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  Chapter One



  Monday, November 1


  4:00 a.m.


  Detroit, Michigan


  JUST THE FACTS. And not many of them, either. Jack Reacher’s file was too stale and too thin to be credible. No human could be as invisible as Reacher appeared to be, whether he was currently above the ground or under it. Either the file had been sanitized, or Reacher was the most off-the-grid paranoid Kim Otto had ever heard of.


  What had she missed?


  At four in the morning the untraceable cell phone had vibrated on her bedside table. She had slept barely a hundred minutes. She cleared her throat, grabbed the phone, flipped it open, swung her legs out of bed, and said, “FBI Special Agent Kim Otto.”


  The man said, “I’m sorry to call you so early, Otto.”


  She recognized the voice, even though she hadn’t heard it for many years. He was still polite. Still undemanding. He didn’t need to be demanding. His every request was always granted. No one thwarted him in any way for any reason. Ever.


  She said, “I was awake.” She was lying, and she knew he knew it, and she knew he didn’t care. He was the boss. And she owed him.


  She walked across the bedroom and flipped on the bathroom light. It was harsh. She grimaced at herself in the mirror and splashed cold water on her face. She felt like she’d tossed back a dozen tequila shots last night, and she was glad that she hadn’t.


  The voice asked, “Can you be at the airport for the 5:30 flight to Atlanta?”


  “Of course.” Kim answered automatically, and set her mind to making it happen.


  Showered, dressed, and seated on a plane in ninety minutes? Easy. Her apartment stood ten blocks from the FBI’s Detroit Field Office, where a helicopter waited, ever ready. She picked up her personal cell and began texting the duty pilot to meet her at the helipad in twenty. From the pad to the airport was a quick fifteen. She’d have time to spare.


  But as if he could hear her clicking the silent keys, he said, “No helicopter. Keep this under the radar. Until we know what we’re dealing with, that is.”


  The direct order surprised her. Too blunt. No wiggle room. Uncharacteristic. Coming from anyone lower down the food chain, the order might have been illegal, too.


  “Of course,” Kim said again. “I understand. Under the radar. No problem.” She hit the delete button on the half-finished text. He hadn’t said undercover.


  The FBI operated in the glare of every possible spotlight. Keeping something under the radar added layers of complication. Under the radar meant no official recognition. No help, either. Off the books. She didn’t have to hide, but she’d need to be careful what she revealed and to whom. Agents died during operations under the radar. Careers were killed there, too. So Otto heeded her internal warning system and placed herself on security alert, level red. She didn’t ask to whom she’d report because she already knew. He wouldn’t have called her directly if he intended her to report through normal channels. Instead, she turned her mind to solving the problem at hand.


  How could she possibly make a commercial flight scheduled to depart–she glanced at the bedside clock–in eighty-nine minutes? There was no reliable subway or other public transportation in the Motor City. A car was the only option, through traffic and construction. Most days it took ninety minutes door to door, just to reach the airport.


  She now had eighty-eight.


  And she was still standing naked in her bathroom.


  Only one solution. There was a filthy hot sheets motel three blocks away specializing in hourly racks for prostitutes and drug dealers. Her office handled surveillance of terrorists who stopped there after crossing the Canadian border from Windsor. Gunfire was a nightly occurrence. But a line of cabs always stood outside, engines running, because tips there were good. One of those cabs might get her to the flight on time. She shivered.


  “Agent Otto?” His tone was calm. “Can you make it? Or do we need to hold the plane?”


  She heard her mother’s voice deep in her reptile brain: When there’s only one choice, it’s the right choice.


  “I’ll be out the door in ten minutes,” she told him, staring down her anxiety in the mirror.


  “Then I’ll call you back in eleven.”


  She waited for dead air. When it came, she grabbed her toothbrush and stepped into shower water pumped directly out of the icy Detroit River. The cold spray warmed her frigid skin.


  Seven minutes later, out of breath, heart pounding, she was belted into the back seat of a filthy taxi. The driver was an Arab. She told him she’d pay double if they reached the Delta terminal in under an hour.


  “Yes, of course, miss,” he replied, as if the request was standard for his enterprise, which it probably was.


  She cracked the window. Petroleum-heavy air hit her face and entered her lungs and chased away the more noxious odors inside the cab. She patted her sweat suit pocket to settle the cell phone more comfortably against her hip.


  Twenty past four in the morning, Eastern Daylight Time. Three hours before sunrise. The moon was not bright enough to lighten the blackness, but the street lamps helped. Outbound traffic crawled steadily. Night construction crews would be knocking off in forty minutes. No tie-ups, maybe. God willing.


  Before the phone vibrated again three minutes later, she’d twisted her damp black hair into a low chignon, swiped her lashes with mascara and her lips with gloss, dabbed blush on her cheeks, and fastened a black leather watch band onto her left wrist. She needed another few minutes to finish dressing. Instead, she pulled the cell from her pocket. While she remained inside the cab, she reasoned, he couldn’t see she was wearing only a sweat suit, clogs, and no underwear.


  This time, she didn’t identify herself when she answered and kept her responses brief. Taxi drivers could be exactly what they seemed, but Kim Otto didn’t take unnecessary risks, especially on alert level red.


  She took a moment to steady her breathing before she answered calmly, “Yes.”


  “Agent Otto?” he asked, to be sure, perhaps.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “They’ll hold the plane. No boarding pass required. Flash your badge through security. A TSA officer named Kaminsky is expecting you.”


  “Yes, sir.” She couldn’t count the number of laws she’d be breaking. The paperwork alone required to justify boarding a flight in the manner he had just ordered would have buried her for days. Then she smiled. No paperwork this time. The idea lightened her mood. She could grow to like under the radar work.


  He said, “You need to be at your destination on time. Not later than eleven thirty this morning. Can you make that happen?”


  She thought of everything that could go wrong. The possibilities were endless. They both knew she couldn’t avoid them all. Still, she answered, “Yes, sir, of course.”


  “You have your laptop?”


  “Yes, sir, I do.” She glanced at the case to confirm once more that she hadn’t left it behind when she rushed out of her apartment.


  “I’ve sent you an encrypted file. Scrambled signal. Download it now, before you reach monitored airport communication space.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  There was a short pause, and then he said, “Eleven thirty, remember. Don’t be late.”


  She interpreted urgency in his repetition. She said, “Right, sir.” She waited for dead air again before she closed the phone and returned it to her pocket. Then she lifted her Bureau computer from the floor and pressed the power switch. It booted up in fourteen seconds, which was one fewer than the government had spent a lot of money to guarantee.


  The computer found the secure satellite, and she downloaded the encrypted file. She moved it to a folder misleadingly labeled Non-work Miscellaneous and closed the laptop. No time to read now. She noticed her foot tapping on the cab’s sticky floor. She couldn’t be late. No excuses.


  Late for what?


  


  Chapter Two


  AT PRECISELY 5:15 A.M. the cab driver stopped in front of Delta departures at McNamara terminal. Fifty-five minutes, door to door. So far, so good, but she wasn’t on the plane yet.


  She paid the driver double in cash, as promised. She ignored the cold November wind and pulled her bags from the car and jogged inside as quickly as she dared. Running made airport officials nervous. Airports were touchy places in America these days, particularly those close to known arrival and departure points for terrorists. Detroit-Wayne Metro had two strategic advantages for the bad guys. Proximity to the Canadian border allowed rapid deployment once they entered the country, and they could easily blend in. Greater Detroit was home to more people of Arabic descent than any city outside the Middle East. Which was the very reason Otto had requested the Detroit deployment: more opportunity for advancement on the front lines.


  Right then she thought she would have been better off somewhere else.


  She slowed to a walk. There were cameras everywhere. She was under the radar, but she wasn’t invisible.


  She approached the checkpoint and looked for her contact. She saw a man with Kaminsky on his nameplate, manning the crew line, putting each crew member through the same screens as the regular passengers. He was focused intently on his work.


  Come on, come on, come on.


  She willed him to notice her. When he did, she ducked under the rope and walked up to where he stood. She said, “You’re expecting me.”


  He said, “Correct.”


  He glanced at her credentials and passed her along, with her bags, and her electronics, and her gun, around the outside of the metal detector hoop. Behind her a passenger called out, “Hey! What’s so special about her?”


  She thought: Shit. Now someone will remember me if they’re asked, for sure. She didn’t glance back to give the guy another look at her face. She just jogged the last hundred yards to the gate, where another TSA agent waited, blocking the entrance. She flashed her ID. He nodded and stepped aside. The moment she crossed the threshold, he closed and locked the door behind her. She rushed through the tunnel and stepped onto the plane. The flight attendant closed and sealed the door behind her, the jet way retreated, and the plane backed away. The pilot had only a ten-minute delay to cover up.


  Should anyone ask.


  She found her seat in first class. The seat next to hers was empty, as was the seat across the aisle. Probably not by chance. She stowed her bags and buckled her seatbelt low and tight. She laid her head back and closed her eyes. She gripped the armrests until her fingers hurt.


  God, she hated flying.


  Experts said fear of flying was irrational. They were fools. Kim knew too much to believe that nonsense. Planes made powerful weapons and they were no match for Mother Nature. And she was in a bad way to start with. The acid in her stomach had boiled up the night before, when the untraceable cell phone had arrived. She unclenched one hand long enough to slide an antacid between her lips. She pressed it with her tongue to the roof of her mouth, and as it dissolved, she tried to calm her racing pulse. She kept her eyes closed until the plane was safely in the air and she could breathe again. She asked for black coffee and opened her laptop to find out why the hell she was headed to Atlanta.


  She had two hours and thirty-eight minutes to learn everything she needed to know.


  The encrypted file she had downloaded in the taxi was zipped. Inside, she found five separate documents. The first contained a short memo explaining her assignment. The other four files were identified by unfamiliar names: first, Carlos Marco Gaspar; second, Beverly Roscoe (Trent); third, Lamont Finlay, Ph. D.; and fourth, Jack Reacher.


  Jack Reacher’s file was the largest, and it ended fifteen years ago. The other three were brief resumes.


  She started reading.


  The assignment seemed straightforward enough: Complete background investigation on potential candidate Jack-none-Reacher. She’d handled dozens of these since she’d joined the Special Personnel Task Force. But this assignment was different in every respect. There was no indication of the job for which Reacher was being considered. Nor did the assignment memo explain the secrecy, the haste. Or why the boss was involved. Everything about it felt wrong.


  She was instructed to begin in Margrave, Georgia. Nothing further.


  The second document was brief but normal. It contained limited data on FBI Special Agent Carlos Marco Gaspar, her partner on this assignment. She’d never met Gaspar and the file told her very little about him. He was forty-four years old, married with four children, and he was currently posted to the Miami Field Office.


  The only odd note was the explicit direction that she was to take the lead, even though Gaspar was ten years more experienced.


  She’d never acted as lead on a SPTF assignment. Was this a test of her leadership ability? Was she being considered for promotion? No. Too soon. What, then? Another secret. She hated secrets unless she was the one keeping them. She popped another antacid and studied Gaspar’s official ID photograph, learning his face. Then she spent the next two hours reading, analyzing, and memorizing the limited information contained in the remaining three files.


  The more she read, the less comfortable she became, but she was already on security alert level red, and there were no higher levels in her system.


  She began with the candidate. His file was simply too thin. In her line of work, less was definitely not more. Where were Reacher’s tax returns? Credit card files? Property records? Criminal records? Had Reacher never bought a car? Rented an apartment? Owned a cell phone? Surfed the internet? Been arrested? What about banking records? Where did he get his walking-around money?


  There had to be more documentary evidence on Jack-none-Reacher, but she’d been allowed no time to do her own thorough preparation using the extensive tools available to the FBI. And she couldn’t call and ask for assistance. She was under the radar. Only two people were authorized to help her: one she hadn’t met yet, and one she couldn’t ask.


  She closed her eyes again.


  


  Chapter Three


  EVENTUALLY, AND RELUCTANTLY, SPECIAL AGENT Kim Otto reached the only possible conclusion: Reacher’s file was deliberately thin. There had to be more. The rest was being withheld.


  Which made her nervous. What always made her nervous were the things she didn’t know. What you didn’t know could kill you. She could handle anything, but only if she saw it coming. Two antacids this time, washed down with the cold coffee she hadn’t touched. She pushed the button for the flight attendant to refill her cup. Then she copied and stored the limited data on Reacher to her own encrypted files. When she had access to the satellite again, she would send her private files to secure storage.


  Because too many people had access to FBI files. She had been burned before when confidential reports were acquired by unintended recipients who lived to tell about it. She never made the same mistake twice. In the field, she relied on memory alone. Her formal reports were carefully drafted and filed according to protocol, but her private records remained her own. It was impossible to be too careful.


  She copied the Roscoe and Finlay files, too. Straightforward information there, a bit unusual but nothing mysterious. None of it explained why Roscoe and Finlay had been selected as interview subjects, except one point of possible connection: Margrave, Georgia.


  Today’s destination.


  Fifteen years ago, Roscoe and Finlay had been present in Margrave. Reacher’s honorable discharge from the army was six months fresh back then. Whether Reacher had been in Margrave, and whether they’d all met there, and what had happened between them, were just three of the thousand questions Kim would need to answer. But something happened. The boss wouldn’t send her there otherwise.


  She glanced at her watch. There was still time before landing. She ran through the Reacher material one more time.


  Birth certificate (West Berlin 1960); education record showing attendance on military bases around the world, including one year in Saigon, Viet Nam. Kim read that fact for the tenth time before the taser charge she’d felt the first nine times lessened. Kim’s mother was Vietnamese; her father served in the U.S. Army in Viet Nam. No connection to Reacher back then, right?


  No. Reacher was a kid when Kim’s parents left the country; Reacher’s father was a Marine; Army and Marines hadn’t mixed much in Viet Nam. There couldn’t be any connection between them. But was Viet Nam the reason the boss had chosen her to lead this assignment?


  She pushed that new worry aside. No time to deal with it now and nothing she could do about it from 35,000 feet anyway.


  Reacher had graduated from the U.S. Military Academy at West Point (1984). Parents deceased (father 1988; mother 1990). One brother, also deceased (1997).


  At West Point and afterward, until he was honorably discharged, the file contained the usual batch of military forms crafted in army-speak. Uninitiated readers would need an interpreter to decipher the batch of acronyms. When Kim copied the contents of Reacher’s file into her own private documents, she included the full phrases and definitions, and studied them carefully, testing herself, building her knowledge. She’d labeled the section “Accomplishments,” but the title was far too benign when you knew what each entry meant. Reacher had investigated, arrested, subdued, and otherwise dealt with some of the most highly trained soldiers on earth, all of them capable of extreme violence.


  He had done it by matching their violence with his own.


  He was a killer.


  So what did the FBI want from him now?


  He’d been decorated several times, each for some form of extraordinary heroism or outstanding service or extreme military achievement. He had been wounded in combat and been given a Purple Heart. He’d been trained and won awards as a sniper. Summary: Reacher had handled whatever had come his way. He’d faced the enemy and come out alive. More than once. Kim imagined the type. He’d be confident, hard to persuade, manipulate or overpower. In no way like any other candidate she’d investigated before.


  No wonder the project was under the radar.


  And how the hell would she accomplish it?


  The pilot announced the initial descent into Atlanta. Not much time left for electronic devices. She kept on working. Reacher’s file contained no details on the situations he’d handled as a military cop. Those would have been filed separately at the time the investigations took place. Kim made a note to find them. The search wouldn’t be easy, but the years Reacher spent doing his job were the last that would have clear and complete records, and those records would be the only clues to his current activities or location. Understanding how he’d performed back then would teach her the man and his methods. And scare her out of her wits, probably, if she had any wits left by then.


  The file ended with Reacher’s army discharge papers, followed by a short memo stating that he’d been off the grid for more than fifteen years. No one knew where he was. FBI files, Homeland Security files, all were empty of references to Major Jack (none) Reacher, U.S. Army, Retired.


  No way, she’d typed into her notes. Can’t happen.


  Was he dead? In prison? Witness protection? Classified assignment? At a minimum, either Reacher himself or someone else didn’t want him found.


  Maybe he was unfindable.


  And maybe that was the good news.


  Twenty minutes from Atlanta the plane started to bounce around like a steer on cocaine. Clear air turbulence, the pilot called it, but Kim didn’t believe him. More likely a fatal mechanical fault. She pulled her seatbelt as tight as possible. The belt failed to hold her securely in the wide seat. She would have some odd bruises tomorrow. If there was a tomorrow. Not that anyone would see her bruises. The Danish she’d eaten threatened to come back up. She wanted to grab the airsickness bag, but she’d have to crack her fingers away from the armrests to reach for it.


  Then the plane’s wheels bounced twice on the tarmac and skidded a long, loud, smoky distance before grabbing the runway hard enough to jerk her head off the seat and slam it back again. She breathed out and felt stupid, as always. Then her embarrassment doubled when she looked down at her lap and realized she’d never finished getting dressed.


  Kim waited curbside behind the wheel of a rented Chevy Blazer. She took a look at the airline’s web site flight tracking data on her personal smart phone. “Terrorist.com,” she called it, because constant flight status updates on any commercial flight were quick and easy to find. Agent Gaspar’s flight from Miami had just landed. He’d be with her soon. She ate the last antacid in the roll. When it melted, she washed the chalky taste away with a swig of black coffee.


  Then she opened her computer and stared one more time at Jack Reacher’s face, critically analyzing the full photo, committing every pixel to memory. The Army’s black and white regulation head shot suggested but didn’t confirm Reacher’s height, which was recorded at six-five, or his hair color, described elsewhere as fair, or his eye color, which was blue, or his enormous build, listed at two hundred and fifty pounds.


  Kim shuddered. On the inside she was one hundred percent lithe, lanky, formidable German, like her father. But on the outside, she was exactly 5’0” tall, like her mother, and she weighed 100 pounds on her fat days. Reacher was more than twice her size; she hoped she was more than twice as smart. Brains, not brawn, would have to be her weapon.


  Therefore she needed a better photo. An army photo wouldn’t do the job. People would remember Reacher. He wasn’t just memorable. More like unforgettable. But no doubt patriotism was still alive and well in Margrave, Georgia. Locals would say nothing negative about a man dressed in army green and gold and sporting a chest full of medals. Witnesses might even deny knowing him, even though it was a federal crime to lie to an FBI agent in the course of an investigation.


  Kim had been trained to observe witness reactions to photographs. Witnesses found it difficult to deny recognition, and harder still to lie effectively when confronted with a picture. People had trouble remembering names, but faces were imprinted in a different area of the brain, more easily recalled. So she would know if a witness recognized Reacher, even if they lied. She’d be able to tell. But failure was not an option, so she needed a different picture.


  She switched to the altered head shot she had created on the plane. She had cropped out Reacher’s army uniform and removed his hat in this version. Was her photo editing good enough to deny Reacher his unfair advantage?


  Then knuckles rapped hard on the Blazer’s side window. Kim closed her computer and looked at the inquiring face only inches from her own. She pressed the button to lower the window. Before she had a chance to speak, Special Agent Carlos Gaspar said, “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you. I tried to open the hatch, but it’s locked. Give me the key. I’ll toss my bags in and we can get on the road.”


  “Sure,” she said. She turned off the ignition, handed him the keys and stepped out of the truck. She met him at the rear of the vehicle, watching as he moved her bag out, placed his on the bottom, and then put hers back on top.


  A considerate guy.


  Very proper.


  She extended her hand in greeting and said, “Kim Otto.”


  “Carlos Gaspar,” he said, taking her hand in a firm grasp, neither too hard or too soft. A respectful handshake. Not at all macho. She liked him already.


  He said, “It’s about an hour to Margrave. I’ve been there before. I’ll drive.”


  “Actually, I prefer to drive,” she said. She felt uncomfortable with anyone else behind the wheel. Particularly someone she didn’t know and had never traveled with before. She had no idea what kind of driver he was. Her queasy stomach might not survive, and there was no way she was going to throw up in front of this guy. Not now. Not ever.


  “I’m a good driver,” he said. “And I’ll be faster, because I know where we’re going.”


  He opened the driver’s door and moved the seat back, for his longer legs.


  Maybe not so proper or respectful.


  Maybe he was going to be one of those overbearing Latino males.


  He was all the way inside the car now. He stuck his head out the window and asked, “Are you coming or not? We’ll have to hustle to get there on time as it is.”


  When there’s only one choice, it’s the right choice.


  She got into the passenger seat and Gaspar accelerated the second she’d closed the door.


  


  Chapter Four


  CARLOS GASPAR WAS HURTING, but that was nothing new. Inside and out, mentally and physically, he lived with pain. He had slept badly and given up on it before three in the morning. He had crept out of the bedroom and holed up in the kitchen and started his day with Tylenol and coffee, like he always did. Nothing stronger, although God knew he was tempted. But that way lay ruin, and he knew he couldn’t afford to get any more ruined than he already was. He had a wife and four children and twenty years to go before he could relax.


  He showered and shaved and dressed in a tan poplin suit from Banana Republic, which would have gotten him killed in DC, but which was the standard uniform in the Miami field office. He went back to the kitchen and ate more Tylenol and drank more coffee and sat still and imagined he could hear his family breathing.


  His phone rang at three minutes past four in the morning. Not his regular phone. Not his personal phone, either, but a plain Motorola that had been bubble-wrapped and delivered to him through the Bureau’s internal mail service. He knew who had sent it. He had fired it up and noted its number and run it through the databases. It didn’t exist.


  He answered it and a voice asked, “Gaspar?”


  He said, “Yes, sir,” quietly, so as not to wake his family, and because a low tone seemed to be appropriate for this guy.


  The voice said, “There are files for you in your inbox. Read them on the plane. You’re going to Atlanta.”


  “When, sir?”


  “Now.”


  “OK.”


  Then there was a pause. Just a beat, but Gaspar heard it. The voice said, “You’re going to be the number two on this. Your lead will be Otto, out of Detroit. No reflection on you.”


