
Updike is never opposed to a second or ninth dinner, so he wasn’t going to question it.
I only had to look up to see the explanation.
Two guys in ski masks.
Updike saw them, too. He instantly took off for the closest guy, top speed.
“Updike, no!” I yelled.
The man saw the snarling little jaws and hopped up the slope of the nearest front yard, then sprinted around the back as a midsize dog pursued him deep into the shrubbery.
“Updike!” I started running.
And soon the other ski mask guy was running after me. We all emerged through the foliage in a footrace down the alley. I didn’t have my gun with me, which was stupid, and there weren’t any places to duck into, so it would be a clean shot for them.
“Updike, no!” I yelled.
My main concern, only concern, was my dog. When I rounded the corner I saw no sign of him or the first guy who had pursued him. I had to assume this was a good thing. Maybe his canine GPS would guide him home.
And then they’d know where I lived, if they didn’t already.
I should’ve been rifling through my mental list of who could possibly be chasing me, so I could make a plan, but that line of thinking was cut short when I was put in a choke hold from behind.
The assailant had come out of nowhere. He must’ve dropped his knife or his pistol, or whatever he had, because he chose to grapple me. His partner arrived just in time to participate.
I’m not a huge guy. But I’m scrappy. We fought hard. One guy in front of me. One guy choking me from behind. The ideal maneuver here would have been for me to exploit the grip of the guy behind me by flinging my legs upward and kicking the chin of the guy in front.
“Stay still!” shouted one of them.
The time was ripe. I leapt upward from my half squat and launched a karate kick at the forward guy.
And missed.
Absolutely missed. Airballed, then came crashing down on the ground in a heap of athletic shame. However, it was a fall that also brought my primary assailant down with me.
“Ooooooph,” said everyone.
We were all stunned. The guy in front had his gun, but because of the new tangle, he had no clear shot. So I had a moment to kick toward his jaw. Another Michael Ryan kick—my foot naturally caught his kneecap instead. I’d somehow neutralized both my opponents in two sad moves and seized my first chance to scramble off.
I could hear them follow.
I didn’t want to head into my own backyard but that seemed like the only way to get my hands on a weapon. I hopped my fence, sprinted through the tall grass (that Maria used to complain I never cut), and prepared my shoulder for the impact that was coming as I busted down my own back door.
I’d stashed weapons in my house for emergency purposes: the shotgun was upstairs, the revolver was upstairs, the Taser was upstairs, and the Glock 19 with laser sight was in the kitchen cupboard, where I was heading, full speed until I collided with a third ski mask guy. Who elbowed me in the throat like only a professional would.
And knocked me out cold.
I woke up gradually, minutes later, on the floor of my kitchen. Hours later? With the vague sound of barking in the next room. A blurry ceiling was the backdrop to three faces now looming over me.
The ski patrol had assembled and they had guns, aimed in my direction. I had nothing. I felt like crying. What had I done right this week? This year? All I had left to embrace was the four-legged idiot barking in the next room, and I couldn’t even keep him safe. My hands—I extended them outward slowly in the surrender position.
I almost wanted to make a quick, staccato move and bait these men to end it all, just as long as they’d subsequently open the door for my dog.
“Just do what’s right,” I said to the ringleader.
He didn’t move for a second. He was hovering something gold over my body.
“Just do—”
“Michael Ryan?” he said.
He let that gold thing fall from his hand so that it wafted downward and landed directly on top of me. It was an envelope. Then he bludgeoned my skull.
They’d left. I didn’t see them go—I woke up and they were no longer in my kitchen. I’d blacked out after the fancy envelope was tossed onto my chest. I didn’t hear Updike barking anymore, but at this point I wasn’t worried. I felt his presence.
“I already hate whatever this is,” I mumbled to myself.
I did a half sit-up to inspect the envelope before touching it.
I read what was written on the front. “To Ryan.”
No return address. I tore it open to find a greeting card inside that looked like a wedding invitation. It was a banquet announcement printed in Croatian except for the scrawl at the end.
“I…expect…you.”
I could barely decipher the rest of the scribble but I’d already anticipated who it was from. His name was at the bottom. My former boss.
Ivan Mesic.
The man who ran Boston’s slice of Croatia. The man whose son was dead on a Harvard campus. Ivan the Terrible.
So why had he sent three guys in hoods to almost kill me? The “kill me” part wasn’t surprising. The “almost” was.
I checked on Pupdike. He was fine. They’d shoved him in the bathroom and shut the door. I showed him the envelope. At this point, he deserved to be fully informed. The invite had beautiful calligraphy and the location was one I knew. Bay Standard Hotel. Saturday evening. Formal attire.
“That’s where I’m going,” I said to him.
He sniffed the envelope without comment. It was likely I’d be walking into my own tomb, but I knew I’d have to go.
They wanted to kill me. And I wanted them to want to kill me.