  Which was bullshit, of course. Everything was a reflection on him. Although maybe this guy Otto was a big deal. People who were referred to by their first name only usually were. Gaspar wondered whether he was supposed to have heard of him. But he hadn’t. He had never worked in Detroit. Knew nothing about the office or the city, except that they used to make cars there.


  He said, “No problem,” but he said it to nobody, because the voice was already gone. He put the phone in his bag, which was permanently packed and ready to go, laptop, shirt, underwear, Tylenol. The bag was made by the same people that made Swiss Army knives, which was OK, but it had wheels and a handle, which wasn’t. Trundling a bag around was one step from being in a wheelchair.


  It was what it was.


  He drove himself to the airport in his Bureau car, which was a blue Crown Vic with government plates. He could park it anywhere. He propped his laptop on the passenger seat and drove one-handed and stabbed at the keys and brought up his e-mail, not 3G wireless, but a secure satellite connection. One new message, as expected. One attached file, zipped and encrypted. No accompanying text. No hello, no best wishes. Par for the course.


  He dumped the file to his desktop and closed the laptop’s lid. Ten minutes later he was wheeling his hated bag into the terminal.


  A TSA supervisor met him and gave him a boarding pass and fed him through the crew channel. An airside supervisor took him onward from there. The plane was waiting for him. The cabin door closed right behind him. He was in seat 1A, which was the seat airlines usually saved for late bookings. He hated 1A. You had to put your bag in the overhead, which he absolutely couldn’t do. He couldn’t lift it over his head. But 1A-type passengers were used to a certain standard of service, so he took his laptop out and left his bag in the aisle, and a stewardess bustled up behind him and dealt with it.


  Then he eased himself into his seat. He had been shot twice, once in the right side and once in the right leg, and the wound in his side had collapsed the network of muscles there, and sitting was painful. The weight of his upper body crushed his organs, literally, like his ribs and his pelvis were the jaws of a vise. His doctors weren’t concerned. They were like mechanics who had rebuilt a totaled car, and they weren’t about to listen to complaints about a tiny scratch in the paint.


  His leg wound had been dismissed as trivial. The bullet had hit the shin bone and hadn’t even broken it. But day to day it was far worse to deal with than his side. It ached constantly, like someone was in there with a drill from the Home Depot. Hence the Tylenol.


  He ate two more from his pocket and waited respectfully until the plane was in the air and the road warriors all around him started firing up their approved electronic devices. He opened his laptop and the screen came to life and he leaned to his left, partly to relieve the pressure on his right side, and partly to keep the screen away from his seat mate. He asked the software to decode the text and unzip the files.


  Five documents. Four of them routine, one of them a big surprise.


  The four routine files were the assignment, a target and two sources. Some guy named Jack Reacher was the target, and Beverly Trent née Roscoe and Lamont Finlay were the sources.


  No big deal.


  The big deal was the surprise file. Otto was not some famous agent’s first name. He was not a Bureau legend. He wasn’t even a he. He was a she. Kim Otto, younger than Gaspar, newer, less experienced. His leader.


  No reflection on you.


  Which, he supposed, way deep down, was true. Once or twice, back in the day, he had led older agents. He had no objection in principle. And even if he had, it would have been disqualified immediately, by the Bureau of course, and by himself. He had woken up in the ICU and his first thought had been: what the hell do I do now? He had a wife and four children and twenty years to go. Then his Special Agent in Charge had visited, and told him that he still had a job, and always would. Modified duty, of course, mostly behind a desk, not the same as before. But a job. Gaspar had been flooded with gratitude, simple as that, and he kept that gratitude in his mind the way people keep lucky charms in their pockets, and he touched it often, to console himself, to reassure himself. Number two? Hell, he would fetch the coffee.


  He read all four files. There were photographs. Kim Otto was cute as anything. Asian and tiny. Reacher was a shadowy ex-military psychopath. A perfect prospect, all things considered. Trent née Roscoe and Finlay had been cops in a place in Georgia, probably where Reacher had first shown up again on the official radar after leaving the army. That place was a town south of Atlanta called Margrave, which was a place Gaspar had been before, which was maybe why he had gotten the assignment, not that the man who had mailed the phantom phone had a huge labor pool to pick from.


  Gaspar tried to read more, but there was a headwind out of the north, and the engines were straining a little, and the vibration was making him sleepy. A precious gift, to which he yielded happily, his head on the window to his left, his right side for once mercifully uncompressed.


  


  Chapter Five


  CARLOS GASPAR WOKE UP when the stewardess fussed at him about shutting his computer down before landing, but then she made up for it by hauling his bag down for him when they made the gate. He wheeled the bag for what seemed like a mile and then he stopped and telescoped the handle and picked the bag up like a regular guy when he saw the sidewalk ahead of him. He figured Otto would be waiting on the curb in a rental, and he didn’t want to make a bad first impression. He found her pretty quickly, in a Chevy Blazer. Her head was down. She was reading. An A-student. Asian, too. Maybe her first lead assignment. She wanted to be ready.


  He tried the tailgate, but it was locked. He knocked on her window. She glanced up. She looked about eighteen. No more than five feet, no more than a hundred pounds, maybe less. She got out and he lifted his bag in and kept the pain out of his face. He offered to drive, which she seemed a little unsure about at first, but hey, she was number one and he was number two. Number two drove, simple as that. It was what it was. And they were already late. No time for a big discussion. He got in and she got in on his right and he took off.


  Margrave was one hour and about a hundred years south of Atlanta. As always, traffic was bad at first and then it got easier. Strip malls changed to agriculture. Red earth, peanuts, the whole nine yards.


  Georgia, for Christ’s sake.


  Gaspar asked, “You tired?”


  Kim Otto said, “A little.”


  “Let me guess. He called you at four o’clock exactly.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because he called me at three minutes past.”


  “Were you OK with that?”


  “I was already awake.”


  Otto said, “I mean, are you OK with being number two?”


  Gaspar said, “I’m OK with being number anything.”


  “Really?”


  Gaspar smiled to himself. Asian, a woman, ambitious. She wanted to go all the way. She wanted to be the Director. He wondered how she would deal with being a cripple. A charity case. Her head would explode, probably.


  He said, “You know his name?”


  “Whose name?”


  “You know whose name. The guy who called you at four o’clock and the guy who called me at three minutes past.”


  “Yes,” she said. “I know his name. Do you?”


  “Yes,” he said. “You going to say it out loud?”


  “No.”


  “Me neither.”


  She asked, “Did you read the files?”


  “I looked at the pictures.”


  “Is that all?”


  “No, of course I read them.”


  “And?”


  Audition time. First duty of a number two was to make his number one feel confident in his competence. Second duty was to get a little competition going. He said, “I’m not sure why we got the call at four in the morning. Seven would have been OK. Flights into Atlanta from other major U.S. cities are not rare. So what’s the rush? And the target file asks more questions than it answers. No IRS, nothing from the banks, no debts or loans or liens, no titles to houses or cars or boats or trailers, no arrest record, no convictions major or minor, no rent rolls, no landline or cell, ever, no ISP data, and he’s not in prison. He’s not in witness protection or undercover for any of the other three-letter agencies, or why would we be looking for him? We’d already know where he is. So either his file is mostly redacted, or he’s the most under-the-radar guy who ever lived.”


  Otto was quiet for a moment. Bull’s-eye, Gaspar thought. Home run. He’d seen everything she had. He’d missed nothing.


  “I’m not sure I like him,” she said.


  “We don’t have to like him.”


  They drove onward into the heartland. The Blazer was an underpowered piece of shit, and the tires were all wrong for concrete. Gaspar wished Otto had asked for a sedan. He would have.


  She asked, “Can a person be so far under the radar?”


  He said, “It’s difficult. But if you put your mind to it, I imagine it’s possible.”


  “You think he’s a good candidate?”


  “Ideal. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here.”


  “I’m not sure I like that either.”


  “Above our pay grade,” Gaspar said.


  He came off the Interstate, down the ramp, around the cloverleaf. Fourteen miles to town. On the right, a burned-out warehouse. It had been that way for years, for as long as Gaspar could remember. Then on the left, much later, a diner. Then the police station, rebuilt quick and dirty after a fire. He pulled in and parked. They went inside. There was a sergeant behind a desk. Gaspar stepped up and said, “We need to speak with Chief Roscoe. Or Trent. I’m not sure what she goes by now.”


  Behind him, Otto tapped her foot. Quietly, but he heard it. She was annoyed. She had wanted to speak first. But tough shit. It was the number two’s job to clear the way. Everyone knew that.


  The guy behind the desk asked, “Who are you?”


  Gaspar said, “FBI.” He pulled his badge and held it out.


  The guy behind the desk said, “Down the hall, second on the right.”


  


  Chapter Six


  KIM OTTO WATCHED CARLOS GASPAR’S RETREATING BACK as he hustled toward Chief Roscoe’s office, widening the physical distance between them. The big clock on the wall above the sergeant’s head showed ten past eleven. Their first objective had been precise: arrive in Roscoe’s office before 11:30 a.m. Done. With twenty minutes to spare.


  So now what? Build the Reacher file, obviously, but aside from the boss’s order to start with Roscoe, they didn’t know what they were looking for, or how they might find it, and it was always a mistake to get ahead of the intel. But given Reacher’s talent for trouble, it was likely Chief Roscoe possessed not only relevant but potentially important knowledge about him, which she might reveal in a well conducted personal interview, but not otherwise. These things needed patience. And thought. But long before Kim even reached the office door, Gaspar rapped his knuckles on the wood and opened it up without waiting for a reply.


  “Chief Roscoe? Sorry to barge in,” he said, as he barreled across the threshold sounding not the least bit sorry. “I’m Carlos Gaspar, FBI.”


  Kim got there just as Margrave Police Chief Beverly Roscoe was rising from the oversized brown leather chair behind her desk. She was taller than Kim, but then, who wasn’t? And she was more attractive than the headshot in her file, but again, who wasn’t? She was slim and not at all flat-chested. She had a caramel complexion. She had dark curly hair cut with a big-city style, falling all over her face. She had remarkable dark eyes. They were accented like a child’s drawing of the sun by whiter skin dashing out toward her temples. Maybe some Native American or African-American heritage. Roscoe’s family was said to have lived in north Georgia for more than a hundred years; either ethnicity was plausible.


  Kim said, “I’m FBI Special Agent Otto.” She handed over her ID. She said, “We’d appreciate a few minutes of your time if you can spare them, Chief Roscoe.”


  “OK,” Roscoe said. She took Kim’s wallet and waited while Gaspar dug his out. She examined both sets of credentials carefully and used her phone to summon the sergeant from the front desk. He came in and she said, “Brent, make copies of these and bring them back to me.”


  The sergeant said, “Yes, ma’am,” and closed the door behind him. Roscoe waved Kim and Gaspar toward two green leather chairs across the desk. Roscoe pushed her chair back and crossed her legs. She rested both forearms on one knee, hands loosely clasped. She was wearing a platinum wedding ring. Fourteen years married, her file said. The ceremony had taken place the year after Reacher presumably passed through Margrave.


  “How can I help you?” she asked.


  The words were appropriate but the vibe was part annoyance, part worry. No small town police chief appreciated a surprise visit from the FBI, especially on a Monday morning. Agents in her office meant unexpected trouble on the way, or maybe right there in her jurisdiction already. Neither the FBI nor the trouble was welcome at any time, but especially not on Mondays.


  “We won’t take up too much of your day, Chief,” Gaspar said, a long sentence, spoken slowly. He was stalling. He didn’t know what they were looking for any more than Kim did.


  Roscoe said, “I’m busy. This is a small shop and my day sergeant didn’t show up this morning. Sergeant Brent is on overtime as it is.”


  “When Sergeant Brent gets back, we’ll get started,” Gaspar said. “We don’t want to be interrupted.”


  Still stalling.


  Roscoe looked at the round-faced silver watch on her left wrist. It had numbers big enough to read from Kim’s position on the opposite side of the desk. It showed 11:15 a.m.


  “How late is he?” Gaspar asked.


  “Who?” Roscoe asked.


  “Your sergeant who didn’t come in today. What time did his shift start?”


  “Seven-thirty this morning. My budget being what it is, I don’t have a backup. So I really don’t have a lot of time to spare. Let’s risk the interruption. What’s up?”


  Gaspar didn’t reply to that. Neither did Kim. Something about the office was nagging at her. Something odd. What was it? She scanned the room, unobtrusively, observing each detail.


  She noticed the scents first. A familiar but faded memory. Ahhh. Lingering traces of Old Spice and the faint wisp of Irish Spring bath soap. Both from the private bathroom in the corner behind the door. The office smelled like her father’s den, a dark-paneled man-cave. In fact, everything about Roscoe’s home away from home screamed Boston Brahmin instead of Margrave Top Cop.


  Not just odd, Kim decided. Downright weird.


  In the man’s world of law enforcement’s upper ranks, females in the top spot were as scarce as an innocent felon. Even in small towns like Margrave close to big cities like Atlanta. Roscoe had no doubt achieved her status through years of hard work and sheer grit. She’d never have made it otherwise. Roscoe had every right to be proud of herself.


  Yet, she’d owned the office for eight years without making it hers? Under the same circumstances, Kim would have redecorated in eight minutes. Of course, Kim wouldn’t have stayed in any job for eight years, either. Up or out was a better career strategy. Yet Roscoe was still here. Had she topped out?


  Kim double checked. Scanned the entire room again. Confirmed she’d been right the first time. The room contained nothing personal except one photograph of a younger Roscoe with a Navy man in uniform. The husband, probably. No pictures of her kids. The file said she had a girl of fourteen and a boy of eleven.


  The rest of the photo wall was all grip-and-grins: Roscoe with the Governor; Roscoe with the current Mayor of Atlanta and the prior one as well; Roscoe with Jimmy Carter. But the last one was the money shot: Roscoe with a large, attractive black guy dressed in a tweed sport-coat and sweater vest.


  Bingo.


  Kim recognized him immediately, from his file photo: Lamont Finlay, Ph.D. Interview subject number two. A Harvard man. The guy who had decorated this office, clearly. Roscoe’s predecessor as chief. Maybe her mentor, too. Were they still connected? Such that she couldn’t bear to erase his presence?


  Weird, but good to know. A possible angle. Kim hadn’t pegged Roscoe as the sentimental type. A clearer picture of the woman was emerging.


  She said, “Nice office, Chief Roscoe.”


  “Thank you,” Roscoe said. She didn’t invite Kim to dispense with the formal title.


  Sergeant Brent came back with the ID wallets. He was lanky, with red hair and a freckled face. He seemed young for his job. He put the photocopies on Roscoe’s desk and handed the originals back to their owners. His forearms below his uniform shirt’s short sleeves were covered by a wild tangle of red hair. Even his fingers were freckled.


  “Any chance we could get a cup of coffee?” Gaspar asked him.


  Brent looked to his boss. Roscoe nodded.


  “How do you like it?” Brent asked.


  “Four sugars,” Gaspar said.


  Brent looked horrified, as if no real man, let alone an FBI Special Agent, would so pollute a cup of joe.


  “What?” Gaspar said. “I have a sweet tooth. Something wrong with that?”


  Brent seemed to realize Gaspar was baiting him. He grinned, and Gaspar added, “And maybe a couple of jelly donuts?”


  Brent laughed out loud. Roscoe sat quiet. Brent turned to Kim for her order. She said, “You wouldn’t have chicory coffee, would you?”


  His freckled face reflected genuine sorrow. “I wish we did, ma’am,” he said. “I haven’t had chicory since my Louisiana grandma died.”


  “Don’t worry. Regular black will be fine for me.”


  As if to compensate for his chicory failure, Brent asked, “Want a jelly donut, too?”


  “You’re a bad influence, I can tell,” she said. He bowed his head shyly. He was just a kid. Early twenties, max. She said, “But if only all men were so thoughtful,” and shot a mock glare at Gaspar.


  “You’re killing me, boss,” Gaspar said.


  Brent left, and Roscoe said, “OK, you made a friend there. Mission accomplished. Nicely done. But I’m older and wiser. How can I help you?”


  No one spoke, and Brent brought the coffee and donuts and left again, closing the door quietly behind him. Kim lifted her mug and took a deep, appreciative whiff before she sipped and held on for a second sip.


  “How can I help you?” Roscoe asked again.


  “This is great coffee,” Kim said, still stalling. She flashed through what she knew about Roscoe, searching for a non-threatening opening.


  Gaspar picked the wrong one.


  He asked, “You got kids?”


  The question pushed Roscoe’s hot button. Kim saw it happen. Roscoe’s carotid pulse thumped hard on the side of her neck. Kim counted twenty-five beats in ten seconds, 150 beats a minute. Fast, like she was sprinting toward a fire.


  Professional tone steady, Roscoe said, “Look, if you’re going to be in town a while, you can take me out for a drink after work one day and try your very best bonding techniques. But until then, I’m busy, as I believe I mentioned. So don’t try to butter me up. If you’ve got some bad news, just hop right to it, OK?”


  Kim responded before Gaspar could jump the rails again. She said, “This is not a law enforcement visit, Chief. We’re hoping you can give us some direction, that’s all. Because we don’t know where to start, actually. We’re looking for information.”


  As bland as possible, just a favor, one officer to another.


  Roscoe asked, “What kind of information do you need?”


  Kim saw wariness in those big, dark eyes. Pulse still pounding. But tone not so hostile. Maybe a little progress.


  “Agent Gaspar and I are assigned to the FBI Specialized Personnel Task Force.”


  “Which is what?”


  Roscoe’s pulse slowed a few beats. Kim counted twenty in ten seconds. Still rapid, but better. Like calming any wild thing, Kim sought to lull through non-threatening routine. Since 9/11, law enforcement personnel never resisted any halfway plausible FBI request, whether they understood its basis or not. Few outside the agency knew its inner workings or expected transparency in the relentless war on terror.


  “We conduct candidate background investigations. It’s our job to build the file. Supplement sketchy records. Get a clear picture. So the folks upstairs can make informed decisions.”


  “I was asking what kind of specialized personnel you’re dealing with.”


  Still wary. Had this woman been burned before? Kim counted fifteen pulse beats in ten seconds. Better.


  “Potential candidates to serve in situations where no current FBI expertise exists.”


  “Such as?”


  Roscoe was pressing harder than cops usually did. Kim might have done the same, but only if she had something to hide. She said, “I can’t speak for the entire SPTF, but I’ve worked up files for interpreters of uncommon languages, for example. Or forensic accountants in niche businesses. Or scientists who can identify obscure chemicals. Things that don’t require permanent expertise inside the bureau.”


  “Routine, then.”


  “Mostly.”


  Roscoe nodded. She didn’t ask why the FBI had failed to make an appointment to see her. There should have been an appointment, if the meeting was routine. Instead she said, “I gather these candidates don’t have security clearances already?”


  Which was an astute question. Reacher had a security clearance once, according to his file. Beverly Roscoe and Lamont Finlay had one, too. As did Daniel Trent, Roscoe’s husband, for that matter.


  “Usually not,” Kim replied. She watched the pulse in Roscoe’s neck now at a steady five to six beats in ten seconds. Resting pulse rate lower than fifty-five under normal conditions. Good for a woman of Roscoe’s age.


  As a test, Kim added, “When an existing security clearance is available, it makes our job easier, of course. Then all we need to do is update.”


  The pulse jumped to one-twenty again. Whatever Roscoe concealed burrowed deep into its hiding place, but it didn’t feel safe there.


  “As I said, I’m happy to help if I can,” Roscoe said. Then she hesitated, just slightly, but Kim noticed the held breath before the question. “Who is it you’re interested in?”


  Kim glanced at Gaspar. He signaled agreement with a slight nod. They’d get nowhere with Chief Roscoe today unless they could shake her loose a little. If they had to come back another time, she’d have her answers sanded to smooth uselessness.


  Now or never.


  “We’ve been asked to conduct a background check on an army veteran,” Kim said, slowly, watching Roscoe’s demeanor closely. Almost like the children’s game of hot, hot, cold, but the method depended less on what Roscoe said and more on how she reacted. Standard interview techniques Kim had applied a thousand times. If Roscoe was worried about anyone not an army veteran, she should relax a bit.


  But she didn’t relax.


  Gaspar bluffed. “We know he came to Margrave about fifteen years ago. Maybe he lives here now. Law enforcement might have had some contact with him.”


  Pulse elevated and steady at one-twenty. Something Gaspar had said had alarmed Chief Roscoe further. Good.


  Roscoe said, “Our population has grown quite a bit because of sprawl out of Atlanta. But I’d know anyone who’s lived here more than a few months. What’s his name?”


  The way she inquired, the tension she carried in her eyes and shoulders, the timing, her failure to breathe. Pulse at one-twenty-five. Very concerned. But the greater Atlanta area boasted a significant veteran population. She could be worried about someone else entirely.


  But Kim had noted that fifteen men were referenced in the materials received from the boss. And only two women: Reacher’s mother, now dead two decades.


  And the first source: Beverly Roscoe.


  Not identified by her married name, either. Roscoe, not Trent. The name she had when Reacher swept through Margrave. The name she still used on every official record. In an old-fashioned small town where everybody knew she was Mrs. Trent.


  Kim set her coffee mug on the table between her chair and Gaspar’s. She wiped her hands. She reached into her pocket for the photograph.


  “Here, let me show you,” Kim said, as she lifted her gaze directly to Roscoe’s face, watching for nuanced micro movements, lowering her voice to focus Roscoe’s full attention while she revealed the photo, and she said, “The man’s name is Jack Reacher.”


  Roscoe’s face aged instantly. The formal smile she’d worn a moment before vanished along with all vitality from those enormous eyes. Her expression became both vacant and horrified.


  A full second passed. Maybe two. Roscoe continued to stare at the altered photo of Jack Reacher. Her pulse was erratic, racing.


  And then she started to cry.


  


  Chapter Seven


  TEARS FLOODED ROSCOE’S EYES. One rolled down her cheek before she grabbed a tissue. The tears kept on coming. Her chin quivered. She took a deep ragged breath, and another. Still the tears fell. She swiveled her chair around, turning her back on Kim and Gaspar, hiding her face. They could hear her rhythmic breathing, struggling to regain control.