There were security personnel standing along every wall of the ballroom. Not just chiseled, Slavic men in dark suits on headsets, but cops. Ivan-owned Boston cops. Bribes ran deep in these woods. Croatian money meets IRA money and it converges on the shores of Boston Harbor. Allison had presided over that junction, and though her death would jostle the local hierarchy a bit, its effect would be nothing compared to Ivan’s upcoming expansion.
I mean, look around. He was starting an empire.
“Your coat, sir?” said the porter.
So this was high society. A garish hotel crowd with gold balloons, gold ice sculptures, gold-colored champagne on gold trays, gold caviar, gold-dusted prawns, and all of it carried by gold-painted supermodels.
“Your coat?” repeated the porter.
In every direction I looked there was a steady stream of plump tuxedos and skinny women. Prosecution of the sex trade was at an all-time high but clearly Ivan’s business was thriving.
“Mr. Ryan?” said a voice approaching from the side.
It was the concierge. I didn’t know I was recognizable. I felt like the scruffy middle school kid who’d snuck into prom.
“I trust you’ll spend some time enjoying our open bar and gourmet buffet,” he said, then gestured. “When you have a moment, we’ll show you to the waiting room.”
“S-sure,” I said, unsure.
I pressed my forearm against the lapel of my rented tux, subtly dragging it down my chest to test for the bulge of my gun. I couldn’t imagine I was the only one in this room packing heat right now, but I didn’t want to be identifiable as such. They literally had Boston PD with rifles guarding the front. Rifles.
“There he is,” murmured someone next to me.
Everyone in the crowd began fussing over whatever was taking place above us. Visible on the balcony, an entourage of bodyguards and underfed women was flanking the small-statured, big-knuckled Mr. Ivan Mesic himself. He was now flashing a syndicated smile for the guests below.
“Really?” mumbled a random guy next to me. “So this is how the underground keeps a low profile?”
I looked over. One of those sideways talkers—some guy who couldn’t wait to state his disapproval of whatever social blemish was in front of him. He didn’t know who I was other than that I looked like someone who’d enjoy gossip. I wouldn’t. Which didn’t deter him in the slightest. “Maybe writing a ten-million-dollar check to city hall to quote, unquote ‘assist the fight on street crime’ is what keeps him so anonymous.”
I didn’t answer.
It didn’t matter. “City council each gets a cut,” he continued. “Police gets a cut. Bureau gets a cut. And then guess who? The dockworkers get a cut.”
“Bravo!” yelled the crowd after whatever Ivan had just said.
“Because at the end of the day,” continued my barnacle, “it’s all about the docks. It’s about cargo. Cargo standing next to us in six-inch heels.” He laughed, then scooted even closer to say even more laterally, “But I ain’t complainin’.”
Please don’t touch me.
I’d worked for Ivan Mesic in the past, but human trafficking hadn’t been in his repertoire back then. There were marketable women everywhere. His dukedom had broken new ground.
“Croatian people’ve had a rough go,” I murmured back to the guy.
He wasn’t listening. Ivan’s rousing speech was coming to a crescendo. The crowd was caught up in it, my barnacle included.
“If at all!” yelled Ivan—the punch line to whatever anecdote he’d just roused his audience with. “If. At. All.”
“Tonight is your night!” continued Ivan. “My way of thanking you! So let’s rock!”
Applause and cheers erupted. He certainly didn’t seem like a grieving father, did he? I turned to head toward the nearest source of beer—anything to placate the drying disdain in my gut—only to collide with the tiny concierge.
“Mr. Ryan,” said the concierge. “It’s time.”
We rode in a private elevator on the far side of the building. Two quietly angry-looking men stood on either side of me while the wiry little concierge stood in front.
“Shan’t take but a moment,” he said.
We didn’t go to the top floor. We went to the bottom, where we entered a large laundry room. The staff was immediately removed.
Dismiss the witnesses. I get it.
I kept my hands visible and benign. I knew the guards would take my gun from me. I knew they’d frisk me for a second piece of hardware. They did. And found nothing. Ivan then entered the room with two guys behind him, which made five henchmen total, which, along with us, made seven—seven grown men in a crowded laundry room.
“Mikey,” said Ivan. “Thank you for coming.” He had a very disarming sweetness to him. You don’t scale the top of the criminal mountain without charm.
“Ivan,” I said. “Pleasure’s mine.”
“You’re teasing me but that’s good. I appreciate the effort.” He clapped his hands once. “So…do you know why you’re here?”
“Uh…” I droned. “Execution?”
“Of?” He looked genuinely perplexed until he suddenly threw his head back in gleeful epiphany. “You?! Hahahahahaha.” The signature Bond villain laugh. Where did they all learn this? “No, no, no, Mike, c’mon.” It was the first time tonight he seemed even remotely happy—briefly—and then he got serious again. “I’m not here to harm you. I’m here, believe it or not, to offer you…yes, offer you…a lot of money. A lot of money.”
I had no response.
“This room is crowded so you have witnesses,” he said. “I’m making a business proposal.”
I had nothing to say. I hadn’t expected this.
“My son has been murdered,” said Ivan. “I don’t know who did it. I don’t care. I just want the individual dead.”
He summoned yet another goon into the room. Maximilian. I didn’t actually know if that was his name or not, but I’d never seen someone look more Maximilian than this two-legged tank. Maximilian carried a large duffel bag in each of two gargantuan hands.
“Here is one million dollars in US cash,” Ivan said. “I’m showing it to you because you need to know it’s there. Incentivizing.”
Maximilian unzipped both bags. Inside were stacks of our cherubic Mr. Franklin.
“Find out who killed my son and kill him. On the spot. No questions asked. No torture. No theater. Just kill him wherever you find him. I don’t care if he’s clutching his newborn daughter. Midbaptism. Inside the goddamn Vatican. Make him dead.”
He took one step closer to me to emphasize his conclusion.
“And the money will be yours.”
One million in cash. That would be my new retirement plan. I’d previously regarded a mere hundred thousand as the gateway to a new life, but one entire million? It’d be a six-digit funeral pyre to singe every inch of my old self. And a lifetime supply of fine cuisine for my dog.
“Thank you, Ivan,” I said. “I’m in.”
Maximilian squatted down, paused, made sure I saw the contents—I did—then zipped up the duffel bags. Ivan turned to me. I’d thought our time here was done, but no, this wasn’t a deal that ended on a handshake. “Beautiful,” he said. “But first…But now…Please. Yes? You join me for a drink. Yes?”
Tearful nights were etched in his face.
“One drink?” I said.
“Please. It’s very Croatian.” He missed his son. I could see it now, in his eyes.
He and his entourage ushered me up to the hotel’s back ballroom, which had been set up as a temporary casino for that night. They’d brought in luxury gaming tables for blackjack, craps, and even roulette. Ivan walked with me to the middle of the hoopla, glad-handing fifteen different business associates along the way. Then, amidst his smiling and waving at the elite, he mumbled, without looking at me, without breaking character, a rather terrifying sentence. “Mike,” he began, “you…uh…you didn’t have anything to do with the death of my son, did you?”
He didn’t stop his stride or stop his parade wave. Which meant he was completely paying attention. I had but one chance to answer this correctly or be decapitated.
My blood ran cold. “The hit on Goran?” I said, for needless clarification.
“Yes.” Don’t be casual, Mike. Don’t be rigid.
“Whoever pulled the trigger…won’t be alive by the end of the week.”
My voice trembled, I knew. I didn’t feel convincing. I kept doing the one thing you shouldn’t do when you lie: visualize the truth—the alley where Milt blasted six flesh-eating rounds into two twenty-year-olds. Worse, I was visualizing the kid’s only brother ordering the hit.
“I’ll make sure of it,” I said.
The brother’s name was Vassotav or something, I thought. I vaguely remembered Ivan mentioning him years ago.
“I know,” said Ivan. “I know you will. I offered the job to a few other mechanics but you’re the only one who has the jaja.”
He turned to his posse expectantly.
“We’re here to enjoy ourselves,” he said. A tray of glasses of plum brandy had arrived for us to pluck from.
“Živjeli,” said the group.
“Živjeli,” said Ivan.
“God help me,” I said to myself, under my breath, before gulping down the two-ounce serving of battery acid.
I thought about the prospect of locating my new target. The brother. Varrotav. Or whatever his name was. He could’ve been anywhere in Boston. If he was even in Boston. If he wasn’t, he—fitting the infamous playboy reputation I remembered—could now be anywhere in the world, behind a swarm of machine-gun owners.
A second and third round of Croatian liquor were soon sloshing inside me. My mental facilities dulled. The golden glow of the room became a haze. Music blended, and details became friendlier.
Ivan had tallied a seventh or eighth glass of his national blood. His arm was soon around me, bodyguards in Armani suits following us without smiling. We headed toward a back room and a private card table.
“I would like to introduce you to someone,” said Ivan. “Someone who may be of help in your endeavor. Someone who insists that tonight we celebrate life itself.”
Ivan jovially pointed to the chair at the far end of the poker table. Seated in it was a young man of about twenty-three years of age.
“This is my other son, Vatroslav,” he said.
Vatroslav. That was the name. He said, “You should join us, Michael. Our game is under way.”
My search was over before it had even started.
I had to focus on the basics. All the variety, all the charm, all the beauty of life is made up of light and shadow. When I get nervous, I mentally sift through passages of Tolstoy, hunting down a remedy for the feeling. Not sure where it had gotten me this time. Light and shadow?
I sat down with Vatroslav and Ivan for a bone-chilling game of five-card stud. I paired two sevens on the very first hand.
“Raise,” I said.
I’m no fool. You don’t walk into a room like this and expect an honest deck.
“How much?” he said.
Vatroslav Mesic. Shorter than his father. Equally hirsute. Much more cunning.
“Fifty bucks,” I said.
I wasn’t playing to win. I was playing to look like I thought I could. To determine whether or not he knew that I knew. Could he have found out I’d talked to Allison? Could he have found out I’d killed her?
“Call,” said Ivan.
“Call,” said his son.
If he were ruthless enough to order a hit on his own brother, what would he do when he learned that his father had just purchased his demise?