  She was like the hundreds of crime victims Kim had interviewed after unimaginable, tragic, deeply personal disasters. What the hell had Reacher done to her? Nothing in Reacher’s file reflected violence against women, although he was certainly capable of it. The bastard. Why hadn’t she considered that Reacher might have hurt this woman?


  Kim glanced toward Gaspar. Blatant emotion had not been on his list of expected reactions, either. What should they do now? Gaspar didn’t seem to have a clue.


  Roscoe’s deep breaths continued a minute or two until she finally composed herself and turned around to face them once again. Her eyes were clear and her chin was strong. She smiled weakly and took a sip of coffee, stalling, maybe steadying her voice.


  “I’m sorry,” Roscoe said, a little catch in her tone. She sipped and swallowed again, and regained her self-control.


  “No, Chief Roscoe, I’m the one who’s sorry,” Kim said. “I didn’t know. Truly. I had no idea Reacher’s photograph would upset you so much. I sincerely apologize.”


  Roscoe’s brows arched and she tilted her head and jutted her chin, like a dog identifying the source of a distant sound. Her lips lifted slightly at one corner, amused.


  She’s laughing at me now? Kim felt played. But she didn’t understand the game. Heat rose in her chest.


  Roscoe said, “Reacher’s not here. You’ve wasted your time, I’m afraid.”


  Gaspar said, “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a cop cry when shown a missing persons photo, Chief Roscoe. In fact, I think this is a first for me. How about you, Agent Otto?”


  “A first for me, too,” Kim snapped.


  Roscoe replied with a little sarcasm of her own. “Sorry. Really shocking, my behavior. Seeing as how you’ve been so upfront with me. So I should definitely have been more helpful.”


  Gaspar didn’t let up. “So you’re refusing to cooperate with an FBI investigation?”


  Roscoe’s back was up now, too. “Look, you barge into my town, into my office. Unannounced. Unexpected. Lie to me. You knew Reacher wasn’t here when you asked me, didn’t you? I don’t owe you anything.”


  Quietly, Kim asked, “What caused you to cry? What did Reacher do to you?”


  Roscoe took a breath, and another, and said, “Not that it’s any of your business, but I got emotional because, well, I was … relieved.”


  “I’m lost,” Gaspar said. “Some guy assaults you, or worse, and you’re relieved that we think he might be back in your jurisdiction?”


  Roscoe said, “He didn’t assault me. And I’m relieved because the FBI thinks he’s still alive. I haven’t heard from him since he left Margrave.”


  “You expected to hear from him?” Kim asked.


  Gaspar seemed to get it, too. “You knew him well, then?”


  Roscoe hesitated too long.


  Kim could almost see her rejecting one reply after another. Why so much concern over what to say about a drifter who passed through her jurisdiction briefly more than a decade ago?


  Finally, Roscoe offered a weak, “I knew him well enough.”


  Which made perfect sense and no sense at all. So that’s the way it was. Followed swiftly by, But how could that be true?


  “Where did you meet him?” Gaspar asked.


  Roscoe’s pleasant expression returned. She’d collected her poise once again. Kim felt the momentum shift to Roscoe. She would cooperate, but only on her terms. Whatever those terms might be.


  “In the interview room across the hall in the old station.” Roscoe tilted her head in that direction. She grinned. “I took his fingerprints and his mug shot after he was arrested.”


  Gaspar looked surprised. “Our files don’t contain any arrest records.”


  “No arrest records?” Roscoe’s desk phone rang. “Hard to believe the FBI missed something like that.” She glanced down to see where the call came from and then ignored it.


  “We’ll need copies,” Gaspar said. “Can we get them now, while we’re here?”


  Roscoe feigned chagrin. “Afraid not. We had a fire. The station and everything in it was destroyed, unfortunately.”


  Gaspar ran his hand through his hair. He looked as peeved as Kim had felt a few moments before. “What was he arrested for?”


  “Something he didn’t do.”


  Not likely, Kim thought. If Reacher was arrested for anything, he’d done ten times worse and not been caught. Reacher was the kind of guy who solved all problems as permanently as possible.


  Roscoe’s phone kept on ringing. A low, insistent buzz. Two, three, four, five times.


  Gaspar pressed on. “What didn’t he do?”


  The phone kept buzzing. Someone really wanted Chief Roscoe to pick up that receiver.


  “Murder,” Roscoe said.


  Kim wasn’t surprised. An army-trained expert killer prowling under all available radar for fifteen solid years, invisible even to the mighty FBI. What else had Reacher been doing besides murder? That was the relevant question. Gaspar looked equally skeptical. He’d read the same file Kim had. No way would he believe Reacher innocent of murder, either.


  Maybe disappointed in their reaction, Roscoe offered something that did astonish. “And then he saved my life, too.”


  Roscoe smiled at their surprise. Finally she picked up her phone. She said, “Yes, Brent?” And then her smile died. She said, “What?” All business now. Short concise questions, longer periods of listening. Controlled. No tears. “He’s sure? When?” Concentration, closed eyes, deep furrows in her brow. “OK, call crime scene, paramedics and medical examiner, too. Phones only. Keep listeners out as long as we can.”


  Roscoe stood up, rested the receiver against her shoulder with her chin to free her hands, patted her waist in two places, one where her gun would be holstered and the other where her badge would likely rest. She said, “Good plan. Both in the air?” She looked around for a cell phone, found it, picked it up, and dropped it into her jacket pocket. She put the phone down and picked up her car keys. She glanced across the desk and said, “My sergeant, the one who didn’t come in today? He’s been killed.” Her voice was soft, but the rest of her behavior was purely professional. “So can we pick this up later?” she asked, on her way to the door.


  Gaspar moved fast. “We could ride along, like a couple of extra hands. If you like. Purely informal.”


  Roscoe hesitated, pinched the bridge of her nose between her eyes again, breathed deep. Then she said, “Yes, that would be great.”


  Before Kim had a chance to say anything at all, Gaspar headed out, Blazer keys in hand. “I’ll drive. You can brief us as we go. Have Brent bring your car out.”


  Roscoe followed close behind, issuing instructions to Brent along the way.


  Kim remained seated in the abandoned man-cave. She checked her watch again to confirm the timing. She collected Reacher’s photo from Roscoe’s desk and looked around to be sure she hadn’t forgotten anything.


  No reason to rush. Plenty of reasons not to. For the first time in eight hours she felt she finally understood where this assignment was going.


  


  Chapter Eight


  ROSCOE AND GASPAR WERE already belted into the front seats of the Blazer. The engine was running, the air conditioning was blasting, and the left rear door was open. Kim stepped up into the back seat half a second before Gaspar took off. She didn’t fall out, so maybe she was getting used to his style. He drove as fast as he could without a bubble light to clear traffic, straight back the way they had come less than an hour ago. They’d reach the interstate in about fourteen minutes.


  “The deceased is Sergeant Harry Black,” Gaspar said, glancing into the rearview mirror to meet her eyes, catching her up on what he’d heard while waiting. “Shot and killed at home. With his own gun. By his wife, Sylvia.”


  “Did you know him well?” Kim asked Roscoe.


  “Since we were kids,” Roscoe said. “Harry Black grew up here. He’s worked in our department about five years, I guess. Second marriage. Sylvia worked as a secretary in our shop a while. That’s how they met. Married three years or so.”


  “So what happened today?” Gaspar asked.


  “You were there when I took the call. I have limited data. Sylvia called nine-one-one at eleven twenty-eight a.m. I haven’t heard the tape yet. At some point, we’ll get a copy and a transcript. I’m told she said, quote, ‘I shot him. He’s dead. I just couldn’t take him anymore.’ The operator asked her all the appropriate questions, and Sylvia just repeated those three sentences over and over again. She hasn’t uttered another word.”


  “Anybody at the scene?” Gaspar asked.


  “At the time of the shooting? I don’t know. But now, yes. The nine-one-one service here is routed through Atlanta. The operator called Georgia Highway Patrol first. Maybe not sure who had jurisdiction out at Harry’s. Could have been the County Sheriff. Both of us are at least twenty miles away. GHP had a car fairly close. They called us.”


  Roscoe’s voice had a slight edge to it, Kim thought.


  Gaspar asked, “Something wrong with calling the GHP?”


  “Not by itself, no.”


  “What, then?” Kim asked.


  Roscoe turned around in her seat. She met Kim’s gaze with a steady stare. She said, “GHP is a professional organization. They’ve got good officers and good training. Just like the FBI, I’m sure.”


  “But?”


  “But their jurisdiction is mostly crime on the highway system. You should know that’s different from murder of a small town cop. And they ride one man per car, so they have to call in for backup. And they use radio to communicate. And people listen in and show up. Which causes problems. Things can get out of hand in terms of crowd control.”


  Kim nodded. She’d handled more than her share of homicides, gang violence, domestic assaults. Law enforcement was a dangerous job everywhere, especially for women. The last thing Roscoe needed was chaos at the crime scene.


  Gaspar asked, “How soon would you have heard if the nine-one-one dispatcher had called you first?”


  “Within a couple of minutes, probably.”


  “Literally?”


  “More or less,” Roscoe said. “Two minutes would have done it.”


  “Eleven twenty-eight plus two is eleven-thirty exactly,” Gaspar said, and he met his partner’s reflected gaze again. Kim nodded back.


  Gaspar saw it too.


  The Black Road intersection was about two miles shy of the interstate. Roscoe told Gaspar to turn left, southwest, onto the dirt road. About fifty feet in the road became a mess of washboard grading, dust, and previous washouts. Gaspar slowed the Blazer to forty, which still bounced them around more than Kim found comfortable. She asked, “What did the GHP officer find when he arrived at the crime scene?”


  Roscoe said, “Sylvia came out onto the porch with her hands on her head before the GHP guy got out of his car. She didn’t say anything to him.”


  “Textbook,” Gaspar said. “For a perp, I mean.”


  “She worked with us a while and her husband was a cop. She knew what to do.” Roscoe peered ahead down the narrow alley between the Georgia pines. Kim could see nothing worth the stare.


  Gaspar asked, “And then?”


  “The GHP guy put her in handcuffs, confirmed Harry was dead, called for backup, medical examiner, crime scene, and paramedics.”


  “And then he called Officer Brent,” Gaspar said.


  “All using the radio,” Kim said.


  “Right.”


  “Anybody question Mrs. Black since GHP arrived?” Kim asked.


  “She’s not talking. We’ll arrest her, take her back to our station. And go from there. Once we see what’s going on.”


  Gaspar concentrated on navigating the deserted country road around its multiple hazards. All three of them were bounced around in their seats. Gaspar said, “I remember Margrave as a pretty well maintained place for a rural community. Lots of newer buildings and fresh paint when I was here last.”


  “Things change,” Roscoe said, a little coldly.


  “Just asking. Nothing personal.”


  Roscoe didn’t smile. She just stared on down the dusty road. Looking for what, Kim didn’t know. There was nothing to see. Piney woods either side of the road hid everything beyond its ditches.


  Kim asked, “What did Sylvia mean by not being able to take him anymore? Is she claiming abuse and self-defense?”


  Roscoe said, “Hard to say before I talk to her. Crazy talk, possibly.”


  Gaspar glanced back again and met Kim’s gaze with a look that confirmed Kim’s impression. Harry was abusive. Kim had no use for a wife-beater. None. Even less use for friends and co-workers who covered up. She wondered whether Harry was a drunken abuser or just a power tripper control freak. And whether battered spouse defense was a legal excuse for murder in Georgia.


  Roscoe said, “About five more miles, I think. Harry’s family owned this land for generations. He built the house himself about twenty-five years ago. He liked being away from people. He said the quiet was restful.”


  Gaspar looked back at Kim again. She wondered if he was thinking the same thing: Rest in Hell, Harry. You sick bastard.


  


  Chapter Nine


  THEY DROVE ON. The car bounced and lurched, hitting potholes with regularity. Kim said, “Chief, we need to know about Reacher. Whatever you can tell us. Whatever you know. We need to find him. It’s important.”


  It seemed to take Roscoe a couple of seconds to switch her mind back to Reacher. She asked, “What do you want him for?”


  “He’s a potentially valuable asset. The FBI is telling you it needs him. Whose side are you on?”


  Roscoe turned and stared a long time directly into Kim’s face. Still wary. Maybe searching for some hint that Kim could be trusted. The Blazer hit a big pothole. Roscoe smacked her head on the roof. She raised her hand to rub the sore spot, and glanced out the back window and realized where they were.


  “Back up,” she said to Gaspar, and she pointed to a mailbox so obscured by weeds and kudzu only a previous visitor could find it. “The house is about a mile down that driveway you just passed.”


  Deep dents marred every surface of the mailbox. Once painted white, now veined with rusty cracks, it dangled from its thick re-rod pole, held by a single remaining U-bolt and the grasping kudzu. The door to the mailbox was missing completely. “It wasn’t like that the last time I was here,” Roscoe said.


  “When was that?” Kim asked.


  “Couple of years ago, I guess. Maybe longer. Before they were married, I think.”


  “Looks like extreme mailbox baseball,” Gaspar said. “Kids in a car with a bat. Vandalism, in other words. A federal crime, actually. If memory serves, two-hundred-fifty-thousand dollar fine and three years in prison for each offense. And each blow counts as a separate offense.”


  Kim asked Roscoe, “Was Black targeted in some way? Kids would have to be pretty determined to come all the way out here just to beat the snot out of a mailbox for the fun of it.”


  “I didn’t hear anything about it,” Roscoe said. “I don’t know.”


  The Blazer’s tires bounced from one hole to the next. Dead skunk perfume came in through the air vents. Kim held her breath. Then she saw a good-sized dirt lot and a pea-gravel driveway full of two GHP cruisers, two marked Margrave squad cars, an unmarked sedan with a portable bubble light on the dash, and a county ambulance. A coat of red dust already covered them all.


  Kim asked, “Anything special you want us to do?”


  Roscoe paused a moment and said, “Do whatever you think you should, I guess. I’ll catch up with you inside. Check in before you leave and we’ll see where we are.”


  Then she said, “We’ll talk more about Reacher later. After I get this situation sorted out. OK?”


  Kim watched as Roscoe followed a line of cracked sandstone slate pavers by taking a little hop from one to the next and over the dirt between them, like she was crossing stones in a running stream. Withered plants filled cracked red-dirt beds along each side of the pavers. Uncut yard weeds thrived, impersonating a lawn. Thirty feet ahead a frame shotgun style house rested on a cement block foundation. Its metal roof reflected the glare of the sun. Between the roof and the foundation were four windows cut into the walls, all grimy. A porch ran the twenty-foot width of the house. On one end, a gray weathered bench swing hung crooked on a rusty chain, and on the other end sat two white plastic dollar-store rockers with an overflowing ash tray between them.


  Roscoe stepped over the last weed gap, up the single plank step to the porch, and entered the house through the open front door.


  Kim stayed where she was.


  Gaspar, too, seemed momentarily transfixed.


  “What a hole,” he said. “My wife would never have moved out here in a million years. What kind of woman lives like this?”


  “The killing kind, apparently,” Kim said. She reached into her bag and found her camera. Then she opened her door and stepped onto the hard red ground.


  The first thing she noticed was the quiet noonday, bizarrely still. She was a city girl. Noise was normal; quiet was not.


  Out in the woods, no one can hear you scream.


  “Did you know?” she asked.


  “Know what?” Gaspar said.


  “Why he gave us the eleven-thirty deadline. Why he put us in that room at that time.”


  “You don’t trust me, do you?”


  “He wanted us to be there when the call came in. He wanted us out here at the crime scene. That how you read it?”


  “Yes,” Gaspar said.


  “What about Reacher?”


  “Reacher’s irrelevant.”


  “To what? This homicide? Or is the whole assignment bogus?”


  He shrugged. “You’re number one. You figure it out.”


  She could feel sweat above her lip. She couldn’t figure it out. She hated that. She said, “Take pictures, OK? And don’t be obvious about it.”


  If Gaspar resented her orders, he didn’t show it. He just turned back to the Blazer and got his own camera. She watched him from behind her sunglasses.


  Was he limping? FBI field agents didn’t limp. Physical fitness was one of the basic requirements of the job. Definitely no limping allowed. She reached up and dabbed the sweat from her lip, and then she headed for the house, matching Gaspar’s longer stride step for step. As they walked his limp became less pronounced. Maybe it was just a cramp.


  Maybe she could rely on him.


  Only one choice.


  


  Chapter Ten


  INSIDE THE HOUSE THE TINY HALLWAY was full of people and full of familiar muted crime scene sounds. Then one guy moved right and another moved left and Kim got a clear line of sight into a messy bedroom. Time stood still, like a single freeze frame in a video.


  Harry Black’s body was face down on bloody sheets, right where his faithful bride had shot him seven times less than two hours ago.


  Not a chance.


  Complete bullshit.


  Kim smelled him even over the skunk perfume. She saw the rigor and the lividity from all the way across the room. Every professional in the house had to know Harry Black had been dead a lot longer than two hours. The GHP trooper must have known when he called in the homicide.


  People shifted again, blocking her view. The freeze frame ended. The video moved on. Gaspar looked at her and nodded. He had seen it too. The interior of the building matched its exterior for bleakness. There were four rooms. A total of maybe 800 square feet. Lots of pine, lots of gaps and warps. The living room had two worn recliners and a 60-inch flat screen TV. There were fashion magazines on a folding table. The windows were opaque with dirt.


  Gaspar had moved farther into the house, observing everything, just as she was. He was taking pictures from time to time.


  Of what?


  Am I missing something?


  Kim recalled Gaspar’s question. What kind of woman had chosen to live in this place? She glanced toward the kitchen and saw the answer right there.


  Mrs. Sylvia Black sat on one of the two kitchen chairs, head down. Cuffed hands hung between her knees. She held her palms together, rhythmically opening and closing each set of matched fingers, one set at a time, like a metronome, counting.


  Counting what?


  She had a recent manicure. She had perfectly shaped nails, quite short, painted pastel pink. She had a large square onyx ring with a silver cable around it on her right index finger, and a smaller turquoise ring by the same designer on her right pinky. She was wearing the kind of black patent sandals that fashionable women covet, and she had a fresh pedicure. Her toenails were polished deep purple. Her yellow silk blouse had a pink and green designer’s monogram. Dark silk slacks tapered smartly down her calf, where an ankle bracelet sat near a yellow rose tattoo.


  Then someone made a noise and Sylvia’s head snapped up, eyes darted wildly. Kim saw dark beauty, enhanced by skillful makeup. Sylvia’s eyes met Kim’s, and then she lowered her gaze to the floor and began her finger tapping again.


  Kim reached into her pocket and pulled out her camera. She framed the shot and said, “Sylvia?”


  The woman looked up and saw the camera. She squared her shoulders, raised her chin, and smiled, revealing bright white teeth offset by shimmering pink lip gloss.


  She was posing.


  Kim switched the camera to video mode and followed her gut.


  “I love your shoes,” she said. “Jimmy Choos, right? They look great on you.”


  Girlfriends.


  “Thank you,” Sylvia replied, holding her leg out in front, the better to display her stylish footwear. “These are my favorites.” She looked up into Kim’s face again. “Want to try them? Your foot’s really tiny, though.”


  “I’d better not,” Kim said, as if the refusal cost her a lot. “They wouldn’t like it.”


  They.


  Us and them.


  Girlfriends.


  Sylvia pressed her lips into a firm line, nodded as if to say she understood, and lowered her head again.


  Kim asked, “So what happened here?”


  Sylvia looked up again. Unsmiling this time, but not distraught. Not like she’d just killed a man whose body still lay in her marriage bed. “I’m not supposed to talk about it. I shot him. I couldn’t take him anymore. That’s all I’m allowed to say.”


  “Who told you that?”


  “I’m not allowed to say.”


  “Well, aside from his horrible taste in interior design, what was wrong with him?”


  Sylvia smiled. She didn’t seem to grasp her situation. Maybe there was something wrong with her. Mentally. “I’m not allowed to say,” she repeated, smiling sadly now, as if she had much more she wanted to say, if only she was allowed to, which she wasn’t.


  “Did he hurt you? Do something to you?” Kim continued to record. Sylvia knew she was being filmed, but didn’t seem to mind. She didn’t ask for a lawyer or object to the questions. But she didn’t offer any information, either.


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  Was that a confession? Remorse generally followed when wives killed their husbands, in Kim’s experience.


  “About what?” Kim asked.


  “That I’m not allowed to say anything.”


  Kim heard another car outside. “When do you think you’ll be able to tell us what happened?”


  Sylvia asked a question of her own. “What time is it?”


  Kim looked at her watch. “It’s one o’clock, give or take.”


  “Maybe later this afternoon,” Sylvia said.


  “Why then?” Kim saw Sergeant Brent and another Margrave cop come in.


  “I’m just not allowed to say.” Silvia returned her gaze to the floor, and began her finger tapping again. Kim filmed the ritual for a full minute, but Silvia didn’t look up again.


  “I’ll catch up with you later,” Kim said.


  No response.


  Kim slipped into the bedroom for a closer look. The master suite contained two rooms. She checked them quickly before focusing on the body. Both were lined in rough pine planks like the rest of the house. There was a small bathroom on one side, and a small closet on the other. The closet was open. It held three empty wire hangers on the rod, and two men’s sneaker boxes on the shelf above, and dry cleaning bags and paper shoulder covers on the floor.


  The bathroom was barely large enough for a shower stall, a sink and a toilet. The shower curtain was moldy and stained by iron-rich water. The toilet was running, porcelain cracked. The bedroom itself had a fourteen-inch oval mirror hung too high for Sylvia Black. A ceiling fan hung in the middle of the room, not turning. One jalousie window with frosted panes provided weak natural light.


  But the bed itself was the main attraction. It filled most of the room. It was just a queen mattress on a box spring. No headboard or footboard. There was about two feet of space all the way around the bed. There was a beige cotton blanket tangled up in sheets that might once have been white once. There were three pillows with cases in the same yellowed percale as the sheets. There was not as much blood as there might have been.