The next cards were dealt. A couple of jacks landed elsewhere and I got no help from an eight of clubs. They could think I was on a straight draw, but that’d be a sucker’s play. Nobody smart would fear it. They’d just bet me off.
“Mike always overthinks the numbers,” joked Ivan.
Watching him, I calculated there was no way he knew “it” was a family affair. I’d seen every strain of lie that the Boston criminal population ran on. No one’s that good. If you’re aware that your own son killed your other son, you don’t relax the way Ivan Mesic did.
By the advent of the final card, I’d failed to improve my sevens. They remained a dull working-class duo, no more, no less. Yet in a game like five stud, virtually any pair will earn you the win.
“I raise one hundred fifty,” said the brother.
“Call,” said his dad.
“I’m out,” I said.
“No way,” said the brother. “Really?” He was genuinely lamenting the lack of competition from me. “C’mon. I’ll spot you the money.”
“Sorry,” I replied. “I can’t.”
“A loan. An IMF loan,” he joked. “Developing nations.”
We weren’t playing for a big sum, but it was definitely beyond my disposable income bracket. The irony of seeing a million dollars downstairs and coming to this room to fret over a couple hundred was not lost on me.
“I can’t accept your generosity,” I said. “I don’t have the cards and I don’t have the cash.”
“Why do I seriously doubt you don’t have cash?” joked the brother. His eyes lingered on me, the word you slightly elongated.
Jesus Christ: he was talking about the hundred and fifty thousand I’d been assigned. He didn’t know about the million. He was talking about the bounty he himself had put on his own brother.
This was beyond reckless. Ivan was sitting right next to us.
“Stop flirting,” said Ivan.
Luckily, Vatroslav’s father’s bloodstream was basically syrup at that point. He was swaying just trying to sit still.
You seriously doubt, kid?
The son’s remark echoed in my head. It was a daredevil’s move. His father could expose both of us, right there at the table. I didn’t even want to glance toward him. There were four armed guards stationed in the room with Strojnica ERO imitation Uzis. Ivan could signal his platoon to eviscerate us. He could, but again, the alcohol. Ivan suddenly giggled. He drunkenly said, “Fold.”
Ivan could’ve stayed in the hand for free. But he didn’t. Vatroslav was left alone to show us what turned out to be, indeed, his pair of eights.
I didn’t know what dollar amount he’d wanted me to gamble and lose, but neither of us were happy with the outcome.
“Good hand,” he said.
“Good deal,” I said back.
My heart was racing. I got up and bowed my head to Ivan, a nod of respect, needing to be out of there before I sank into a vortex of anxiety. Ivan of course grabbed my forearm before I could rotate toward my escape route. “My sons are ev-verything to me,” he said.
“Understood,” I said.
“Find the bastard who tore my boy from me and tear that bastard from this planet.”
“Understood.”
“For that,” he said, “I’ll be v-very grateful to you.”
I glanced at Vatroslav, then looked back to the father and gave him my vow. “I’ll kill him, Ivan. I’ll kill him when he most expects it.”
The prize was one million dollars. I began to tell myself I’d buy a new house. Sell the old one. Move on. A departure from a home whose every nook reminded me of a woman I could no longer touch. My second thought was a daily array of gourmet bones for Updike. It was around 2:00 a.m. when I finally returned to my porch.
“Sell,” I said to myself. “Last job. Then sell.”
Before sitting down at the poker table of life, mere hours earlier, I was plotting how my week would be devoted to tracking my target—bribing dance club owners for intel, scouring brothels, conducting a statewide manhunt. But Vatroslav—the son, the brother, the killer, the bastard—had been seven feet away from me. And judging by the final smirk on his face, he wasn’t about to run.
“Hey, little man,” I said to Updike. “Lemme check on our tenants, okay?”
Updike had greeted me at the door, tail whapping against whatever made the most noise. Together we went downstairs to the Kolpak 1010 freezer system to tell Maria the latest news, and to tell her yet again that I was sorry things had gotten so dire. I took a preparatory breath and opened the freezer door to confront the imagery. Nothing had changed. Everyone—all six of my guests—had remained in the exact same positions with the exact same facial expressions. They even smelled the same. A faint odor of lemon.
Maybe not surprising that no one had moved. But then most people have never stood in front of a dead spouse and dead backstabber, propped up next to a dead heap of middlemen.
“Can I trust you to take care of Updike?” asked Maria. There I was, checking the frost levels, inspecting the outer air ducts for incriminating odors, and reducing the risk of an alarming spike in my electric bill. These weren’t the idiosyncrasies of a madman. This was professional survival. I even scrubbed the upstairs flooring, in every room—took several hours, despite a severe lack of sleep—to keep the place pristine. I slid both house keys onto a special key ring and inserted the key ring into the penultimate chapter of my copy of Anna Karenina, as a bookmark.
“To answer your question,” I said to Maria, “Updike trusts me. He trusts me to hold one principle above all others. Loyalty.”
I closed the door and locked it. The dog and I left on schedule.
If Vatroslav wasn’t staying at the Bay Standard Hotel, he was probably hidden in some equally grandiose lodging on the trendy side of town. I had a list of candidates, but instinctually the Bay Standard felt like the place to start.
The day was moving fast. I entered the lobby wearing a bulky Patriots hoodie and a Sox cap. I stood by a column and made a phone call to the concierge desk just yards in front of me. It was a trick I’d learned a few years ago while tracking down a stubborn target in a six-day, five-night self-barricade in a suite whose room number I’d never had.
“Bay Standard, this is Tangelo,” said the voice answering my call. “How may I provide you with award-winning service?”
“Tangelo,” I whispered into the phone. “Please listen closely…”
I told him I had a thousand dollars in cash for him if he’d pass on a warning to one of his guests. I told him that guest was Vatroslav Mesic. The catch was, I already knew what Tangelo would do.
Tangelo would refuse. If something bad were to happen, and a particular mob boss were to find out, Tangelo would face early termination.
Tangelo would realize all this midconversation. We’d then hang up with nothing gained.
I knew all this before dialing.
The real value for me was what Tangelo would do after our call. He wouldn’t use the phone to warn his guest. He’d visit his guest in person. And that would be my chance to follow him.
“May I place you on hold a moment?” Tangelo said.
“Okay.”
I felt good. I felt like I hadn’t lost my edge.
But Tangelo didn’t walk anywhere. I watched him. He didn’t even initiate a new call. What Tangelo did was give some squirrelly-looking valet two sentences’ worth of instruction. Then that valet came straight toward my column, and straight to me.
“Here,” said the valet, and he held out a parking permit.
I had no words prepared.
They knew I’d come here? And would stand by this column?
“Mr. Ryan,” said the valet. “It’s for you.”
“S-sorry?” I said, taking the paper from his hand.
But he left without discussion. My ruse had been out-rused.
The parking permit was for something called the Osiris Heights Condominium Complex. I’d never heard of it, but it sounded like a stack of McMansions built in the past twelve minutes, stocked with rich bachelor kids from the Mediterranean.
This thing in my hand was a not-so-subtle hint that my target was there, awaiting my arrival. He’d anticipated my gambit and was taunting me with a formal invitation to mimic his father’s formal invitation.
“Vatroslav,” I mumbled, “I salute the move.”
Any self-preserving man would skip the million dollars. I’d be dead upon arrival. But, as we are learning, I am no self-preserving man.
One hour later, with no stops at any taverns, I would be parking my car down the street from those Osiris Heights condominiums. I would pull into the loading zone of a nearby public library, a half street down from the target building, perched on a river just across from Boston’s skyline. To the left, the endless Atlantic. To the right, the Cradle of Liberty. If you’re going to die, you might as well die with a view.
“Stay here, pup.” I scratched Updike’s chin, then put my Bruins beanie on. I kept my Patriots hoodie snug. “I’ll be back in nine minutes.”
He whined.
“I’ll do what I gotta do and I’ll leave, okay?”
He whined.
We’d parked a block away to facilitate any possible stealthy arrival. They knew I was coming but I still needed to pretend I had a chance. On the brisk walk toward my doom, I rehearsed.
The first line of defense was likely the front desk staff. Honestly, what was I supposed to say? “Hello, my name is Guy About to Die Upstairs. Would you please inform Mr. Riddle Me with Bullets that I’ve arrived? Thank you. I’ll wait.” Every single minimum-wage-making individual I’d encounter would have been briefed on how to handle me. In fact, it was likely that one of them—the plumber, the maid, the cable guy kneeling by a toolbox containing a Beretta M9A3 with suppressor—would be the grim reaper. I’d be killed when I least expected it, while most expecting it.
“Mr. Michael Ryan to see Mr. Vatroslav Mesic,” I said to the front desk staff member.
“He’s expecting you,” said the front desk staff member.
That’s how it was going down. Seconds later I was alone in the elevator, watching the numerals climb to “PH.” I should’ve had my gun drawn, ready to fire away at whatever might appear beyond the sliding doors.
I didn’t.
I had a bottle of Kamešnica plum brandy. The one errand I had run along the way.
The elevator nestled to a stop and I walked into what felt like a carpeted air lock. Thought I killed you at Harvard, I said to myself upon seeing him. No, but all these bodyguards looked alike.
Vatroslav gestured for me to hold still, then had me slowly pirouette for him while his massive hands groped. He discovered my Smith & Wesson revolver—they always do—and took it.
What a joke of an apartment.
Picture three point eight million dollars spent as idiotically as possible on decadent all-white postmodern lowest-bidder neo-conformist decor. Wherever you looked you saw a bad decision. The odd walls. The couch from outer space. The rug with a Nike logo on it.
Then there was Vatroslav, standing by the distant window. I almost expected him to be in a velvet robe and monogrammed slippers, casting his gaze toward the bay while quoting Sun Tzu before snapping his fingers to have my throat slit from behind.
He was in jeans and a track jacket. Didn’t even dress for the part.