  Kim noticed everything: the blood, the smell, Black’s pallor and the blue bruises unmistakably creeping up his sides from where he lay on his stomach, rigid with full rigor. She was certain he’d been dead more than ten hours. Probably closer to fifteen. But absolutely, positively, most definitely more than two.


  She memorized his position. She’d need a recent photograph to know anything about his face. The bullets had gone right through. They were buried in the wall planks. Kim thought about the difficulty of removing them for evidence.


  Black’s left arm was bent at the elbow, his hand resting near his face. A thin gold band encircled his ring finger. Not a symbol of love and fidelity in his case, clearly. His right arm was bent palm up. His legs were splayed.


  Kim counted the entry wounds: seven visible. Two in his head. One in each of his four limbs at the elbow and knee joints, and the seventh at the base of his spine.


  Out in the woods, no one can hear you scream.


  Next Kim checked the kitchen and noted the camper stove, the small refrigerator, and the dirty sink. She opened the cabinets and saw plastic dishes and plastic glasses that might have been yard sale bargains ten years ago. One cabinet held canned food, mostly soup and beans, with a few cans of sausage. Stuff that would last a good long while, she guessed.


  The refrigerator was just as sparsely stocked. Three bottles of beer, some orange cheese, some yellow mustard. Some catsup, half a jar of sweet pickles. Nothing that would sustain a human soul.


  Kim found Gaspar waiting on the porch.


  “Now what, number one?” he asked.


  She said, “Did you know that a hummingbird consumes more than four times its weight in food every day?”


  “What?”


  “Try and keep up, okay? We tiny Asian women eat like birds.”


  One beat. Two. Then he got it. He grinned.


  “You see all that and still want to eat?” he said. “You’re cool.”


  Home run.


  She said, “I saw a diner on the county road. Maybe they’ll have something that won’t give us a disease. But let’s walk around the house, first. Outside. I don’t want to miss anything. I’m hoping I never have to come back here again.”


  “I hear ya, sister.”


  They stepped down off the porch together and walked the outside perimeter. The side and back lawns were in the same condition as the front. Cracked, dried, mostly bare red dirt, a few dead weeds for color. There was one outbuilding in the rear yard, clearly constructed by the same inept craftsman as the house. The outbuilding had never been painted and weather had grayed the pine boards. It was nothing but a three-sided box with a wall from back to front that divided port from starboard. On the left side was a clothes washer and a dryer probably purchased when Reagan was president. On the right side was a ten-year-old Ford Taurus, sun-faded, beat-up, run-down. The driver’s door was slightly ajar.


  Kim used her jacket sleeve and pushed the door fully open. The dome light came on inside. A bell warned that a key was in the ignition. The odometer showed 156,324 miles. On the passenger seat was an expensive designer handbag. Gaspar whistled, low and appreciative.


  “Look at that, would you?” he said. “That thing’s worth way more than the car. More than the house. Hell, more than the land, too, I’ll bet.”


  “How do you know so much about handbags, Agent Gaspar?”


  “I’ve got a wife and four daughters. I mentioned that, right?” He grinned at her. “Did I also mention we’re all big soccer fans? You know who David Beckham is?”


  Beckham wasn’t one of the top ten most wanted terrorists this week, so no, she didn’t recognize the name. But she didn’t say that.


  “The soccer genius with the gorgeous wife, Victoria?”


  Kim shook her head.


  “Victoria Beckham is a very beautiful and fashionable woman and a huge fan of all things Hermes. She has quite a collection. To the tune of about $2 million worth, according to my oldest daughter. Including a birthday present in the same style as this one here, that her husband reportedly purchased for north of $150,000.”


  “Assuming it’s not fake,” Kim said.


  “Even a fake would cost more than I’ll bring home this week after Uncle Sam takes his cut.” He opened the glove box and pushed a yellow button. The trunk lid released.


  Kim walked around to the back of the car and used her jacket sleeve to push the trunk lid up. “So, if the handbag is worth so much, how much do you suppose these four pieces of matching luggage would set you back?”


  Gaspar said nothing. Just took pictures of the luggage. Maybe to show his daughter, Kim thought. Then from behind them Chief Roscoe said, “I’d appreciate copies of those pictures. Unless you’d prefer to hand over the camera.”


  Gaspar slipped the camera into his pocket. Kim didn’t look up. She said, “Sure. No problem. We may want to look at your evidence, too. We can exchange when it’s convenient for you.”


  Roscoe didn’t back down. “I assume this trunk lid was already open when you got here and you haven’t violated anybody’s rights by opening it without a warrant.”


  “I love a cat fight,” Gaspar said, loud enough only for Kim to hear.


  Kim looked at Roscoe, square in the eye, and said, “I’m guessing this luggage and the other contents of this vehicle belong to your suspect. I didn’t know Harry Black, but he doesn’t seem like the luxury leather goods type to me.”


  “No,” Roscoe said. “He wasn’t. You’re right.”


  “Or rich.”


  “He wasn’t that either.”


  “And the way it looks is that Mrs. Black was packed, dressed, and ready to go. She waited until her husband was asleep. And then she shot and killed him. The question is why she didn’t go ahead and leave at that point. Why did she call 911 and turn herself in? That doesn’t make any sense. She’s maybe a little crazy, maybe out of touch with reality somewhat, but she’s well oriented to time and place, as the psychiatrists say.”


  “How do you know?” Roscoe said.


  “I talked to her.”


  Gaspar said, “And she didn’t kill him a couple of hours before we got here, either. Based on the lividity and rigor and the smell of decomp, I’m guessing he’d been dead eight hours or more when we arrived. There could be a federal crime here. We could call Atlanta, if you want. We could get some agents out here to take over.”


  “Or not,” Kim said. “It’s up to you. You can take Sylvia Black as a murdering wife and process her for homicide and use this evidence of flight to support premeditation and we can get back to our assignment.”


  Roscoe was considering her options. Kim recognized the signs. Eventually Roscoe said, “We’ll take it from here. We need to finish up with the scene and then I’d like to talk to you. Tonight. Or tomorrow. How can I reach you?”


  “We’re going to eat,” Kim said. “Our cell numbers are on the business cards we gave you earlier. Call us when you’re finished here and we’ll meet you at your office or somewhere else in town. How’s that?”


  “Sounds good,” Roscoe said, offering the firm, cool handshake she’d extended previously, but this time she offered it with more sincerity. “I appreciate the help. We’re a small department. We don’t get a lot of trouble. Some drugs. Meth mostly. A few robberies to finance the drugs. Some domestic battery on Saturday nights. And that’s about it. We’re a little out of our depth today.”


  Kim appreciated the effort to make nice, even though Roscoe was more than just a little out of her depth and she knew it. That fact was obvious to the least sophisticated observer. But Kim would never have made such an admission in Roscoe’s shoes. Or any other shoes.


  “It’s going to rain,” Roscoe said, and walked away.


  “She’ll call us,” Gaspar said. “Right after she checks us out with Atlanta.”


  “That’s what I would do,” Kim said. “Wouldn’t you?”


  Gaspar grinned. “Of course I would.”


  Kim’s stomach growled. “Good thing Asian women don’t weigh much. If I don’t get real food pretty soon, you may have to carry me when I faint.”


  “Then we’d better hurry. We Cubans are not that chivalrous,” he said, as fat raindrops started to fall.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  A SOLID WALL OF RAIN overwhelmed the Blazer all the way down the country road. Gaspar turned the wipers to their fastest speed, but they didn’t do much. Headlights on bright showed nothing but a curtain of water dead ahead.


  “There,” Kim said, pointing at a dull gleam of aluminum. A sun-faded sign out front of the place said Eno’s Diner in letters the size of garbage cans.


  “Got it, boss.” She saw exhaustion around his eyes and pain in the lines that etched his face. He pulled the Blazer into the lot. The only other vehicle was a green Saturn. He drove as close to the door as he could get and turned the engine off. They sat for a moment listening to the rain hammering on the roof.


  Then they ran. She got there first. Was he still limping? She wrenched the door open, and they fell inside and back in time about sixty years.


  Eno’s Diner resembled a converted railroad car. Retro. Like American Graffiti. There should have been table-side jukeboxes in the booths loaded with Elvis and Jerry Lee Lewis records. Maybe Ray Charles singing Georgia, or even that sad old dude, Blind Blake, considering the location.


  The place was narrow, with a long counter on one side, and booths lining the opposite wall, and a kitchen off the back. The doorway was in the center where one of the booths had been removed. A small sign posted at the cash register immediately ahead said, “Please be seated.” The entrance aisle formed a T intersection from the front door and required a right or left turn to choose a table. Gaspar turned right, walked fifteen feet on checkerboard black and white tile and chose a booth. He sat down hard on the red vinyl upholstered bench, facing the door. Predictable.


  Kim headed straight for the restroom, feeling her shoes squeak as each step pressed water through the soles. Noxious fumes from a pine scented air freshener assaulted her when she pushed the door open. She flipped on the harsh overhead florescent and a roaring fan started up. She performed her tasks briskly while forcing herself to ignore the rust stains and broken toilet seat. She pulled a bit of toilet paper to protect her fingers when she flushed and held the handle down, as the note taped to the tank instructed.


  Then she checked her reflection in the cracked mirror over the sink. “You’re hopeless,” she told the face. “Be careful or you’ll scare small children.” She pressed the water out of her hair with her hands and washed without touching the nasty soap cake and refused to use the wrinkled pull-down cloth towel hanging from its dispenser near the door. She shook her hands by her sides to dry them as best she could, and then drew her fingers up inside her sleeve and pulled the door open to escape.


  She slid onto the bench opposite Gaspar. He was full-on focused watching the diner, the parking lot, everything, like a predatory bird. God, she was tired. What she wouldn’t give for eight hours solid sleep. She’d be a new woman. But food first. She pulled napkins from a chrome holder and used them to dry her hands and pat the rain off her face. There was a two-foot round mirror on the opposite wall. It gave her a decent view of the room behind her. By moving her head slightly she could see the entrance, too. Not perfect. But good enough for government work.


  A waitress walked over and put two laminated menus with curled corners down on the red plastic table top and asked, “Can I bring y’all some coffee while you decide what you want?”


  “Absolutely,” Kim said, without looking up from the menu. One page with pictures of all-American diner food on both sides. Breakfast, lunch, desserts, and drinks. No dinner. No alcohol. No pre-packaged food. Ptomaine, she decided, was a real possibility.


  “Wide selection here,” Gaspar said. “We can get our burgers with or without cheese. Or our cheese with or without burgers.”


  “I didn’t take you for a vegetarian,” Kim said, and the waitress returned with the coffee. “What do you recommend, Mary? And can you leave the pot?”


  Mary’s name was embroidered on her breast pocket. She seemed pleased that Kim had noticed and made the effort. She set the coffee pot down. She said, “I’d have the burger with cheese, lettuce, tomato, and mayo. Fries are good, if you like the crispy thin ones. Dill pickles.”


  “Sold,” Kim said.


  “Make it two,” Gaspar said.


  “Be about fifteen minutes while I get it ready,” Mary told them, taking their menus and heading back to the kitchen to do the cooking.


  “Low margin operation,” Gaspar said. He took the sugar jar and tipped it to pour about two ounces of sugar into the eight ounce cup. Kim wondered how he was going to get half a cup of cream in there, too. She took out her personal smart phone and saw a surprisingly strong signal, considering their location. She brought up a search engine. Typed “Major Jack Reacher” with one thumb. Waited for the search to complete.


  “Figured it out yet?” Gaspar asked.


  “Figured what out?”


  “When exactly Black was shot.”


  “Have you?”


  “He’s not God. He doesn’t know everything.”


  She blinked, shook her head quickly as if to clear the fog inside. “What?”


  “How fast does the boss think?”


  “Pretty damn fast,” Kim said.


  “Exactly. Therefore Black was killed around three this morning. The boss put a plan in place and called us at four, so we’d be here when the call came in.”


  “How did he delay the nine-one-one?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Why did he need us here at all?”


  “I don’t know. You tell me. You’re the brains of the outfit. I thought we had established that already.”


  Kim’s smart phone pinged. She looked at the screen for the results of her search. Nothing. She tried “Jack Reacher, U.S. Army,” and pressed search again.


  She asked, “What else do you know?”


  He shrugged. “Nothing. I know what you know. I got a call. Told to fly to Atlanta, meet you, drive to Margrave. I got encrypted files identical to the four you got, I think, but you’re welcome to read them for yourself. The last one is about you. Name, rank, and serial number. And I’m guessing your last one is the same about me. The assignment is build the Reacher file for some secret project and keep it under the radar. I’m number two, you’re number one. Interview Chief Roscoe first, get to her before eleven-thirty a.m. Met you at the airport. We’ve been together ever since. That’s it.”


  Her phone pinged again. Still no results. She tried one more time, “Reacher, Jack,” and the phone pinged once more. No results. Reacher was a ghost. He didn’t exist. Or her equipment was faulty. She thought about it a couple of seconds and tried a name belonging to an actual flesh and blood person she had seen with her own eyes: Beverly Roscoe.


  She asked, “So is this whole Reacher thing a distraction?”


  “It would be a very elaborate decoy, wouldn’t you say? Four files, and a guy we actually can’t find?”


  “And the dead cop? The one with the killer-pretty wife wearing designer duds and packing pricey luggage? Is he the elaborate decoy instead?”


  “He can’t be.”


  “So how are they connected, Einstein?”


  “I’d say ‘you tell me,’ but given the Vietnamese Inquisition here, I’m guessing you don’t know either. Right?”


  She’d pushed, he shoved. Best defense is strong offense. Typical man. Good. Reactions she understood made her trust him a little more. She’d have been pissed off in his place, but she’d have concealed her anger, which was much more sensible.


  Mary chose that moment to deliver two overflowing blue melamine platters. Kim felt the heat of the food rise up to her face and the mouth-watering aroma started her stomach growling again. “This looks amazing,” she said.


  Mary stood by while Kim and Gaspar examined their meals. Kim pressed the bun, delighted by its freshness. Mary might have just baked it. Burgers juicy, lettuce crisp, ripe tomato as thick as a slice of bread, and a thick raw onion slice she’d remove when Mary turned her back. Plenty of calories to sustain Kim for a week.


  “I added the Vidalia. You would have ordered it if you were from around here. You can take it off, but after you taste it, you won’t want to,” Mary told them, displaying obvious pride in her creation. “Try mustard on the fries. That’s the way I like ‘em. Save room for pie. Lemon ice box. Made it this morning. Can I freshen your coffee?”


  Once she had them settled with their food to her satisfaction, Mary said, “I’m sorry to say this, but we close at three.” She pointed to a round clock above the soda machine behind the counter. It was showing 2:40. “Normally I could stay later, but I’ve got to pick up my boy this afternoon. His daddy can’t make it and I can’t leave him by himself. I don’t mean to rush you, though. Y’all let me know if you need anything else.”


  “We’ll do that,” Gaspar said.


  Kim watched Mary’s reflection as she retreated to her stool near the kitchen where she pulled a yellow pencil from behind her ear and returned to her newspaper puzzle.


  “German inquisition,” she said.


  Gaspar looked up from his food. “What?”


  “I’m no more Vietnamese than you are.”


  “Have you looked in the mirror lately?”


  “Born and raised right here in the U.S. of A. One hundred percent American.”


  “Me, too. So what? I’m still Cuban. And proud of it.”


  “Sure. I get that. That’s my point. I’m still German. Too bad for you. Germans are a lot more stubborn than Vietnamese. We’re more focused, too.”


  “I noticed.”


  She said, “Mary’s right about the Vidalia onion, though. Fair warning: I’m eating it.”


  “Me, too,” he said, and shrugged, as if they were stuck with each other and might as well make the best of it. Mary came back with two slices of lemon pie, a fresh pot of coffee and a new set of issues. “I’m sorry about the rush. If I could stay, I’d do it, really I would. But I just can’t. I brought you the pie on the house to make up for being so rude. And I brought cups if you want to take the coffee to go. Here’s your check,” she said. “I wouldn’t even charge you, but I’d get fired if my boss found out. I hope y’all don’t mind.” Mary’s apology, like everything else about her, was excessive but genuine.


  “No worries,” Kim said. “Really. We’ve got to get on the road, anyway.”


  Gaspar pulled his wallet from his hip pocket. Number Two pays and keeps the expense records. More paperwork Kim didn’t have to do. She was getting to like being Number One. Gaspar rooted around and unearthed a damp, tri-folded hundred from under the billfold flap.


  He said, “I’m sorry. I thought I had something smaller, but my kids must have raided my wallet again.” He flattened the hundred, laid it on top of the check, and handed both to Mary. “It’s old, but it’s still good. I hope you have change?”


  Mary stared at the Franklin as if he’d handed her a dead frog or maybe a live snake. Her face transformed from apologetic to confused to shocked. She squinted out the window checking the parking lot. Only two vehicles were there: the Blazer they’d arrived in and the green Saturn, presumably hers. Both were engulfed in the continuing monsoon.


  “Something wrong?” Gaspar asked.


  “I’m not supposed to make change for a hundred,” Mary said so quietly Kim could barely hear her.


  “I can give you a credit card if you want, but it seems silly to do that for a twelve dollar lunch tab.” His voice trailed off when he, too, noticed Mary was close to panic.


  What the hell?


  Kim wiped the mustard and salt off her fingers with her napkin, reached into her pocket, and took out a twenty she’d gotten from the ATM in Atlanta. She handed it to Mary. “Here. Use this. He can pay me back later.”


  “That’s great. I’ll be right back.” Mary took the twenty, pinching both bills and the check between thumb and forefinger, and rushed off to the kitchen.


  “What do you suppose that was about?” Gaspar asked.


  “Maybe she closed the register already. It’s 2:58, according to their clock.” Kim drank coffee while they waited for Mary’s return with the change. Gaspar remained alert. For what, Kim couldn’t say.


  Mary didn’t come back.


  Gaspar said quietly, “There’s something happening here.”


  Kim looked up, saw nothing new in the mirror. “Where?”


  “GHP cruiser in the lot. Two guys inside, not one. Roscoe said GHP rides one to a car unless they need back up.”


  Kim looked outside and watched the GHP car park between the Blazer and the diner’s door. “Maybe they don’t know the place closes at three.” Both officers exited the car. Burly. At least 6’3” and 250 pounds each. Either end of any decent college football team was smaller. They moved through the rain side by side like they had a purpose. Each one held a shotgun.


  Gaspar said, “I’m guessing they’re not here for the Vidalia onions.”


  “Probably not.”


  “Less than ten seconds. Are you ready?” Gaspar asked.


  She set her cup down. Wiped her hands. Put her napkin on the table. She noticed she’d never picked up her phone after the last internet search and she couldn’t remember whether she’d checked the results. No time for that now. She positioned the phone in the breast pocket of her jacket and pressed the application button to record and send video to the remote FBI server, just in case.


  “I’ll lead. I’d rather not shoot anybody today,” she said, looking out the window. The twin towers seemed to glide through the rain curtain as if a moving sidewalk carried them relentlessly forward instead of their feet.


  Gaspar placed both of his hands on the table top, in full view. She did the same. He asked, “Have you ever shot anybody?”


  Kim didn’t answer. She lifted her gaze to the mirror. Only the trick of reflection and perspective made them seem to grow larger with each step, right?


  The two men entered the diner single file out of necessity. No way two sets of those shoulders could pass through the door frame at the same time, even without the shotguns.


  At the T, they peeled off. One moved toward the kitchen; the other approached, shotgun raised and ready. He stopped across the tile directly parallel to their table, set his legs shoulder width apart as if he was bracing to shoot. He stood out of reach, but left space for Kim and Gaspar to exit the booth and stand. Which they did. Slowly. Hands in the air, palms out. Before being asked.


  “Officer…Leach,” Kim said, facing him because of the camera in her pocket, reading his name plate for the audio, like she’d been trained. “Do you know who we are?”


  Leach said nothing, which was not normal law enforcement procedure anywhere.


  “I’ve got I.D. in my pocket,” Kim said. “I’m going to pull it out and show it to you. OK?” The guy nodded. Once. Kim said, “I’ll take that as a yes. Don’t shoot me.” She kept her left hand raised, and reached slowly into her pocket with her right and pulled out her ID wallet. She showed him her badge and her photograph.


  He looked. Said nothing. Kept the shotgun steady.


  “I’m FBI Special Agent Otto,” Kim said. “This is my partner, FBI Special Agent Gaspar. Would you like to see his ID too?”


  Leach nodded once. Gaspar repeated Kim’s actions. Leach repeated his.


  “What’s this about?” Kim asked him.


  He said nothing.


  “You are holding a federal officer at gunpoint, sir. You realize that? What you’re doing is a federal crime. Do you understand?”


  Leach kept his eyes open, his mouth shut, and his shotgun pointed.


  What the hell?


  Kim looked over at Gaspar and he shrugged as if to say, “Now what?”


  According to the diner’s clock, four minutes had passed since Gaspar noticed the GHP unit in the lot outside. Her arms were tired. She’d never actually been ordered to raise them, so she lowered them again. Gaspar did the same thing. Leach showed no reaction. He just stood there, braced, shotgun pointed, staring, silent. Everybody waited. For what, she didn’t know.


  Six minutes later, the second GHP officer emerged from the kitchen and strode down the aisle. He stopped two steps north of the first guy. His name tag said Leach, too. Brothers?


  The second one did the talking.


  He said, “Can I see your identification, please?”


  “What is this about, Officer Leach?” Kim asked him. When he didn’t reply immediately, to make a clear audio record at the very least, she said, “We are FBI agents. Why are you holding us at gunpoint? What is going on here?”


  He stood with his hand out, palm up. They handed the wallets to him. He took them, read them, refolded them. “If my dispatch says you check out, you can be on your way. It’ll take a minute, if you want to sit down.”


  “What’s this about?” Kim asked, and was ignored, for the third time.


  “Finish your pie. Mary makes great pie.” He took the ID wallets and returned to the cruiser. Rain settled on the brim of his hat while he opened the driver’s door, before pouring onto the ground when he ducked his mass to enter the vehicle. He left the cruiser’s door open while he used the radio.