“You actually showed up,” he said.
“Figured you had questions that only work on a second date,” I replied.
“Yeah. How did you know I had a pair of eights?”
He was as boring as I’d hoped.
“Seriously,” he repeated. “How?”
Off to the side was a barefoot supermodel at a glass dining table busying herself with her phone. Part of me felt relieved to see her there. Her presence meant I might not be shot at. But after some good ole-fashioned pessimistic thinking, I remembered that imported sex trade girls are shown as much violence as possible as often as possible, so that they have motivation to cooperate. The guy behind me was armed with a delayed-blowback Croatian VHS-2 assault rifle. I made no eye contact with him. I crossed the room and sat in an armchair and started to undo the cork on the bottle I was still carrying.
This was way ahead of schedule. I’d meant to uncork it at the most strategic point in the upcoming banter. I stopped.
“Really?” said young Vatroslav. I couldn’t tell whether he was impressed or insulted. “You sit down in my chair, you give up your gun, you keep your back to the man with the VHS-2, you ignore my question.”
He said all this after observing me just doing nothing for a full minute. He was oddly patient despite his youth.
“This is not the skillful Michael Ryan I know of.”
“He’s retired.” I finished opening my bottle, then took a Balkan-sized swig. When in doubt, talk about yourself in the third person.
Vatroslav came over and sat in the armchair opposite mine. I was in doubt. Terrified. He was somewhat bewildered by my actions. So was I.
“You’re not on suicide watch, are you?” he asked.
I took another swig. The alcohol content of this swill was gut-wrenching. Kruskovac brandy, they called it. I set it down on the ottoman between us. I felt ill. Vatroslav snatched the bottle and sat back with it, then looked at me, then patiently rotated the label in his hand to read the good news.
“Jesus,” he said. “This is a three-thousand-dollar Kamešnica.”
“Tastes like congealed urine.”
“Urine? I should kill you for saying that.” He drank some. “But I’m going to kill you anyway.” Then he drank more.
We didn’t talk for another painful minute, after which I cleared my throat and began. “Do you know the ending of Patrick Süskind’s Le Parfum?”
“What?”
“It’s a book. There’s a passage in the middle. ‘Se rendre parfaitement inintéressant. Et c’est tout ce qu’il voulait.’”
“Why is this warm?” Vatroslav said. “Brandy is supposed to be the temperature of dawn.”
“‘He succeeded in being considered totally uninteresting. And that was all he wanted.’”
Vatroslav stared at me, embarrassed for me. “Do you have any women in your life who don’t find you dull?”
“Do you have any women in your life who don’t come by shipping container?”
I was fully invested.
He stood up and nodded to his thug. His thug stepped forward, machine-gun in hand. I should’ve left a handwritten note on my dashboard for whoever might find my dog in my car. I should’ve parked in a more visible spot. I should’ve found religion. I should’ve gone to couples therapy. I “should’ve” a lot of things. I should’ve been a more interesting husband.
“Listen to me, Michael Ryan,” said Vatroslav. “I built Boston. My family put serious money in this town.” I didn’t interrupt him. “We provide the most important product anyone here could want.” I didn’t remind him that a family donating ten million bucks to a city that does three hundred fifty billion dollars in business does not an empire make. “My brother…My brother got in the way of that.”
Ah, yes, one son to nail women, one son to sell them.
“My brother,” he continued, “was interfering with the natural evolution of this city’s commerce.”
“Your brother was in school. To avoid being as dumb as you.”
My gun lurked well behind me, somewhere, maybe on a shelf in the foyer. Vatroslav was getting angrier. He began to pace back and forth, still drinking from my bottle.
“Why are you calm?” he said. “I can kill you. I will kill you.” He looked at me. I looked at him. The girl was now looking, too. At us. Vatroslav’s question was not rhetorical. Everyone in the room felt the shift.
So I answered him by pointing my index finger at the liquor in his hands. “That,” I said.
He didn’t get it at first.
I told him. “It’s poison.”
He laughed.
“It’s tetrodotoxin,” I said. He stopped laughing. “Fast-acting. I added it before I got here. Tetrodotoxin numbs the spinal cord, then the heart.”
He was listening now.
“Impossible,” he concluded. He was putting two and two together. He was doubting the math. He looked at the brandy, then looked at me. “You drank it yourself.”
I nodded to the bottle again.
“You drank it yourself!” he repeated.
“Thought you said I was on suicide watch.”
He contemplated me for a long time. There was no twitch in my iris at this point. Full commitment.
And it painfully started to make sense, the possibility of a hit man who’d ensured mutual revenge.
“Guard!” he suddenly yelled. He grabbed his phone. Tetrodotoxin takes merely minutes to act. He dialed 911. A second guard ran in, ready to shoot me, but the prodigal son had a more urgent directive for him. “Get me the family doctor!”
“B-boss,” said the guard. “What happened?”
“Get me the fucking doctor!”
We then heard the 911 operator answer through his phone.
“I’ve been poisoned!” he yelled into it. Then he ran to the bathroom.