  The first Officer Leach remained in position, shotgun pointed. Looked like a Browning A-5, weighing about eight pounds. Even if he could bench press 80% of his body weight, his arms had to be getting fatigued by now. Yet the shotgun didn’t waver.


  No one sat. No one ate pie. They waited. About ten minutes later, the second Officer Leach returned. He handed their ID wallets back.


  “It’s OK,” he said to his partner. “You can put the gun down.”


  The first Officer Leach lowered the shotgun.


  “Will you tell us what’s going on now?” Kim asked again.


  The second Officer Leach’s manner was professional and matter-of-fact. “Everything checks out with you two. GHP is aware of you now. We’ve got your rental in the system. We’ll be able to find you, wherever you are. You understand?”


  “Mary needs to close up,” Leach continued. “She’s already late for her boy. She’ll feel better if we wait for her. So you two run along now.”


  “Sure, no problem,” Gaspar said, hostility apparent. He gestured for Kim to precede him. They exited the diner, made it to the Blazer through the ceaseless rain. Gaspar unlocked the doors and settled behind the wheel and started the ignition. Kim bent inside the vehicle, reached into her bag and pulled out her camera. She ignored the deluge to snap pictures of the GHP cruiser, its plate, and both Officer Leaches. The burly brothers were braced side by side, facing the parking lot, watching through the windows. Mary stood dwarfed between them.


  Before Kim entered the Blazer, she opened the hatch and pulled out her laptop case. She stowed it on the front floor, then climbed into the navigator’s seat.


  “What the hell do you suppose all of that was about?” Gaspar spoke first, after he flipped on the heat, and pointed the Blazer’s nose toward the exit.


  “You’re asking me?” she said, teeth chattering with cold and receding adrenaline. “I’m thinking this entire day is a crazy nightmare caused by too much schnapps.”


  “Yeah, well, easy for you to say. You’re not out a hundred bucks.”


  “Plus the eight dollars change from my twenty, that’s the best tip Mary’s had this week, I’m sure.”


  He scowled at her. At the driveway’s exit, he asked, “Which way, Ace? Margrave or Atlanta?”


  “I’m pretty tired of Margrave right at the moment. How about you?”


  “I was hoping you’d say that.” He turned the Blazer north and headed for the Interstate. Their wet clothes coupled with the Blazer’s blasting heat put fog on every inside window. Gaspar reached over to flip on the defroster. Cold air blew hard across the windshield and Kim started to shiver again.


  “You could have asked for your hundred back, you know,” she told him, huddled into her wet jacket as far away from the blasting defroster as she could move.


  “Oh, I’ll get my hundred back. Don’t you worry. Cubans are not as harmless as we look.”


  “Drugs,” Gaspar said, after they’d put ten minutes of pavement behind them. “Meth, most likely. Black must have been dealing, at least. Maybe cooking, too.”


  Kim took her phone out to check she’d terminated the recording application, and remembered her aborted internet search.


  Gaspar said, “They’ve had a couple of big drug busts around here. I told you I’d been to Margrave before. I was on two busts that took down some Mexican cartel cocaine. Meth is a big problem in rural areas, too. More likely to be Meth.”


  “Makes sense.” Kim pulled out her laptop. She didn’t need a secure connection now. Just normal service would do it. She opened a search engine, typed in “Beverly Roscoe,” and waited.


  “Am I boring you?”


  “Germans can do two things at once, Agent Gaspar,” she said. He laughed and some of the tension in her shoulders melted. “Drugs; meth; cooking; dealing. See? I was listening.”


  “The place was too empty. Roscoe said Black had lived there twenty-five years. Even the most diligent minimalist would accumulate more stuff than that place had in it over that length of time.”


  “You’re thinking someone ripped him off? Took everything out of the house before we got there?” The signal was weak and intermittent at first. She lost the connection a couple of times before one caught and held.


  Gaspar continued, almost as if he was thinking aloud. “The guy who beat the crap out of that mailbox was having some fit of rage. Could have been a meth head. Hard to work up that level of frenzy otherwise.”


  “True.” The search engine returned a surprisingly long list of articles containing Roscoe’s name. Several pages. Each page had to load individually, and the loading was slow.


  After a while, Gaspar said, “And Mrs. Black.”


  “What about her?” The connection was lost again. Kim tried four times before it reestablished.


  “Way too hot for that house. And way, way, way too hot for that dude.”


  Kim laughed for the first time since Officer Leach had pointed his shotgun at her. “Leave it to you to notice.”


  He looked over, raised his right eyebrow, and adopted a fake Spanish accent. “The phrase ‘Latin Lover’ mean anything to you, Helga? Did I mention that I have four daughters, and a pregnant wife?”


  “I got that, Casanova.”


  “Damn straight.”


  “Yeah, yeah. You’re irresistible, even to the murderously hot babes. What else?” The long list of entries for her search terms was organized by the LIFO method: last in, first out. The articles at the top were shorter pieces with very little useful content. She flipped through the pages as quickly as the intermittent connection allowed.


  “Besides the obvious, you mean?”


  “One man’s obvious is another woman’s obtuse.” She was on page ten of the list. Nothing helpful so far, but she kept reading, hoping for a glimmer of something.


  Kim felt the Blazer’s speed slow. Flashing lights proclaimed road construction ahead. Outbound traffic from Atlanta was barely moving. Inbound traffic moved slightly faster.


  Then it stopped altogether.


  “Okay, including the obvious, then.” Gaspar slid the transmission into park and moved his right leg as if cramping had returned. Again, Kim would have asked about the leg, but she didn’t want to go down another contentious road.


  Gaspar said, “Whoever shot Mr. Black knew where to put the bullets. The two shots to the head would have done the job. The other five were pure vengeance.”


  She looked up from the screen. “For what?”


  He considered the question for a while. Finally he said, “Now that’s the sixty-four dollar question, isn’t it?”


  “That, and why the Leach brothers ran us out of town.”


  “You think the two are related?”


  “The Leach brothers?”


  He shot her the Oh please look he’d learned from his teenagers. “Black’s murder and our close encounter with the Leach brothers.”


  “You think they’re not?”


  “I see what you mean about being obtuse,” he said.


  Traffic began to move again, but barely. Kim’s internet connection remained strong for five miles. Long enough to download four large articles before she lost the signal again. She scanned the pieces quickly, seeking new facts.


  When the construction zone ended, the road widened to four lanes again, and Gaspar punched the Blazer back to eighty miles an hour. The cell signal cut out. Kim barely noticed, so engrossed was she in the Atlanta Constitution article she’d pulled up.


  “Are you reading a novel over there or what?”


  “Strictly non-fiction,” she said.


  “Interesting?”


  “Well, I think I know why Mary the waitress freaked out when you gave her that hundred dollar bill.”


  


  Chapter Twelve


  THEY HEADED FOR HARTSFIELD AIRPORT, south of the city. Gaspar chose a Renaissance Hotel and parked the Blazer within easy sprinting distance of a side entrance. He said, “Is this OK? They’ve got a bar and a restaurant, which most of these airport racks don’t have. We wouldn’t need to go out again tonight.”


  The rain had stopped about fifteen miles earlier, but the air was still heavy with moisture and small lakes had collected in every low spot. The temperature had dropped after the storm, too. Kim was exhausted. Gaspar looked as bad as she felt.


  “Sure,” she said. “Perfect.”


  He got out of the Blazer and limped to the back and lifted the hatch. They pulled out their bags. She wheeled hers inside, but he carried his. Macho man. She sighed, too tired to deal with him.


  They registered, and they requested and received second floor billets close to the emergency stairwell nearest the Blazer. Then they went up in the elevator to adjacent rooms.


  “Let’s meet for dinner,” Kim said. She checked her watch. Six o’clock now. “Maybe eight-thirty?”


  She wanted a nap, and a shower, and then some time to work. She’d acquired a lot of data.


  “I’ll knock on your door at eight-thirty,” he said.


  “Perfect.” But almost before she got the word out, she felt the boss’s cell phone vibrating in her front pocket. After three tries, she swiped her key correctly and released the lock. She pushed the door open with her hip, wheeled her bags inside, closed the door, and lifted the phone to her ear. By then it had vibrated seven times.


  “Otto,” she said, breathless. Out of habit she walked through to the bathroom and pulled back the shower curtain. No crawly bugs. No surveillance. No ambush.


  “I didn’t expect you to be back in Atlanta so soon.”


  The implied question stopped her room inspection cold. And at first it confused her. Then she realized the cell phone must have an active GPS monitoring chip in it. She wasn’t surprised, exactly. She was used to being monitored while on duty. Knowing someone was watching her had always made her feel safer. Serious things could happen to agents out of electronic range. Unfixable things.


  But she didn’t feel reassured right then. She felt unsettled. Mostly because she hadn’t worked out what she would tell him and what she wouldn’t yet. She looked at herself in the bathroom’s vanity mirror. Did she sound as bedraggled as she appeared?


  She stood up straight, squared her shoulders, looked her reflection in the eye. She imagined that he was on the other side of the mirror, watching her; that he saw what she saw as they talked. She tried to create a positive impression.


  He asked, “You’re making good progress, then?”


  “Just the opposite, I’m afraid.” She’d stick to the fiction he’d given her about this assignment until he tasked her otherwise. Or until she figured out his real agenda. And the truth was that she’d learned almost nothing about Reacher that she hadn’t known before she arrived in Margrave.


  “How so?” he asked.


  “Chief Roscoe was called to a homicide, so our interview was cut short. We’re going back tomorrow.”


  “Was she cooperative?”


  Translation: he’d known Roscoe wouldn’t be cooperative.


  “She didn’t have time to tell us much. She said Reacher had been arrested and charged with murder back then. She was the intake officer. That’s how she met him. She said he wasn’t guilty. She said he saved her life.”


  “Does she know where he is?”


  “She said not.”


  “You believe her?”


  Kim thought about Roscoe’s reaction to Reacher’s photograph, to learning he was alive. Roscoe wasn’t faking then, Kim was certain. “I do believe her. Yes.”


  She listened to a few moments of silence; waited for him to state his pleasure.


  “Who died?”


  “Sorry?”


  “Roscoe’s homicide.”


  Had she been wrong? Did he truly not know? She tamed her puzzled mind, now persuaded he was testing her. But immediately wondered: testing her for what?


  “Margrave Police Sergeant Harry Black.”


  “Who killed him?”


  Kim thought about the question on its merits and his motivation for asking. She decided she was too tired to think along two tracks at once. “I’m not sure.”


  “Why?”


  She took a deep breath. She hadn’t meant to reveal her assumptions until she’d been over everything and settled it in her own mind. But there was no possibility of evading him, even if she’d wanted to.


  He knew where she’d been. The cell had been in her pocket from the time she left her apartment. He monitored her movements, and Gaspar’s too. And, if she was right, he’d sent her to Margrave to be his eyes on the ground at that homicide scene. This was really what he wanted to know. Failure was not an option. She had to deliver. But deliver what?


  “I haven’t been able to go over the evidence yet.”


  “What evidence?”


  “We took photos while we were there. We made observations.”


  “Why?”


  What should she say? Because she believed he’d sent her there to do exactly that? Because she was ambitious and wanted to impress him, to get promoted, to have his job and go beyond it one day? Scratch that. What was she thinking? She shook the cobwebs out of her mind.


  “Roscoe asked us to help, and we were trying to gain her trust, so she would answer our questions about Reacher. She was short-handed. She needed the help.” Not precisely true, but not much of a lie, either.


  As if he was actually watching her through a one-way mirror, could see her expressions, gauge her veracity, he offered only silence for too long. Was her fanciful idea true? Could he see her right now? If he knew she was there, had he arranged her room assignment in order to watch her? Anxiety crept up from somewhere, raising her internal security alert level to red again. No. That was not even possible. Was it? And what was he thinking?


  She said, “Black’s wife claims she killed him. Shot him with his service weapon. Seven times. While he slept.”


  “You think otherwise?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What’s bothering you about her confession?”


  So he didn’t know everything. A better question: what wasn’t bothering her about Sylvia Black’s confession?


  She didn’t want to screw up. This case was the biggest test of her career so far. She wanted, needed, to handle it perfectly. She didn’t want to jump to conclusions based on her gut. FBI Special Agents don’t operate based on vibes. And they don’t get promoted for shooting their mouths off, either. Especially if they’re wrong.


  “I’d feel better if you let me look at my photos before I answer that. I can call you back with more solid intel.”


  “It feels wrong. The confession. Is that what you’re saying, Agent Otto?” As if feels wrong was objective forensics they could use in court. Was he mocking her? Had she already blown it?


  “Not only that,” Kim told him.


  “But partly that? What else? Any support for those assumptions?”


  She gave up her efforts to stall him until she felt more secure. Take a risk, Otto. If she was wrong, she’d just have to deal with that later. That’s why they put erasers on pencils. So she told him the obvious things Gaspar hadn’t noticed. Or hadn’t mentioned. She wasn’t sure which.


  “The crime scene was unlike any domestic homicide I’ve ever covered. No signs of violence. No injuries to the widow. Husband shot in his sleep. Seven times. Deliberate placement of the bullets. The first two shots to the head killed him. Blew his face off along with most of his head. The other five were placed specifically and only after he died.”


  “How long after?”


  “I’m guessing at least thirty minutes.”


  “Could be less?”


  “Not much less.”


  Silence again for a longer while. Kim waited.


  “Examine your evidence. Talk things over with Gaspar. Send me your report before ten tonight. Include the photos. I want to see them.”


  Ten tonight? He wanted a full encrypted report in four hours? “Yes, sir.”


  “You’re booked on a ten-thirty Delta flight to Kennedy. Same security set up as this morning. Your second subject is only available tonight. Someone will meet you at the gate and take you to him. Sorry for the short notice.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Six minutes later Gaspar knocked on the door.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  New York, NY


  JFK Airport Hudson Hotel


  November 2, 2:00 a.m.


  KIM ROLLED HER SHOULDERS and stretched her neck, seeking to relieve the unremitting tension. For twenty-four hours, she’d been running on her standard triple A’s: ambition, adrenaline, and anxiety. Add two gut-wrenching plane rides on less than two hours sleep and her nerves, like her muscles, were screaming. None of this, she knew, was visible even to the keenest observer. And she meant to keep it that way.


  Sixty-five minutes ago, she’d arrived in the luxury suite of the JFK Hudson Hotel excited and fully armed with her well-crafted approach. Allotted ninety minutes, she’d planned to complete the Reacher file through this single interview. She would make a powerful ally, learn everything she needed to know, write a perfect report, and wrap. From start to finish in less than twenty-four hours. Record success in record time, even for her. The boss would be pleased. She’d go home in triumph, sleep for a week, and never go back to Margrave again.


  That was then.


  Her optimism had dimmed as her time expired. She was forced to revise, cut, refocus, and revise her plan again and again. Now she had only twenty-five minutes to complete the mission. Not enough time. Not even close.


  “You’re looking a little silly up there on the ceiling,” Gaspar said, without opening his eyes. He rested on the edge of his seat, legs stretched out, ankles crossed, head supported by the narrow wood across the chair back, hands folded like a corpse.


  “Whatever do you mean, Gumby?” she said, haughty, as if he’d missed the mark completely.


  “This is total bullshit. You didn’t cause it and you certainly can’t fix it. You might as well relax until he shows up.” He grinned. “I’ll let you know when it’s time to panic.”


  “You’re too kind.”


  “It’s a gift.”


  “A curse, you mean.”


  “Suit yourself. Wake me up when his royal highness appears.”


  He wasn’t fooling her. She saw the white knuckles on his clasped hands. He’d been slouching like that since they arrived, but he hadn’t actually slept a second.


  “Don’t worry, Quixote. You’ll hear the trumpets.”


  She’d run the revised plan through her head a hundred times, but it never got any better. All available accounts proclaimed Finlay an honorable man whose integrity equaled his superior competence. Which had to mean the negatives had been removed from his records and the complainants silenced. Nobody got as high up the ladder as this guy without making enemies.


  She needed leverage and she simply didn’t have any.


  His title was Special Assistant to the President for Strategy. What did that mean? The precise nature of his job was nowhere described. Which was more than enough to shove her internal threat-level against the top of the red zone and hold it there.


  He’d been selected by the highest-ranking civilian responsible for Homeland Security and Counterterrorism, and placed one heartbeat away from the U.S. Commander in Chief. No watchdog kept tabs on him. He reported seldom and only through verbal briefing. No paper trail so much as named the missions he’d undertaken. Process, performance, results, also absent from the record.


  Casualties, of course, never acknowledged. She’d heard rumors. Unconfirmed.


  Everything she’d learned about Finlay marked him as dangerous. He deployed unspecified unique skills in service to her country on unidentified missions. Like nuclear power, when properly harnessed he might be useful. But she’d found nothing restraining him; not even his own word.


  Was he friend or foe? Wiser to assume the worst.


  She heard a door swish over carpet in the suite’s anteroom. The noise charged her nervous system like a cartoon character’s finger plugged into a light socket, an image she’d never found remotely funny. She’d been tasered. She knew how it felt.


  “He’s here,” she said. Her voice sounded calm. No tremors, good cadence, low octave. So far, so good.


  “Finally.” Gaspar’s scowl had become a permanent groove in his forehead. “Who does the guy think he is? Jennifer Lopez? Now there’s someone worth waiting for.”


  She knew what he meant. Worthy leaders never disrespected subordinates. Loyalty was a two-way street in her book, too.


  Gaspar had decided Finlay’s tardiness was deliberately dismissive. Kim wanted to believe he’d been unavoidably detained, even as her stomach acid said Gaspar was right.


  She warned Gaspar again, “Our time is his time.”


  “Yeah. I got that. Remember me? I’m the one with four kids to put through college.” He stood up, stretched. Kim pretended not to watch him stroll awkwardly around the room. She saw the pain on his face, too. At some point, she’d ask him about the leg. But not now. She had more immediate things to worry about.


  Maybe the interview wouldn’t be a disaster. A glimmer of her initial excitement remained. She’d been given this rare chance to impress a powerful man who could and did advance women on the job. Finlay had a proven track record on that score: Roscoe.


  Would Roscoe have become Margrave Police Chief without Finlay’s support? Hardly.


  “He could have a good reason for being late, you know,” she said.


  Twenty-two minutes left. She strained to hear the voices in the anteroom. But the suite was near soundproof; she couldn’t quite capture the words being exchanged, which might be OK. Or not. Depended on what the words actually were, didn’t it?


  Three or four men were talking. One was the aide who had escorted them from their arrival gate. She hoped one was their subject. If so, the other two could be his protection detail. A lot of firepower for a friendly conversation with two FBI agents.


  She heard footsteps. She stood up. Lamont Finlay, Ph.D., pushed the door open and crossed the threshold as if he owned the room and everything in it.


  Even at two o’clock in the morning, he looked like a spokesman for financial services. Tall, straight, solid; close cropped hair slightly grey at the temples. Clean shaven. Well dressed. Everything polished to high gloss. Distinguished. Experienced.


  Intimidating.


  A black man, but his ethnicity was not African-American. The file said his grandparents had emigrated from Trinidad to New York before settling in Boston, where he’d been educated at Harvard. The Boston accent had faded but Kim could hear it.


  “Mr. Gaspar, Ms. Otto,” he said, shaking hands with both of them in turn. His paw felt as big as a catcher’s mitt. She could have made a fist with both hands inside his grip. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Please, sit, sit. Have your needs been adequately attended to?”


  “Yes, thank you, sir,” Kim said. A tray delivered more than an hour ago still rested on the table top. The silver coffee carafe with sides of sweeteners and cream, bone china cups and saucers, silver spoons, crystal glasses, linen napkins and four green eight-ounce bottles of bubbly French water consumed the flat surface. Sparkled lamplight danced from a cut crystal pitcher as if fairies filled the room.


  Finlay was their host. This was his turf, his agenda. He displayed no concern. He had one knee crossed over the other. He had pinched the fabric to reset the sharp crease in his dark trousers. He had revealed bench-made cap-toe shoes and dark hose, not mere socks. Superior livery for a man with a government salary, Kim noted. She felt actual chest pain when she attempted to breathe, like an asthmatic.


  Stress.


  That’s all.


  Finlay waited, unconcerned. Both arms were folded across his lap. No rings on his capable fingers. A watch, for surely he wore one, hid under crisp white shirt cuffs. Cufflinks glinted with each spare movement. Even before seeing Finlay’s enduring influence on Chief Roscoe, Kim had formed a clear mental portrait of a competent man. Rumor suggested violence and fatal consequences for those who crossed him. His presence cemented every impression of the absolute power she’d imagined. She’d expected ruthless entitlement as well. He was all of that and more.


  In short, he scared Kim to death. Gaspar should be afraid, too. They were in way over their heads. They had eighteen minutes.


  And then they caught a break. Two breaks, really, in quick succession. First, Finlay spoke when he should have waited. He smiled and said, “I realize we don’t have as much time as you’d hoped. So let’s get right to it, OK?”


  But, second, he directed his question to Gaspar. He’d assumed that Gaspar was lead. He wasn’t fully briefed.


  Was that good or bad?


  “Of course,” she said, projecting her voice past her closed throat. “We certainly don’t want to waste your time.”


  His eyes opened a fraction when he realized his mistake. He corrected swiftly and directed his attention to her, as if he’d never erred at all.


  Ah, she thought, you’re one of those. But before she could integrate this new piece of data, he seized the advantage.


  “I understand you’re building a file on Jack Reacher for the Specialized Personnel Task Force. What job are you considering him for?”


  His question knocked her back. Finlay knew why they were here. So was he briefed, or not?


  “Reacher’s proposed use is unknown at this time, sir,” Kim said. She sounded more deferential than she’d intended. She sat up straighter and leaned slightly forward.


  “Hard for me to hit the target in the dark,” Finlay said.


  She didn’t believe he was in the dark. Smarter not to believe him.


  “We came directly from Margrave after speaking with Chief Roscoe,” she said, watching closely. No reaction. Unclear whether he already knew that, too. “Frankly, we didn’t have as much time with her as we’d hoped and we’re just getting started. Whatever you can add is more than we’ve got at the moment.”


  “You want me to fill in the blanks?” He seemed to relax a bit more, as if the mission was less than expected. “The Margrave files are comprehensive. Not much missing, is there?”


  Margrave files? What Margrave files?


  “We don’t have all the documents yet,” Kim said, covering as well as she could.


  Finlay pushed his starched cuff back with one finger and looked at the slender platinum timepiece on his left wrist. She’d guessed right about the watch at least.


  He said, “It would take several hours to brief you. Quickly, ask me your most pressing questions.”


  Several hours? Strike three. How could there be several hours worth of missing data?


  She couldn’t think about that now. She had a million questions based on the little bit she did know. Literally. Which topic was the most important? She needed to know what made Reacher tick. Could he be counted on when his country needed him? What was his particular expertise? Why had he been off the grid all these years? What was he doing? What was he running from? Had Reacher assaulted Roscoe? Was he violent? Unpredictable? Crazy?


  Gaspar cut directly to a question she was saving for later.


  He asked, “Do you know where Reacher is now?”


  Finlay said, “No.”


  “Do you know where he went when he left Margrave fifteen years ago?”


  “No.”


  “Have you seen him since?”


  “No.”


  “Is he dead or alive?”


  Finlay flinched. A small flick of his right eyelid. Did it happen? Was it just a sparkle from the dancing fairies? She watched more closely.


  “I don’t know,” Finlay said.


  The flick again. Right there. She was sure.


  Definitely a lie.


  “Do you have any reason to believe Reacher’s dead?” Kim asked.


  “None.” That was true, at least. She could tell. Then he added, “But it wouldn’t surprise me. Do you have any reason to believe he’s dead?”


  “Only that he’s too far off the grid for any man alive,” Kim said.


  She heard movement in the anteroom. A toilet flushed.


  Finlay said, “Look at the files. You should find something.”


  What was he talking about? She had consumed those files. She could recite the contents by rote. Start over. Analyze. You’re good at this. You see the hidden relationships that others don’t see. What does he know that you don’t? He looks relaxed, but he’s not. Why did he come here at all? What does he want?


  Finlay had access to information well beyond anything Kim could acquire. Both official and unofficial.


  If he said there was something in the Margrave files they could use to locate Reacher, then it was there.


  But Finlay wouldn’t have more knowledge than the boss.


  So Finlay was wrong.


  Or lying.


  Or testing.


  Which was it?


  She took a pause, a breath, and Gaspar asked, “You’re saying you know how to find Reacher?”


  Finlay said, “I’m saying you should look at the Margrave files and then we’ll talk further. Roscoe and I testified back then. There’s a lot of material. Some of it is arcane and complicated. Foreign policy. Diplomacy. Chemical analysis. We can’t deal with all of that right now and it wouldn’t help you if we did.”


  He looked at his watch. They were losing their chance. They might never be alone with him again.


  Kim asked, “Do you know what Reacher’s hiding from?”


  “Is he hiding?” Finlay asked back.


  “If he isn’t hiding, why is he so far off the grid?”


  “When I asked him about his lifestyle, he told me he was traveling the country simply because he hadn’t seen much of it. He said he didn’t work because he didn’t have to. He lived off his army pension, he said. He’d been in the military, one way or another, his entire life. He told me he wanted to enjoy his freedom for a change.”


  “And you believed that?” Gaspar asked.


  “We’ve all heard wilder stories. His checked out. No law requires an American male to be an upstanding husband and father of four, right? He doesn’t have to hold a steady job and pay a mortgage until he dies, no matter how hard it is, and no matter how much he hates it, does he?”


  Gaspar went quiet.


  Finlay had been briefed.


  Kim said, “Chief Roscoe told us Reacher was arrested for a murder he didn’t commit. That’s how you met him, right?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Why did you like Reacher for the crime?”


  “Both the victim and Reacher were strangers we knew nothing about. Several witnesses saw Reacher walking in the vicinity of the crime scene during the relevant time frame. It made sense in context.”


  Kim understood. She’d been to Margrave. She realized how much a stranger like Reacher would stick out, how the coincidence would be too much to ignore. She’d have figured him as the killer, herself. In fact, Reacher was still the best suspect based on the little bit she knew. She’d held suspects on less.


  “Who was the victim?” Kim asked.


  Finlay hesitated. “We didn’t know the name when Reacher was arrested. Victim had no ID on him and his body had been rendered unrecognizable. We identified him after we’d confirmed Reacher’s alibi and released him from custody. With apologies.”


  Gaspar repeated the question. “Who was the victim?”


  Again, the pause, but nothing with the eyelid. Kim saw Finlay didn’t want to say the victim’s name. But this was a guy who did what he had to.


  “It was Reacher’s brother,” he said, quietly.


  Kim stared. Finlay had arrested Jack Reacher for murdering his own brother, a crime he didn’t commit, didn’t even know had occurred. His only brother. A screw-up of monumental proportions. Finlay was lucky to be alive.


  And maybe he knew it.


  Finlay said, “I’m sorry to be in such a hurry, but I do have a plane to catch. Is there anything else you need right now?”


  “Was Reacher violent?”


  “Yes.”


  “Was he crazy?”


  “I didn’t think so at the time.”


  “Unpredictable?”


  Finlay laughed. The sound was deep, resonant, and it shook the room for what seemed like a full minute. Eventually he said, “Agent Otto, I’d say that if you looked up that word in the dictionary, you’d find nothing but a full color photo of Jack Reacher.”


  Then his handlers knocked on the door. Time to go. They accompanied Finlay toward the exit. He towered over Kim and he was a good four inches taller than Gaspar, too. When he reached the door, he turned and reached straight out and took her phone out of her pocket. Like a magic trick. He pushed the button to stop the recording and dropped the phone back into place.


  He said, “Let’s go off the record now.” He slid two business cards from his jacket pocket. He handed one to each of them. “I promised your boss I’d help you if I can. That’s my private cell. Call me with your questions after you’ve read the files. Let me know if you need anything else. If I can’t talk immediately, I’ll get back to you.”


  Then with his hand on the doorknob he added, “And when you do find Jack Reacher, give him my regards, will you? Ask him to call me when he has the time. You can give him that number.”


  Gaspar asked, “Did you know Harry Black?”


  Finlay thought and came up empty. “I don’t recognize the name. Who is he?”


  “Who was he. He’s dead.”


  Finlay shook his head. “Should I have known him?”


  “He was a Margrave cop. Killed last night. Roscoe was pretty upset about it.”


  There it was again. The eyelid flick. Finlay knew something. But he said, “Must have been hired after I left.”


  “His wife shot him, she claims.” Gaspar pulled out his smart phone and showed Finlay a picture. “Sylvia Black. Do you know her?”


  The flick came before the lie this time, and again afterward.


  “Never saw her before,” Finlay said.


  “Did Reacher kill Harry Black?” Gaspar asked.


  The aide knocked again, opened the door, stood aside.


  “You’ll have to ask him yourself,” Finlay replied. He turned and walked away. His entourage followed behind him like ducklings follow their mother.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  KIM STARED AT FINLAY’S BUSINESS CARD. There was nothing on it except the phone number. No name. No title. She slapped it back and forth across her fingers. Gaspar said, “Roscoe and Finlay are both as nervous as hens in a fox house every time we ask about Reacher. They’ve got something to hide, and it’s big enough to bury them both. Don’t you think?”


  Kim said, “Whatever they’re hiding, it’s something the boss doesn’t know.”


  Gaspar raised his right eyebrow.


  She said, “Don’t give me that. You’re the one who said he’s not God. Obviously he doesn’t know. Think it through, Zorro.”


  “It’s a mystery to me how your mind works, Susie Kwan.” Gaspar moved over to the coffee and poured a cup for each of them before pulling out his laptop. “We’ve got about an hour before our flight to Atlanta. I’m not walking into Margrave again until I know everything Roscoe and Finlay are hiding. No more flailing around in the dark. I’ll find the files Finlay was talking about. Should be easy enough unless they’re sealed. You take Joe Reacher and Sylvia Black.”


  He bent his head to his task. She got her phone out. She sent the recording to her secure storage. Then she beamed a copy to her laptop. The audio would be transcribed and available on her laptop in minutes; she’d go through it again on the plane.


  She asked, “You still think the Blacks are involved in the Reacher situation somehow?” She wrinkled her nose. The coffee was tepid. She liked her coffee hot.


  “It would be stupid not to think so,” Gaspar said.


  “Agreed.” And Special Agent Kim Louisa Otto would not fail because she’d been stupid. Not now, not ever. She walked to the window and pulled the heavy drapes open and gazed into the pre-dawn. Airports were fascinating places. Little cities of their own. Then she turned away from the window and rubbed the tension out of her neck and refocused.


  She saw she had voice mail from Chief Roscoe’s cell phone. She pressed play. Only a fragment had been recorded due to fluctuating cell tower signals. Roscoe must have been out of range or in a vehicle when she called. “—couldn’t wait? I told you I would handle this. Where did you take her?—”


  “Sounds like Roscoe’s ticked off at us again,” Kim said. She put the message on speaker and played it again. Roscoe sounded angry. Gaspar didn’t look up from his screen, but he cocked his head like a wolf hearing distant threats.


  Kim played the message twice more. “Makes no sense. What’s she talking about? Did she call you at any point?”


  He pulled his phone out to check. “Nothing. What time did she call?”


  “Timer says her message came in at twelve-thirty-three a.m.” Kim felt herself squint, remembered the white lines around Roscoe’s eyes and made an effort to stop wrinkling her face.


  “I doubt she’d appreciate a call back at this hour. It’s got to be after four in the morning.” Gaspar worked his laptop as fast as any college kid. “I’ve got an ace analyst in my office. She could find this stuff in a Miami Minute.”


  “Which is what? Two hours?”


  “Funny. The point is: I’m getting nowhere. Are you?” He ran a hand through his hair, stood briefly to stretch, and restarted.


  “She’s talking about Sylvia, right?”


  “Who?”


  “Roscoe.”


  “Can’t imagine who else she’d be that pissed about, can you?”


  “Why would we take Sylvia? Why would anyone? That’s crazy, isn’t it?”


  Gaspar shrugged, not looking up from his work. “Our flight leaves in forty minutes.”


  “I haven’t been this confused since I tried to learn Mandarin,” she said, not joking.


  “What’s to learn? Little oranges in a can.” He glanced at her and said, “Look up Joe Reacher’s date of death. That’ll give us a way to figure out the exact date Jack Reacher arrived in Margrave, right?”


  Kim said, “Joe died Thursday, September 4, 1997, about midnight.”


  Gaspar stared at her. “Did you just pull that out of thin air?”


  She shrugged. “It’s in Jack Reacher’s file. I’ve got a good memory for dates. As in: June 6, 1998, Roscoe’s daughter was born. Jacqueline Roscoe Trent. Nine pounds, two ounces. Thirty inches long. Fair hair. Blue eyes.”


  “Big kid,” Gaspar said. “My wife would’ve killed me if any of ours were that size.”


  “Beverly Roscoe and David Trent were married on Christmas Day 1997. December 25th. The bride was nearly four months pregnant at the wedding.”


  Gaspar pointed and clicked. He said, “Finlay was promoted from Chief of Detectives to Chief of Police on September 30, 1997, after the former top cop died on September 7, 1997. He was called Morrison. Which means that Joe Reacher and this Morrison guy died within three days of each other. That can’t be a coincidence.”


  “No, it can’t,” she said. “And I just found Joe Reacher’s obituary.”


  “Interesting?”


  “Born in Palo, Leyte, Philippines, August 1958, died at the age of 38 years. Parents Stan and Josephine both predeceased him, his only sibling Jack survived him. Educated on military bases around the world, then West Point, then Military Intelligence, and then Treasury.”


  “That’s an odd trajectory.”


  “You bet. Military Intelligence and Treasury are about as divorced from each other as it’s possible to get and still be in government service. He was killed in the line of duty. As a Treasury agent. Cremated. Ashes scattered in Margrave, Georgia. Which is weird.”


  “I know,” Gaspar said. “He was a veteran. Why wasn’t he buried at Arlington?”


  “That’s not what’s weird. What’s weird is how a treasury agent gets killed in the line of duty in a sleepy little town like Margrave, Georgia, in September 1997? How would that happen? Why was he even there?”


  “Were you even born in 1997?” Gaspar asked.


  “There’s no death certificate online. This is nuts. We’re the FBI. The most sophisticated and best equipped and most comprehensive agency in the world. And we can’t get any information from our own sources on an active investigation?”


  “Welcome under the radar, baby. If it was easy, they wouldn’t need high-octane talent like us, now would they?” He closed his laptop and began packing up.


  “I’m calling Roscoe.”


  “Good luck with that.”


  She picked up her phone and pressed the call back button.


  Gaspar stretched and limped around the room, limbering up. She noticed the limp and knew he was shaking it off. The list of things she intended to discuss with him was already long, but maybe that one should be moved to the top. She put the call on speaker while she shoved cords into her bag and pulled the zippers. Roscoe’s cell rang ten times, twelve, fifteen. Then Roscoe’s angry voice filled the room. It said: “You better tell me your ass is back in Margrave and you have Sylvia Black with you.”


  Gaspar tapped his wrist with his finger to show her time was ticking. Kim said, “Chief Roscoe, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Save it, Agent Otto. I’ve got the guy’s card right here in front of me. L. Mark Newton, Esquire. From Washington D.C. He had a Federal Marshal with him, for God’s sake. You sent them down here to pick up Sylvia. In the middle of the night when I wasn’t here to stop them. You know it. I know it. And I want her back. Whatever it is you want with her, you can get in the damn line behind me.”


  “We don’t have her.”


  “Save it,” Roscoe said again. “Just get her back here, or I’ll make you sorry. Are we clear?”


  “Look, we don’t have her. But we’re on our way. See you before noon.”


  The call died.


  Gaspar said, “There’s one truly major flaw in that story.”


  “Which is?”


  “L. Mark Newton died last year,” he said.


  “I know. I was at the funeral.”


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  HALFWAY TO THE DEPARTURE GATE Kim felt the boss’s cell phone vibrate in her front trouser pocket. She shifted her bags around to free one hand and tried to fish the phone out without slowing her stride. She couldn’t do it. The phone buzzed on. It felt alive, wriggling against her abdomen. She’d have to stop. But she couldn’t. The jet way door at their gate was already closed. She saw the plane through the plate glass window, still parked outside. But passengers could not be boarded after the doors were closed. Technically, the plane was gone. They’d missed the flight.


  “We have to board,” Kim told the gate agent, breathless.


  “I’m sorry, that’s not possible,” the gate agent said without looking up. She was working the final documents to get the plane in the air.


  Kim felt the cell phone buzz on. She’d never failed to answer the boss. She never planned to. She kept her voice calm. She said, “I need you to open the door.” She put her hand in her pocket. To get the cell phone. But the gate agent misinterpreted. Her left hand darted under the counter. She hit the panic button.


  Kim gave up on the cell phone and kept both hands in plain sight. She stood stock still. Where the hell was Gaspar?


  He showed up three paces behind two TSA personnel. They had guns drawn. Kim kept her hands in view and said, “FBI,” as calmly as possible. She reached slowly across her body with her left hand and opened her jacket to reveal her badge, clipped to her waistband.


  Gaspar came up behind her and flashed his badge, too.


  “What’s the problem?” he said.


  Kim held her breath while the agents looked them both over. In the corner of her eye she saw the plane begin to move.


  “You’re too late,” one of the TSA guys said.


  “Let’s pretend we’re not,” Kim replied.


  The phone was still buzzing.


  Time stood still.


  Then the first agent said, “OK, hurry.”


  Agent two opened the departure door wide enough to slip through. Kim ran. Gaspar followed. The door sucked shut behind them. The boss’s phone bounced against Kim’s hip as she ran. She turned the final corner and saw the jet way separating from the plane’s open door. She stopped at the widening gap. Cold November air blew into the tunnel. The flight attendant was on the phone in the cabin. To the gate agent, presumably. She called out to the jet way engineer. The jet way stopped moving. The plane stopped moving.


  Four feet of empty space.


  Maybe five.


  The stewardess said, “You can make it. I’ve done it lots of times.”


  Kim lifted her computer bag off the travel bag and telescoped its handle down. She grabbed one heavy bag in each hand, swung both, and tossed them over the void. The stewardess set them out of the way. Kim breathed in, breathed out, rocked back and forth like a varsity high jumper, and leapt across the empty black hole into the plane. The stewardess caught her by the arm and then they both moved out of the way to let Gaspar follow.


  Gaspar had a problem.


  He was right-handed. Therefore he would want to push off from his right leg. But his right leg was the one with the limp. And even if he could push off with his left, would his right leg be sturdy enough to stick his landing?


  “Can’t we go back?” Kim asked.


  “You don’t want to know what would happen if we did that,” the stewardess said.


  So Kim braced her foot at the raised edge of the bulkhead doorframe. She grasped the molded handle on the inside frame with her left hand and leaned her body outside, into the frosty abyss, jutting her right arm toward him as far as she could reach.


  “Now, Gaspar,” she called.


  “On my way,” he called back.


  In one fluid motion, as if they’d choreographed the move and practiced for decades, he backed off ten feet, and transferred his heavier bag to his left hand, and slung his computer bag over his back, and came in at a run. He got his bags swinging for momentum, he got his feet in place, and he pushed off with his right leg.


  His right leg didn’t hold.


  No elegant arcing trajectory.


  The weight of his bags jerked him onward while gravity pulled him down. Kim lunged and grabbed his left forearm in her right hand and she pulled with all her ninety-seven pounds of body weight and hauled him in. His left foot landed inside the bulkhead frame. He sprawled on the galley floor. She thought he might have said, “Thanks,” with something very vulnerable in his voice. Something she didn’t want to be there. Not now. Not ever. For her sake, as well as his.


  But whatever, they were on the plane.


  Not that being on another plane was a good thing, Kim felt.


  Gaspar struggled to his feet, breathing hard, and he said, “Thanks,” again.


  Kim said, “From now on, we’ll answer to Karl and Helen.”


  “What?”


  “You know the Flying Wallendas are Germans, right?”


  She got the grin she’d hoped for. He said, “Yeah, Gertrude. I know.”


  She felt better, as if equilibrium had been restored. She watched the flight attendant secure the hatch. If the hatch failed, the plane would crash. She couldn’t move until the hatch was securely closed.


  Her cell phone was still ringing.


  She watched the attendant lock the door lever and test it. Then she moved.


  Seat 1A was open.


  She hated 1A.


  Too much open space around 1A.


  From 1A, she could see the galley and the door to the flight deck. She could hear the flight attendants talking among themselves or on the phone with the cockpit crew.


  In 1A she’d be the first to know when something went wrong.


  No.


  She glanced back. “You take 1A,” she told Gaspar, before she hurried back to 3D.


  She shoved her computer bag under the seat in front of her and left her larger bag in the aisle for the attendant to heave into the overhead. She belted herself in as tightly as possible and grabbed both armrests and closed her eyes and prayed.


  The cell phone had stopped ringing.


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  Atlanta, Georgia


  November 2


  7:45 a.m.


  GASPAR PICKED A FULL SIZED SEDAN at the rental counter in Atlanta. A black Crown Vic. The kind of car Kim hated because it was too big, and too low to the ground. She’d have to pull the seat all the way up to reach the pedals. Even then, she couldn’t see the road beyond the long front hood. Not that she needed to worry. Gaspar wouldn’t let her drive anyway.


  “Much better,” he said. “This is the kind of car G-men ought to drive, Tila Tequila.”


  “Absolutely. Unless the airbag deploys and suffocates me, the most serious problem is a seatbelt that scrapes my neck and cuts my head off.”


  He looked over at her scowling face and laughed. “Should I go back for a booster seat?”


  She bent at the waist and scooted forward to reach her travel bag in the foot-well, and rooted around to find what she needed.


  “Seriously?” Gaspar asked. “Do you want me to get a different vehicle? I’m glad to do it, but now’s the time to say so.”


  “Not necessary.” She pulled the seatbelt slack, and anchored the small alligator clamp from her bag onto the belt webbing immediately below the retractor. She settled into the seat and checked her adjustments. The shoulder harness now snugged across her body instead of her throat. She left the clamp’s wings up to be sure it would fly off in a collision and allow the retractor to do its job.


  “German engineering at its finest,” he said.


  “Precisely,” she said. She tested the harness again, flattened her hand, chopped her forearm from the elbow straight ahead, and said, “Engage.”


  They stopped at a drive-through for coffee and greasy egg wraps, and then they joined the interstate traffic heading south. Sixty-six miles to the Margrave exit, according to the first road sign Kim noticed. The coffee was bad and the food was worse, but they were both hungry.


  Gaspar chewed his eggs a while and flushed them down with the coffee before he asked, “Tell me again what Roscoe said about Sylvia Black.”


  “She said a U.S. Marshal and a lawyer showed up at the jail around midnight with a federal court order. The desk guy released Sylvia into their custody. Now, they can’t find Sylvia, the lawyer’s office doesn’t answer the phone, and the Marshal’s office said no order ever existed.”


  “So we got a dead lawyer, a phony Marshal, and a fake order, right?”


  “Exactly.”


  “I know these small town departments don’t always put the brightest bulb on the desk at night, but Brent seemed a lot savvier than that to me. He must have believed the two strangers, right? So we must be missing something.”


  “I’m not sure Brent was on duty. Remember he’d worked the night before and then straight through Harry Black’s shift, too. Once Brent took Sylvia back to the station and finished her intake, Roscoe might have sent him home.”


  “What kind of court order was it?”


  “Roscoe was a little irrational during the phone call, remember,” she said.


  Gaspar shook his head, as if to clear out the cobwebs. “Doesn’t make any sense. The desk guy’s maybe new on the job, and yet he didn’t call Roscoe first? Before letting a couple of strangers take his one and only inmate?”