I remained in the armchair the whole time. The guard had no idea what to do with me. He wanted to shoot me, he wanted to ask me questions, but most of all he wanted to not have the last remaining son of a two-son emperor die on his watch.
From a distance I could see Vatroslav through the open bathroom door. He was bent over the sink. He began dry-heaving as hard as he could, having grabbed a toothbrush to gag his tongue. Not much welled forth.
“Where’s the medic?!” he screamed. Then he burst out of the bathroom and scurried down the emergency stairwell. Twelve flights of stairs to the ground floor. Followed by his second guard.
Gone.
Exited.
Both of them.
Alone with me now, the other guard had a serious dilemma. He could a) chase his boss, b) shoot me, then chase his boss, c) preserve me as the only source of valuable information on how to save his boss and then chase his boss, or d) yell.
“Glupi majmune!” he yelled, then punched a wall. He was malfunctioning. “Idi u pičku materinu lit! Što si učinio?!”
“Okay.” I didn’t know what all his words meant, but it couldn’t have been a recipe for baklava.
“Što si učinio?” he screamed at me. “Što si učinio?”
He threw a lamp, then kicked over a desk, took a breath to gain some practical control of himself, then marched over to me.
“You poison him?!” he asked.
“Us,” I corrected him.
He looked at me like I’d fallen from a passing asteroid.
I pointed to my mouth. Us. I opened my mouth. I showed him. Then he leaned over me to inspect this nonsense. What you are talking about?” he asked.
“I’m talking about…this.” And that’s when I grabbed his gun. He had leaned in just close enough, just carelessly enough, to allow me access to his muzzle.
My left hand took the stock, my right took the barrel.
“Odjebi!” he roared.
He outweighed me by fifty pounds, yet from my seated position, gravity favored my effort. His weapon wound up pointing back toward him. His instinctual effort to reclaim it led him to slip his finger off the trigger, so that bratatatat.
Should have chased his boss.
Clock ticking, the next step was to fetch my target. I had to assume the neighbors were now a logistical factor. Few things earn as much attention as an assault rifle going off behind cheaply built walls.
I stood up and saw the supermodel standing within striking distance of me. She looked like she was experiencing every emotion imaginable.
“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said to her. “I just need th—”
Wham! She kicked the dead guard in his bullet wound. Wham! She kicked him again. Kick after kick. When she had finished, she looked up at me, panting.
“Hospeetal is there,” she said, pointing across the city block in front of us.
She was looking out the window. There was a giant street and then a hospital visible in the distance.
“I tell you fastest way,” she said. “First you go courtyard. Then—”
“I know,” I said. “He’ll try to cut through the library.”
I’d mapped the route several hours earlier. Poison was the only way to get him out of his eagle’s nest. I knew I had a very low probability of killing him inside this palace, but I figured if I could lure him to the streets, the playing field would level itself out. My Smith & Wesson was on the kitchen counter. I grabbed it and handed the VHS-2 rifle to our newly liberated female army of one.
I swear this woman was ready to adopt me.
I started to show her how to use it. “You just need to pull the knob t—”
Chkkkchk. She yanked back the charging handle.
“I know,” she said. She pointed me toward the elevator.
Seconds later, I was heading down. My bet was there’d be someone waiting for me when the doors opened, but nope, the lobby was empty. I was sure our fireworks had been heard, but somehow this entire operation had aroused exactly no one.
I stepped out of the elevator just in time to see Vatroslav down the block, disappearing into the hedges toward the library.
“On schedule,” I said to myself somewhat smugly.
Bratatatatat!
A hurricane of bullets shattered all the glass in the lobby. I was being shot at from the other elevator, two bodies visible.
I ducked behind the front desk while firing two quick shots toward my rear. I don’t think I hit anything useful but I certainly made my point. They crouched low. I crouched low. Mutual suppression. They didn’t do me the favor of collaborating with each other in English.
What if I crawled toward them?
There was a row of tall indoor planters and a door to the parking garage.
One warning shot from my revolver—blam—which elicited a barrage of wrongly aimed retaliatory fire, and off I went. Once I was close enough to the door, I lunged for the knob, twisted it open, and burst through. I then pulled it closed behind me, just as incoming bullets lit up the frame. The finishing touch was to jam the hydraulic arm up top—the skinny metal thing that slows down big doors. By grabbing it and doing a mock pull-up, I managed to bend its elbow downward, which bought me an extra ten seconds of exodus. A lifetime in this business.
I sprinted out and took a shortcut across the lawn to see the tail end of Vatroslav’s flight. He’d sprinted across the sloping lawn and opted for a path that led to a locked gate, leaving him no recourse but to come back the same way, back up toward the main steps, and up to the front entrance of the public library. Enough time for me to catch up.
“You got a back door?!” he roared at the librarian he encountered.
I managed to catch sight of his frantic path toward a utility door.
Mmmmmmm. I knew where that led. The subterranean level, full of old, archived, out-of-date, ugly, gorgeous editions of every book imaginable.
Thank you, city of Boston, for conserving these valuable books. Vatroslav had cornered himself in a labyrinth of good ideas.