  Early morning sunlight bathed the countryside in pink and blue. Fall harvests were finished. Red dirt fields were wet mud saturated by yesterday’s rainstorm. “I don’t get it, either. We’ll have an opportunity to ask Roscoe shortly, I’m sure.”


  They came up behind a grandpa poking along in an ancient wood-paneled truck loaded heavy with hogs. He was having trouble holding the truck in his lane. Maybe the truck was overloaded or maybe Gramps was just a bad driver. Regardless, his cargo’s stench was unavoidable.


  Kim pinched her nostrils between thumb and forefinger.


  Gaspar said, “No kidding,” and pulled out to pass on the left.


  Gramps didn’t want to be passed, though. When Gaspar got alongside him, Gramps sped up and kept pace for half a mile or so. At the higher speed the truck’s random weaving was forcing Gaspar toward the median.


  “Oh, for cripe sakes, Gramps, slow down,” Gaspar said. “You’re going to splatter that bacon all over the asphalt.”


  “He can’t hear you, you know,” Kim said.


  “Sorry, bad habit. Lot of crazy drivers in Miami. Griping at them is better than shooting at them.”


  “Sometimes,” Kim said.


  “Crazy old fool,” Gaspar said, but he returned the Crown Vic to a more reasonable cruising speed once Gramps was too far behind to catch up again. They ran along in the fast lane for a mile or so. Kim saw muddy fields and billboards advertising outlet malls, carpet discounts, and pecans farther down the road. Every now and then, an abandoned vehicle on the shoulder or in the median. Typical Interstate. Nothing more or less. Traffic cams mounted high enough to catch traffic scenes made her feel more secure, as always.


  Gaspar asked, “Should we make some calls? On the court order? Easy enough to chase that down before we get to Margrave.”


  “Not necessary,” Kim said. “Roscoe will have done all that by the time we get there. But she won’t find anything.”


  “Because?”


  “Because there’s nothing to find. There was no order. No U.S. Marshal would show up with a private lawyer in tow, or the other way around. If any part of that story was legitimate, they would have coordinated with Roscoe, at least.”


  “The whole thing sounds like government work, doesn’t it? There are national security courts that issue secret orders. Inmates do get picked up from local jails these days. Crime doesn’t happen only during business hours, either.”


  Kim sighed. The sun had come out and it was hurting her eyes. She didn’t know where she’d put her sunglasses. “We’re talking about Sylvia Black here. Not a terrorist or a spy.”


  “Good point. But whoever she is, Sylvia did not belong in Harry Black’s house. That’s for sure.”


  “She didn’t belong anywhere in Margrave. But what reason would a national security court have to move Sylvia to federal custody? She’d have to be a fugitive or in need of protection.” Kim closed her eyes against the sun’s glare.


  “Witness protection?”


  “Unlikely. Sylvia didn’t strike me as valuable enough to be living under witness protection. Even if she had been, a single U.S. Marshal wouldn’t show up with a private lawyer in the middle of the night and grab her after she murdered her husband.”


  Traffic was backing up ahead. Gaspar lifted his foot off the accelerator and the big sedan slowed to a crawl. Kim said, “But whatever, Sylvia Black is not our case and not our problem. We’re building the Reacher file, remember?”


  He gave her a level stare. “Who knew you Germans were so gullible?”


  He braked to a full stop. A worker with a flag was holding traffic in the fast lane to let four trucks enter the highway. Gaspar tried to move over into the right lane because traffic was still moving there, albeit slowly. Kim checked her side mirror and saw Gramps coming up in his panel truck on the right. Gramps waved and grinned as he and his pigs passed them by. She noticed he had a dog in the passenger seat, too. Some kind of taupe colored hound with floppy ears and expressive eyes. Huge. Probably weighed as much as Kim did.


  She said, “Slow and steady wins the race, I guess.”


  Gaspar laughed. Gramps continued traveling below the speed limit down the road in the slow lane, while the big Crown Vic waited for the heavy trucks to get out of the way.


  “You should call Roscoe and tell her we’ve been delayed,” Gaspar said.


  Kim shook her head. “And give her another chance to bitch me out? No thanks. I’ll wait. Let her get it out of her system all at once.”


  “Are you sure you don’t have kids? That’s the kind of logic I get from my teenagers.”


  “Forget Roscoe,” she said.


  “Good plan.” His tone was grim.


  “What did you find out about Joe Reacher’s final case?”


  He said, “A lot. None of it good.”


  “How so?”


  “It must have been about money, obviously. And lots of it, judging by the mayhem. If we count from the day Joe Reacher was killed, until six government agencies swarmed into Margrave to sort it all out, it was twelve days. In those twelve days, at least twelve people died, maybe more.”


  Kim stared at him. “Twelve people?”


  “Or more. Including Joe Reacher and Police Chief Morrison. And there were two big explosions, followed by raging fires. Several buildings were destroyed, including the firehouse, the police station, and those old warehouses.”


  “No wonder Finlay said we didn’t have time to get the details last night.”


  Gaspar gave her the raised eyebrow again. “If you say so. Still think the boss didn’t know about this?”


  She didn’t answer his question because the answer was obvious. “I saw those burned warehouses on the way in yesterday. Big area to be burned out like that. But it does explain why there are no records of Jack Reacher’s arrest. They’d have been in the burned police station, right?”


  Gaspar said, “That’s what Roscoe claimed.”


  “You don’t believe her?”


  Gaspar took a deep breath, as if to fortify himself before he spoke. “If Roscoe and Finlay didn’t know about a crime spree like that at the time it happened, then they’re idiots.”


  “Which they’re not.”


  “So they knew what was happening when everything went down.” He looked at her to see if she was following his logic. “Agreed?”


  Kim said, “You think that’s what this is about? Dirty cops?”


  “It’s looking that way,” he said. “I don’t trust her. She’s in this up to her neck. That’s one of the reasons she’s acting so odd. Not like any cop I’ve ever known, or you either, I’m betting. I’m telling her nothing.”


  Kim considered the facts. Roscoe’s behavior was off, just as Gaspar said. But dirty cops didn’t feel like the right answer, exactly. “Which makes me think that’s not why we’re here.”


  “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar,” he said.


  They followed the four heavy trucks for six miles until the work area ended. Gaspar dumped his lead foot on the accelerator. Kim looked at her watch. They had lost thirty minutes. Roscoe would be thirty minutes more annoyed. Kim wasn’t sure she cared.


  Gaspar said, “There are only two possible answers here. Either Roscoe and Finlay participated in those killings or they covered up for the killer, who had to be Jack Reacher.”


  “I know,” Kim said, too quietly.


  “You know why it had to be Reacher, right?” Gaspar asked, when she’d had enough time to work it through.


  “Yes.”


  “Are you gonna say it out loud?”


  “No.”


  “Me, neither,” Gaspar said.


  But the logic was as clear as spring water. The boss knew all. He knew about Roscoe and Finlay, about the murders, the explosions, the fires, about Jack and Joe Reacher. He knew everything. He’d known yesterday when he sent them to Margrave, and he’d known for years. And let it slide. Maybe even helped with the cover-up. Why would he do that? And why change course now? And why lead them here but not tell them anything? Did he have money to burn in his covert budget like that? What was he up to?


  Kim needed to work it out. The wrong move could end her world as she knew it, and Gaspar’s too. She’d worked too hard to throw everything away. She wouldn’t have Gaspar’s career on her conscience, either. If she screwed this up, if she made accusations that weren’t true, or pulled the trigger on suspicions too soon, Finlay and Roscoe would lose their careers, at least. They could go to prison. She’d need to be absolutely, stone cold, deadly certain before going down that road. The blowback would be deadly.


  Gaspar said, “Live by the sword, die by the sword, as they told us at Quantico, Gretel.”


  “Yeah, well, what they meant was that FBI agents live in a world where kill or be killed is a daily possibility. I’m fine with that, because I’ve got a good chance of being on the winning end of the battle. But I’m not going to commit suicide by cop. And as long as I’m Number One on this job, you’re not, either. Got it?”


  Gaspar looked away and shrugged. “You’re the boss.”


  “Exactly. For now, we’ll play everything as it happens. Just like we have been. No sharing with Roscoe. Treat her like a potential suspect. I’ll let you know if that plan changes.”


  “And when that time comes? What will we do then, Lady Boss?”


  She didn’t answer, because she didn’t know what to say.


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  THEY REACHED THE EXIT for Margrave. Somehow the livestock-toting grandpa was ahead of them again, still traveling below the speed limit, still weaving all over the road, still mostly in the right lane and on the shoulder. Gaspar had to slow down and get behind the smelly pigs. Then, Gramps exited at the cloverleaf, too.


  The truck leaned too far all the way around the curve, and Gramps overcorrected, sending the squealing pigs slamming into the panel on the truck’s opposite side, and causing more weaving. Then the truck stopped askew at the bottom of the ramp. Stalled out. Gramps sat there without restarting for much too long.


  Another old truck was abandoned on the right shoulder, blocking Gaspar’s escape route. “Doesn’t anybody tow these heaps outta here?” Gaspar griped. He began tapping his thumbs on the steering wheel. “Come on, Gramps. Time to turn. Only two choices. Right or left. Pick one. This is not brain surgery.”


  Eventually Grandpa leaned over and opened the passenger door. His big blue dog leapt out and ran around the back of the truck, right in front of the Crown Vic. When they saw the dog, the squealing pigs ratcheted up the volume to ear-splitting levels.


  “Oh, man, Gramps, what are you doing?” Gaspar said.


  Kim said, “Have a little patience, Speedy Gonzales. The dog had to take care of business. He’ll be right back. Gramps will move along. That truck has carted a lot of pork in its day.”


  She leaned her head back and closed her eyes.


  “I’ll be right back,” Gaspar said.


  Kim felt the transmission shift into park and heard him unlatch his seat belt and open his door. He left the keys in the ignition, which caused the alarm bell to chime, chime, chime.


  After the fourth annoying reminder, she opened her eyes.


  Chime.


  “What are you doing?”


  Chime.


  She saw that Gramps had exited the truck on the driver’s side. Chime. He stood on the exit ramp’s narrow shoulder, truck door standing open, and called to the dog.


  Chime.


  “Where are you going?”


  Chime.


  “To help the old guy find the dog so we can get on the road. If somebody comes down that ramp in a hurry, we could be slammed.” Chime. “You might want to get out.”


  She watched him walk toward Gramps until the truck blocked her view. Then from the corner of her eye she saw a car, maybe fifty yards away, up above ground level. An old green Chevy, parked off the shoulder on the median weeds between the highway’s fast lanes, pointing north. In the no-man’s land between the southbound exit ramp and the northbound entrance ramp at the other side of the cloverleaf. The hood was up. It looked like it had been there a while. She didn’t remember seeing it before. Not surprising. Old cars off the road were so commonplace they were practically invisible. She’d noticed at least ten on the drive from Atlanta. Probably more she hadn’t seen.


  The old man’s dog had found the Chevy. The crazy hound was bouncing around like he wanted to play. With what? A car? Kim didn’t know much about dogs. She knew some liked to chase cars. But what did they do when they caught one?


  She called out, “Gaspar? The dog is over by that green car. I can see him from here.”


  If Gaspar answered, the squealing pigs drowned him out. Where was he? She got out of the Crown Vic and walked down to the truck, holding her nose because of the pigs. She saw Gramps standing with one foot on the rusted runner, the other on the ground, leaning on the open door, looking across the truck’s hood toward the Chevy.


  She followed his gaze and saw Gaspar up there, bent over, looking into the disabled Chevy’s dim interior. The dog jumped up and down, ran around in circles, acting crazy. He barked a few times for good measure.


  Kim hurried a few feet upwind from the pigs, released the grip on her nose, pulled her phone out and dialed Gaspar’s number. He picked up on the first ring.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  “Is this Roscoe’s turf?”


  Kim glanced around, didn’t see any city limit signs on either side of the ramp. What was it? Maybe fifteen miles into town?


  “We’re a long way from the Margrave station. Why?”


  Gaspar stood up and faced her across the distance. Vehicles passed between them on the southbound lanes, fast noisy blurs of color.


  Gaspar said, “There’s a dead man in this car.”


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  GASPAR SAID, “I HOPE this is Roscoe’s turf, because we have to call it in to someone, and I’m not thrilled about going another round with the Georgia Highway Patrol right now. Are you?”


  And right then the boss’s cell phone began to vibrate in her pocket.


  “Bring the dog back,” she said. “Get rid of Gramps. I’ll figure out who to call.”


  She disconnected and then opened the boss’s cell and winced when it pinched her hand at the base of her thumb. She looked down and noticed a crack in the phone’s case, and she wondered how she’d cracked it. She raised her thumb to her mouth to lick it, and raised the cell to her ear, and watched Gaspar take off his belt and wrap it through the dog’s collar as a leash.


  “Agent Otto?” her boss said.


  Gaspar started back with the dog.


  “Yes, sir.” Traffic noise made it hard to hear him. She covered her opposite ear with her palm and tried to concentrate on his voice alone.


  “Are you standing in plain sight of the Chevy?”


  How did he know about the Chevy? She looked skyward as if she could locate the satellite he was using to spy on them. The traffic cam directly overhead wouldn’t have been within his control, would it?


  She said, “Yes, sir.”


  Two eighteen wheelers roared past with the whine of tires and a howl of wind. She couldn’t hear her boss. Sounded like he’d said, “Get the hell out of there.”


  “Sir?”


  “I’ll take care of the traffic cam. GHP is on the way. I don’t want you within ten miles of that car. You haven’t been there. You haven’t seen the Chevy. You haven’t seen what’s in it. Under any circumstances. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  But she didn’t understand why he’d tell her to leave the scene of an accident. Not at all.


  “Be in Roscoe’s office when they call about the Chevy. You’ve got less than six minutes to get out of sight. Move.” He disconnected the call.


  “Yes, sir,” she said again, to the dead air, no chance to ask more questions.


  Gaspar had covered about half the ground, pulling the gyrating dog. The dog jerked hard and Gaspar slipped on the gravel and fell to his knees. He got up again and the crazy hound jumped and pulled back toward the Chevy. Gaspar held fast to his improvised leash and kept on coming. Kim put the phone in her pocket and hustled toward the old truck. Gramps was still standing on the shoulder, watching his dog, awaiting its return. His pigs were squealing louder than ever. Kim gagged on the stench. How in God’s name could Gramps stand that smell?


  “Sir, I’m sorry,” Kim said. Gramps cupped his hand around his ear. Kim yelled to be heard over the traffic and the squealing. “We’ve got an emergency here. My friend will be right back with your dog. Can we get your truck off the road here so we can get moving?”


  The old guy smelled nearly as bad as his pigs. Kim gagged again. The greasy eggs she’d barely tasted an hour ago didn’t want to stay down. She swallowed twice, three times. When the old man failed to budge, she yelled, “OK?”


  Gramps flashed a big, toothless grin. “Sure, honey. Anything you say. You’re a cute little thing, you know that?”


  For a horrified second she thought he might touch her. If he did, she’d have to burn all her clothes. She stepped back. Smiled at him. Cajoled him toward the driver’s seat with gestures.


  “Start your truck,” she yelled.


  By the time Gramps got settled and moved his truck out of the way, Gaspar had returned with the leaping dog. He placed the dog inside the cab with his appreciative owner. Kim tapped her foot while Gaspar stood with his head inside the truck’s window, unable to break away from Gramps undying gratitude, wasting precious seconds. She listened for sirens; couldn’t hear any. But a silent approach was more likely than a noisy one. GHP would be here any moment. They had to leave.


  Kim ran back to the Crown Vic and leaned on the horn. Gaspar didn’t hear it. She hopped into the driver’s seat and perched on the edge and started the car. She could barely see over the dash. The hood stretched ahead forever.


  Deep breath. Hands on the steering wheel at the ten-and-two position for balance. Transmission in drive, one set of toes on the accelerator and one on the brake. Braced for takeoff.


  She threaded the monstrous sedan between the ditch and Gaspar’s backside. She stopped. Lowered the window. Tapped the horn again. Pig squeals drowned out the sound, but Gaspar felt the big car’s heat and vibration behind him. He glanced over his shoulder.


  Kim screamed to be heard over the pigs, the passing traffic, and the Crown Vic’s engine. “Gaspar? Get in. Right now.” She waved her left palm toward the passenger side for emphasis. Gaspar looked at her as if she’d lost her last ounce of sense. He pulled back from the truck and stood upright. No hurry.


  “You drive carefully now, sir,” he said to the old man through the open window, and watched Gramps head off in the opposite direction. Then, satisfied with his good deed, he slipped into The Crown Vic’s passenger seat.


  “Where’s the fire?” he asked.


  Kim didn’t answer. She just lifted her left toes off the brake and pressed the accelerator hard with her right. The car jumped forward into the intersection. Momentum sent Gaspar sprawling back in his seat.


  Kim turned toward Margrave. The Crown Vic swallowed miles in tense, silent minutes. Then it jerked, stopped, and stalled in the Margrave Police Station parking lot.


  “And you accuse me of having a lead foot,” Gaspar said.


  Kim pried her fingers off the steering wheel and checked the time on the dash. Amber LCDs showed 10:43 a.m. She said, “If the boss was right on the timing, GHP should be looking inside that Chevy any minute now.”


  Gaspar’s eyes widened and then narrowed as she relayed their orders. The crease reappeared in his brow. Nostrils flared. “What the hell is that old bastard up to?”


  “I don’t know, compadre. But something tells me we’re about to find out.”


  He put a hand on her arm to capture her full attention. She looked into his serious face. Concern slowed his speech and lowered his voice.


  “Watch yourself, Susie Q. Assume you’re being watched every minute, too. What I didn’t get the chance to tell you back there? The Chevy guy was murdered. No doubt about it. Two holes in the back of his head. Fair amount of his face missing. It’s all too tidy. This whole thing doesn’t pass the smell test. Not even close. Understand?”


  “I understand,” she said. She opened her door and pulled the keys out of the ignition and handed them over. “We’re supposed to be in Roscoe’s office when she gets the call. If it hasn’t come in already.”


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 2


  10:46 a.m.


  KIM FOLLOWED GASPAR TOWARD Roscoe’s office. Heavenly whiffs of brewing coffee lured her into the break room first. She poured strong, black stamina into the largest mug she could find and carried it into the rosewood office.


  Roscoe was showered and dressed in a crisp white blouse, sharply creased khakis, and a full equipment belt that matched her work boots for allure. She looked formidable. Kim felt worn, rumpled, and stained by comparison. Her suit looked like a cast-off the Salvation Army couldn’t give away to a naked hobo. Soon, she promised herself, a shower and a clean suit. A decent meal and some shut-eye would be welcome, too.


  “Good morning, chief,” she said, as normally as she could manage. The big round clock hanging on the wall over Roscoe’s credenza showed 10:48 a.m. Five minutes since she’d parked out front, twenty minutes since she’d received her orders. Surely enough time for GHP to choose the right jurisdiction and notify first responders?


  “We’ve been working half the day already. Where have you been?” Roscoe stood behind her desk, searching through papers in two manila folders, preoccupied. Brightly patterned reading glasses rested at the bottom of her nose.


  Gaspar slouched low in a green leather chair, eyes closed, his usual coping posture. Kim closed the door and slipped into the other chair.


  “Well?” Roscoe asked, staring over the glasses directly at Kim as if she was a disobedient teen.


  “Sorry?”


  “You left her outside? Put her back in her cell?”


  Kim said, “Whatever happened to Sylvia, we knew nothing about it until you called.”


  Totally true.


  “Then why are you here?” Each word an accusation.


  Kim said, “You know why we’re here. We’re building the Reacher File for the SPTF. We need to find out what happened when he was here in Margrave fifteen years ago. What he’s been doing since then, and where.”


  “Reacher file, my ass.” Said with a stare.


  Kim was tired and tense, but not looking for a fight. She said, “Chief, please, that tone might get confessions from purse snatchers and cow-shooting delinquents or whatever else you get around here. But you must know it won’t work with me. We know nothing about Sylvia. We left because we had to interview Finlay in New York before he left the country.”


  “So he said.”


  “When did you talk to him?”


  “About ten last night.” Roscoe’s jaw muscles clenched. “At that point, I still thought we were all on the same team.”


  The same team? Who does she think she’s kidding?


  Roscoe studied Kim for a few moments over the top of her glasses. Silence filled the space until she shrugged and returned to her paper shuffling. “OK, see Brent on your way out for an appointment. Maybe we can discuss ancient Reacher history sometime in the next couple of decades. Or not.”


  Roscoe continued searching for a few more seconds, but she failed to find what she was looking for. She dropped the two manila folders onto the desk top, left the rosewood office and headed down the hall.


  Kim turned to Gaspar, still slouched in his chair. “Any chance you could help me out here?”


  “You were doing a good job without any help from me,” he replied. “Tell me when you figure out what you want me to do, Boss Lady.”


  She reached over and grabbed the two folders off Roscoe’s desk. “These are personnel files. One for Harry Black and one for Sylvia.”


  “Anything about either Jack or Joe Reacher? Common dates? Prior military service? Employed at Treasury?” Gaspar moved nothing but his lips.


  “Not that I can see.” Kim scanned the contents of both files without rushing. The headshots were recognizable, but Sylvia’s photo reflected a rather plain female by comparison to the sophisticated woman Kim had observed yesterday at the crime scene.


  Roscoe returned with new papers, and her old attitude. “So you’re not interested in Sylvia Black, huh?”


  Kim said, “You made it pretty clear that you won’t help us until we help you with her. So it seems I’ve got two choices. Either I arrest you for impeding a Federal investigation, or I get your problem fixed so we can move on to Reacher. Let’s try the easy way first. What were you looking for in these personnel files?”


  “Sylvia’s fingerprint records.” Roscoe resumed her position behind the desk. She replaced the reading glasses on the end of her nose and turned her attention to the new documents she’d collected.


  Kim passed through the file contents again. Every employee in any law enforcement capacity is fingerprinted. Lots of reasons. Standard practice, even before 9/11. Once in the system, prints are maintained forever. No exceptions. An existing fingerprint card and report were too distinctive to overlook.


  “No prints in here.”