His panic was increasing. I could hear it.
“Titles are listed by author,” I bellowed out. “Not subject.”
I was starting to relish the news I had for him. He couldn’t see me but he could feel my voice come from every direction at once. The muted reverb was unworldly. Perfect for stifling the sound of a .38 Special.
“Get me out of here!” he yelled.
He rounded his final corner and arrived squarely in front of me, face-to-face, out of breath.
“The poison!” he said. “The poison is taking effect.”
“No, it isn’t,” I replied.
“Christ, you don’t feel the numbing?”
“I don’t. And would you like to know why?”
“Move!”
He tried to get by me but he was so out of breath he didn’t have the agility needed.
“Because there’s nothing to feel,” I said.
He stopped struggling.
“The bottle of brandy contained pure brandy.” I had his full attention now. “I never added a drop of poison.”
“What?”
“The mind is a powerful drug, my friend. Today you’re learning it. I spent eleven years and one terrible marriage learning it. Pretending she wasn’t trying to kill me.”
“Wait. What?!”
“And now I’m here to kill you.”
He looked at the gun in my hand, aimed his way. He wondered if I really wanted to fire it in a library. That was the beauty of the stacks—a fact I decided to elucidate for him.
“Worth mentioning,” I began. “I have a noisy weapon in my hand but we’re surrounded by thousands of sound-absorbent pages.”
“My father will gut you.” He spoke with as much venom as humanly possible.
I took out my phone. If he wanted to go there, sure. “I’ll let you personally help him find out.”
“Father!” he cried.
“Hang on, I haven’t dialed yet.”
I dialed.
“You’ll never get away with this,” he said.
“I’m gonna wheel your corpse out on a book cart. In broad daylight.”
It was true. I’d probably shroud his dead body under a large floor mat and roll the whole mess out the back gate, right to the trunk of my car. I’d then drive the corpse to my house, where I’d lay it inside the Kolpak 1010 freezer system. I’d go to Ivan and give Ivan the house keys. Maybe Ivan would be kind enough to dispatch a team of people who’d make disturbing situations disappear.
“Yes?” said Ivan’s voice on my phone.
The trail of evidence along this ten-person graveyard was way too damning for anyone to tolerate. A man like Ivan would be only too willing to dispose of the aftermath.
“Ivan,” I said into my phone. “I’m here with the man who ordered the death of your beloved son.”
“Father,” cried Vatroslav toward my phone. “It’s lies. He’s lying.”
There was a pause.
The kid repeated his plea. “Father, please. It’s all a lie.”
It was enough to paint the entire picture for Ivan. The feud. The handsome, Harvard DNA versus the jealous DNA. I could hear him at the other end of the phone, weighing the implications. Michael Ryan has never once missed—or misjudged—his mark.
“Father, get me out of here!” cried the son. “Father!”
This ushered in an epoch of a pause.
Until Ivan quietly spoke. “You know what the job is,” he said. Then hung up.
“Father—!”
Blam.
Eight. Eight victims in three days.
The gunshot was a lot louder than my previous essay on acoustics would’ve had him believe. I didn’t care. Vatroslav Mesic was gasping quietly for his last breath. I stepped forward and half knelt to him. I estimated I had twenty-five seconds before the closest librarian would hustle over to look into whatever lofty book had dropped.
He tried to grab my gun. Futilely. He had no strength. Fifteen seconds.
“I don’t want to spoil it, but at the end of Le Parfum…the villagers get their vengeance on the villain.”
Eight seconds. I took hold of each of his limp forearms.
“The line is, ‘For the first time, they had done something out of love.’ Which is saying that they did what they did out of compassion…which is saying that brutality can come from love…which, let’s be honest, is not possible for any of us.”
I started to drag his corpse toward the nearest book cart.
“But I’ve enjoyed pretending otherwise.”
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I couldn’t resist the opportunity to bring together my greatest detectives in three shocking thrillers. Alex Cross receives an anonymous call from someone threatening to set off deadly bombs in Washington, DC, and he has to discover whether it’s a cruel hoax or the real deal. But will he find the truth too late? And then in possibly my most twisted Women’s Murder Club mystery yet, Detective Lindsay Boxer investigates a dead lover and a wounded millionaire who was left for dead. Finally, I make things personal for Michael Bennett as someone attacks the Thanksgiving Day Parade directly in front of him and his family. Can he solve the mystery of the “holiday terror”?

The Family Lawyer combines three of my most pulse-pounding novels in one book. There’s Matthew Hovanes, who’s living a parent’s worst nightmare when his daughter is accused of bullying another girl into suicide. I test all his attorney experience as he tries to clear his daughter’s name and reveal the truth. Then there’s Cheryl Mabern of the NYPD, who is one of my most brilliant detectives. But does that brilliance help her when there’s a calculating killer committing random murders? And finally, Dani Lawrence struggles with deciding whether to aid in an investigation that could put away her sister for the murder of her cheating husband. Or should she obstruct the investigation by any means necessary?
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