  “Exactly,” Roscoe said, searching through the new pages she’d collected. She pointed to the personnel file with her chin. “Full work up before we hired her; no prints now.” Her tone had lost its edge.


  Gaspar sat almost upright in the chair and stretched out an open palm. “Can I take a look?”


  Kim ripped the first page of Sylvia’s file off its staple and handed both folders to him. She scanned the familiar checklist; she’d seen hundreds exactly like it. Everything that should have been completed was marked as done. “What was her job here, again? Dispatcher?”


  Roscoe said, “Her title was Administrative Aide.”


  “Which means what?” Kim asked.


  “She filled in where we needed her. Dispatch, scheduling, reports and databases, payroll, supplies.” Roscoe stopped to think over Sylvia’s duty list. “No public safety work. But we only have a ten member team, including me and the Aide, so everybody pretty much does whatever needs doing.”


  “Unfettered access to records?” Kim asked.


  “Yes, she could access personnel files, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “So she could have taken the prints out of the file herself at some point after she was hired. She probably did.”


  “Why would she?”


  “I have no idea.” Kim brought the coffee cup to her lips with both hands and blew on the surface before she sipped. Really great coffee in this town. Was it something in the water? Maybe the brewing method? Steamed coffee was her favorite. A small stovetop Italian espresso maker. Freshly ground beans. Heaven.


  Gaspar asked, “Was Sylvia issued a gun? Fingerprints would be required. The ATF would still have them.”


  “No. Not armed on duty.”


  “Allowed to carry?”


  “She might have a concealed weapon permit. We can check. Hard to find a Margrave resident without one. Lotta snakes around here, both the two-legged and the four-legged kind.”


  “OK,” Gaspar said. “That’s one possible source of old prints. Probably others. Is everything else that should be in the file actually here?”


  “Seems to be.” Roscoe nodded, preoccupied with the papers in her hand. If she thumbed through them too many more times, she’d rub the ink off the pages.


  The clock showed 10:57 a.m. Maybe GHP would never call. Maybe the boss was wrong. He’s not God, as Gaspar kept reminding her. But Kim’s gut, what she’d come to recognize as her second brain, disagreed.


  “What’s involved in the background check?” Gaspar asked.


  “Standard Homeland Security forms,” Roscoe replied.


  Kim was thoroughly familiar with those forms and the procedures they required. Smart choice. Presented several possible fingerprint record opportunities. Roscoe was a small town top cop, but she was a good one. Kim would have enjoyed collaborating with a cooperative Roscoe under different circumstances. Maybe one day, they would actually be on the same team. Assuming Roscoe wasn’t the dirty cop Gaspar believed her to be.


  To confirm, Kim said, “So pre-hire, you checked criminal records, gun licenses, credit report, education and employment, drug tests, lie detector, physical exam, right?”


  “Absolutely.”


  Gaspar said, “And all of that’s still here, for both Harry and Sylvia. Sylvia’s fingerprints and print report are the only things missing. No medical records?”


  “Relevant medical records would be there if we had any,” Roscoe replied.


  Gaspar said, “Maybe we can get those from the insurance company?”


  “We’re self insured. She didn’t get any medical care through us. I’d have known about it. I file an annual report,” Roscoe said, inattentive.


  Gaspar looked at Roscoe until she met his gaze. He raised one eyebrow; she grasped the point quickly. A woman Sylvia’s age should have had at least some medical care in the five year period. Sylvia herself looked well cared for and Gaspar lived in a house full of females, so he knew. Records existed. For sure.


  The phone screamed silence. Twenty-six minutes. 11:01 a.m. What the hell were those guys doing out there, anyway? Kim’s stomach snake thrashed around, fully alert. She gulped coffee to calm and distract, but coffee wasn’t working any longer. She asked, “How about tax returns?”


  She loved tax returns. She requested them on every case. Tax returns contained a gold mine of information if you knew how to read them. Predictable, comforting, recognizable digits securely held in proper boxes. Much better than dealing with people. Figures lie and liars figure, she knew. But Kim understood lies and liars; she liked numbers better.


  Roscoe, it seemed, did not.


  “No.” She dropped papers on the desk. A few fluttered to the carpet. “No tax returns. No DNA. No cavity searches. No video of her mother giving birth. No goddamned place to look besides those two folders. No old fingerprints. Got it?”


  Kim held both hands palm out in mock surrender. Roscoe bent down to collect the documents she’d dropped on the floor.


  Gaspar asked, “How about tax returns for Harry after they married? If they filed jointly, that would be a start.”


  Roscoe straightened up. Without a glance, she stalked out and slammed the door behind her. But she didn’t do anything worse.


  “That went well, don’t you think, Mrs. Lincoln?” he said lightly.


  “Just great.”


  Gaspar stood, stretched, walked around the room as if he was mulling things over. Might have fooled someone else, but Kim recognized his pain relief routine. He said, “Don’t worry, Sunshine. She’s got to come back eventually. It’s her office.”


  


  Chapter Twenty


  ROSCOE CAME BACK FIVE MINUTES LATER, looking unconcerned. Kim said, “Beverly, we can figure this out. You’re looking for fingerprints, but what you really want to find is Sylvia, right?”


  “Duh,” Roscoe said.


  “Sylvia seemed out of place here, don’t you think? You said she wasn’t a local. So why did she come here? With respect, Margrave isn’t exactly the town every sophisticated girl like Sylvia dreams about, is it? Surely she didn’t just get off a bus and walk into town looking for a job in the local police station?”


  Kim saw the briefest glint of surprise.


  “What?” she asked.


  Then the surprise softened to puzzlement. Roscoe leafed through the papers in front of her.


  Gaspar said, “What?”


  No answer. Kim waited to explain how to find Sylvia.


  Tax returns.


  Unlike fingerprints, tax returns weren’t kept forever. The IRS normally held them for three years. Prior returns had to be somewhere, and Kim knew where they hid.


  And tax returns knew where Sylvia hid.


  The clock on the wall showed 11:06 a.m. What could the GHP possibly be doing with that Chevy for more than thirty minutes before notifying the correct homicide team? Sure, the first officer on the scene didn’t want to make a mistake and set the wrong jurisdiction in motion. But this was GHP’s beat. They had to know who to call. Even those two yokels from yesterday couldn’t be that dumb.


  Then Roscoe sighed and said, “Sylvia Black applied for her job here because Finlay recommended us. Sylvia had been living in DC and wanted to relocate. He told her he’d come from Margrave. Made it sound idyllic, she claimed. Peaceful. Just what she wanted.”


  And there it was. The connection. Under different circumstances, Kim might have cheered.


  Finlay’s name roused Gaspar pretty fast. He handed the personnel folders back to Roscoe and asked, “Did Sylvia say why she wanted to relocate?”


  Roscoe hesitated before answering.


  “Jealous boyfriend,” she said.


  “She give you a name?” Gaspar asked.


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Not Finlay himself, right?”


  “No.”


  “How do you know, if she didn’t give you a name?”


  Roscoe didn’t answer. Kim sipped her coffee, unsure. Even five years ago, Finlay was a long way up the food chain from an aspiring administrative aide. Unless he had some sort of personal relationship with her. But she couldn’t see Finlay risking everything for Sylvia Black. He seemed too, well, smart, at the very least.


  She asked, “Did you ever ask Finlay about Sylvia? For a reference, maybe?”


  Roscoe considered that one for a while, searching her memory. Her tone softer, sentences slower, she said, “I don’t think so. We had an opening. Sylvia applied. We liked her. Her background checked out. There didn’t seem to be any reason to go further, I guess.”


  Gaspar asked, “How did Sylvia know you had a job opening?”


  “I don’t know,” Roscoe said. “Five years is a long time to remember details like that.”


  Gaspar asked, “How long have Sylvia’s fingerprints been missing?”


  “No idea.”


  “That’s a lot of screw ups on your watch, Chief. Your one and only prisoner escapes by walking out the door. With the full cooperation of your desk sergeant. Prints and print reports were removed from the accused’s confidential file. You don’t even know when that happened, let alone how. Awfully convenient, don’t you think? ”


  “You think I pulled Sylvia’s personnel file out today just to screw with you?”


  Kim asked, “Why did you? Retrieve the file today, I mean? You booked Sylvia, right? Took prints? Why pull the old file? Looking for confirmation? Discrepancies? Or what?”


  Roscoe ran her fingers through both sides of her hair. “Or what, I guess.”


  “Meaning?” Gaspar pressed.


  Roscoe held up the papers she’d collected during her brief absence. “This is her booking file. We took new prints yesterday. Sent them in last night. Report from AFIS came back just before you arrived. They say no such person is on record.”


  She tossed the folder across to Gaspar. It landed in his lap and slid to the floor. He bent to pick it up, and winced. Something wrong with his right side. Not just his leg.


  “Walk me through it,” Kim said, and watched Roscoe’s body language. She figured Roscoe had sound instincts. And she’d been on the job a good long time. Pride and anger and duty and uncertainty all crossed her expressive face. She liked her independence. She hated that help was required. Kim understood.


  Roscoe said, “I’ve always been careful about fingerprints. Even with DNA now, fingerprints still solve cases. Early in my career, it was my job to take prints, and handle the reports.”


  “I hear a ‘but’ coming,” Gaspar said.


  Roscoe smiled. The first genuine smile they’d seen from her today. She had a nice smile, Kim thought. Kind. Like a nurse in a dental office, maybe.


  “But,” Roscoe said, drawing the word out and mocking Gaspar a little, as she stared directly at Kim, “I learned how important fingerprints really are when I met Jack Reacher.”


  The statement startled. Not what they were expecting. Not at all. Roscoe smiled. She enjoyed the upper hand. Who didn’t?


  “How so?” Kim asked.


  “You know about Joe Reacher’s murder now, right?”


  “We have some open questions,” Kim said. “But we know Jack was mistakenly accused and later released when his alibi was confirmed.”


  “Yes,” Roscoe said. “Jack Reacher was innocent.”


  Kim said nothing. She doubted Jack Reacher was innocent, whether he had an alibi or not. Jack Reacher hadn’t been innocent since Moses was a boy. But Kim need to kill time until the call came. Reacher was a better topic than the Chevy.


  Roscoe took another breath, and held it, and let it go. She said, “Joe Reacher’s fingerprints weren’t processed correctly. We got a false negative. And we didn’t know that until after Jack’s alibi had been confirmed. So we lost a lot of valuable time.” Her voice trailed off into memories. Whether good or bad, Kim couldn’t say.


  Gaspar said, “Not to mention you accused and arrested the wrong dude.”


  Roscoe flushed crimson. “If you’re trying to provoke me, Agent Gaspar, keep it up.”


  Gaspar gave it right back. “You did accuse Jack Reacher of killing his brother, didn’t you? And you were wrong. You’re telling me you did that based on a false fingerprint report?”


  Roscoe shoved back, rapid fire. “I didn’t accuse Jack Reacher of anything. Chief Morrison accused him.”


  “And then Chief Morrison got killed. So let’s see: Bad fingerprint work, two murders, one false arrest. All coincidence? Or Margrave PD incompetence?”


  “There was no incompetence.”


  “Who was dirty, then? Finlay?”


  Silence in the room. Bewilderment in Roscoe’s eyes.


  She said, “Finlay? Dirty?”


  Then she burst out laughing. Genuine laughter. She laughed like a kid watching cartoons. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She held her stomach in pain as the laughter kept on coming. She was still laughing when Brent knocked and opened the door.


  Was the woman mentally unbalanced?


  Kim looked at the clock to mark the time. It was 11:22 a.m. Forty-eight minutes since the GHP arrived at the scene; five to ten minutes to call in the plate, exit the cruiser, get over to the Chevy, and look inside to find the body. Two to five minutes to call and wait for backup. Talk it over before choosing first responders and making the call. Total lapsed time forty-one to forty-six minutes.


  Way too long.


  Which meant the Chevy was not Roscoe’s case.


  So why were they calling at all?


  The stomach snake already knew.


  “Chief?” Brent had looked fresh and clean the day before. Now weary eyes and sallow skin marked him a man who knew he’d screwed up. Maybe he was the one who released Sylvia to the impersonators last night, after all.


  Roscoe picked up a tissue and wiped away the tears of laughter from her eyes.


  She said, “Yes, Brent, what is it?”


  She was still almost giggling. Odd behavior, to say the least.


  “We’ve got a situation,” Brent told her, as if another problem was the very last thing he wanted to report. “GHP just notified us. They’ve found another body.”


  “Homicide?”


  Brent nodded. “Likely. On the interstate, by the cloverleaf at the county road.


  “Who is the victim? Do they know?”


  Brent squirmed. Squared his shoulders. Lifted his head. Confessed perhaps the second worst possible news in his world at the moment. “It’s that lawyer. L. Mark Newton. The one picked up Sylvia Black last night.”


  Kim and Gaspar looked at each other. Gaspar raised his eyebrow. The imposter is dead already? Followed quickly by, Why would the boss care about him?


  “Any sign of Sylvia?” Roscoe asked.


  “Long gone,” Brent said. “Looks like she killed him, too. He was shot just like Harry. Two in the back of the head.”


  


  Chapter Twenty One


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 2


  11:39 a.m.


  ROSCOE LOOKED SHELL SHOCKED. Kim judged the reaction genuine. Mostly because she wanted it to be.


  “Our jurisdiction?” Roscoe asked.


  Brent said, “GHP turf. They only called because we’d put our BOLO out there for Newton and they say it’s him.”


  Kim thought Brent seemed upset and relieved in equal measure. Upset, because the guy wouldn’t be dead if Sylvia had been properly kept in jail. But what accounted for the relief?


  Roscoe asked, “Who’s there now?”


  “Four GHP cruisers, more on the way. Paramedics just arrived. Coroner’s ten minutes out. Guess he had another call. Can’t move the body until he’s done. I don’t know who else. Crime scene will be there, if they’re not already. GHP traffic, probably. This time of day, rubber-neckers won’t be bad, but somebody will need to handle it.” He looked down at the carpet as if he didn’t want to deliver the last piece of news. But to his credit, he did, eventually. He said, “Media maybe. Got the first notice over the GHP radio. We’re checking the TV news channels.”


  “Who’s GHP on scene? Archie and Jim Leach?” Roscoe asked.


  Brent nodded yes.


  Swell, Kim thought. Just what she needed. Another encounter with the Leaches.


  Roscoe felt differently.


  “Good,” she said. “Did Archie tell you what’s going on?”


  “I called him on his cell. The guy is dead. No need to rush, Archie said. They haven’t even opened the car yet.”


  “Anything else?”


  Brent looked down at his shoes again. “Not that I know of, Chief. Archie said they have it all under control. He said you can take your time.”


  “Call him back. Tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can. Tell him to wait until we get there to open the car. I’d like to see the body before they move it.”


  “Will do.”


  “Tell him I’m about twenty minutes out.”


  “Ten four.”


  “Ask him if that’s OK. Let me know if it’s not.”


  “Will do.”


  “Before you make the call, can you cue up the edited video from last night?”


  “Already done,” he said. “View on camera three.”


  Roscoe pulled her cell phone off the desk and held it out to him. “And put two or three good stills on here of Newton, Marshal Wright, and Sylvia.” He crossed the room and collected the phone and went away to do her bidding.


  After the door closed behind him Roscoe turned her computer monitor around. She seemed to change direction and headed there directly. She said, “Take a look at this video. These two guys aren’t who they claimed to be; there was no order and nobody sent here from the Marshal service. The short guy is an imposter, too. L. Mark Newton died last year. Obituary is posted on the internet. Give me a positive ID on these two so I can find their asses.”


  Roscoe pressed a couple of keys.


  “What are we looking at?” Kim asked, admitting nothing. She wanted to trust Roscoe, but Gaspar could too easily be right about her. There was more going on here than Kim could fathom. She moved her chair closer to the monitor. Gaspar’s viewing angle was already good enough.


  Roscoe’s demeanor was all business. No hysteria now, if that’s what it was before. “We have constant security video inside the station, including last night when Shorty and his sidekick took Sylvia. The whole thing lasted 32 minutes. This edit is the total six minutes of action.”


  “Any audio to go with it?” Gaspar wanted to know. “I’m pretty good at voice identification, if you’ve got a reasonable recording.”


  Roscoe said, “There’s full audio, but these guys didn’t say much and they were careful not to speak loud enough for the microphones. We’ve punched the sound, which distorts the quality.”


  “So they were familiar with the limits of your equipment,” Gaspar said.


  “That’s my guess,” Roscoe said.


  Kim asked, “Can we get the full video? Maybe our people can apply some forensics you don’t have access to.”


  Roscoe nodded. “We sent it to the FBI Atlanta Field Office early this morning. But I’ll have Brent get you a copy when we’re done here.”


  They watched in silence for six minutes, straight through.


  Kim saw the date on the tape was November 2.


  Initial entry time was 12:01 a.m.


  After which: Two men come in. They have a brief chat with the desk sergeant. Not Brent after all. Kim was glad. And she wondered now what he was so worried about since he wasn’t at fault.


  The fake Marshal hands over a folded paper. The desk sergeant makes a phone call at 12:06 a.m. lasting less than one minute. Another brief chat at the desk. The sergeant makes another phone call at 12:11 a.m. lasting less than one minute. He shakes his head. A briefer chat follows. The sergeant puts the paper on the desk and walks to Sylvia’s cell. Sylvia is sitting as she had been in her own kitchen that day, hunched over, head down, forearms resting on her thighs, fingers pressing together rhythmically in sequence.


  Sylvia looks up when the sergeant unlocks the cell. She stands, hands in front. He cuffs her, holds her right bicep, and walks her to the front. He presents her to the Marshal, who grabs her left bicep.


  Sylvia and the two men walk out through the front door.


  Outside, all three get in the Chevy Kim and Gaspar had seen on the Interstate median. The one with the dead body in it. The one Roscoe called Shorty, still alive at that point, is driving. The fake Marshal is sitting in the navigator seat. Sylvia is in back.


  The car drives out of frame at 12:33 a.m.


  Roscoe said, “Recognize them?”


  Kim shook her head once. Negative. Like Roscoe, Kim knew only who the guys were not.


  “Roll it again,” Gaspar said. “We’ve got questions.”


  Roscoe pressed replay without taking her focus off the screen.


  Kim studied details this time.


  Two men stood outside, pressed the call button, waited for the door to unlock, entered the station, and approached the desk. The shorter one was dressed in a dark business suit and tie. He carried a briefcase.


  He looked familiar.


  The taller one was wearing a U.S. Marshal uniform, complete with hat and equipment belt. Hat shadowed his face; uniform enveloped his body. Nothing visible enough to identify.


  Both men wore leather gloves.


  It was November.


  Costumes.


  Meant to convey normalcy and conceal reality. Well done.


  The desk sergeant was the other guy Kim had seen with Brent at Sylvia’s home yesterday.


  “Who is that?” she asked.


  “Officer Frank Kraft.”


  “He’s new?”


  Roscoe didn’t look up. She must have seen the video a hundred times already, but she remained focused. “About a month, I guess.”


  “Break any rules about buzzing visitors in here at night?” Gaspar asked.


  “Federal officers pretty much come and go as they please around here,” Roscoe said.


  Touchy, like small-town cops everywhere.


  The shorter guy, was the first to speak. His voice was husky in an abnormal way.


  “Sergeant,” he had said, “I’m L. Mark Newton, attorney for Sylvia Black.” He handed Kraft a business card. “This is Marshal Wright.”


  Kim registered the words. They seemed rehearsed. Had she heard the voice before? A tenor. Midwestern. Maybe.


  The second guy also presented a business card to Kraft, but said nothing.


  Kraft looked the cards over and placed them on the desk.


  “What can I do for you?” Kraft asked. Deep baritone with a lisp.


  “We have a federal court order for Sylvia Black,” Shorty said. “We’re here to collect her.”


  Marshal Wright reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a tri-folded white paper. No envelope. He handed the paper to Kraft. Kraft opened the paper and read it.


  “I didn’t know Mrs. Black was being released tonight,” Kraft said. Was there any surprise in his tone? “I’ll need to check with my Chief.”


  Shorty said, “There’s nothing to check. It’s all there in black and white.”


  The Marshal said, “We have to get her to Chicago by 3:30 a.m. We miss that flight in Atlanta, we’ll all be in a world of trouble, you know?”


  Kraft nodded. “Sure. I understand. It’ll only take a minute.” He picked up the phone and placed the first call. At 12:06 a.m.


  Gaspar asked Roscoe, “Did he actually call you?”


  She said, “What the hell do you think?”


  Gaspar said, “I think he tried and didn’t get you. Why not?”


  “I was involved in something else at the time.”


  Gaspar didn’t press her. Good. There would be a time for that, but not now.


  Kraft hadn’t left a message. He had said, “I’ll need to call again.”


  And the short man had gotten a little nasty at that point, while keeping his voice down. Kim recognized the trick. She’d seen it before. Very effective for confounding voice identification. The end of his sentence was: “If your Chief has any questions, she can call us. Remind her that Federal judges can’t be challenged on matters of national security.”


  Kraft nodded, as if the statement was as obvious as wet water. Still, to his credit, he made the second call. Same result.


  Gaspar didn’t ask Roscoe why she failed to pick up the second time. Nor did Kim mention that Shorty was flat wrong on the law and Kraft should have known better.


  On the tape Shorty looked at his watch and spoke again. Insistent words, nastier tone, but still controlled. Definitely rehearsed. He said, “We can take you into custody, too, son. Anybody here with you?”


  Kraft said, “No. Just me.”


  Gaspar actually groaned. Roscoe shot him a withering stare.


  Shorty’s practiced coercion got heavier. “You don’t want to leave your station unattended, do you?”


  Now Kraft seemed unsure, and worried.


  Shorty changed his tactics to the reasonable approach. “Look, officer, you have our cards and our numbers. You have the order. Your chief can follow up when you reach her. What’s the problem?”


  Kraft wavered, undecided. Body language conflicted, but leaning toward refusal.


  The Marshal broke the deadlock. He stood tall and conveyed a simultaneously threatening and brothers-in-arms posture. “We’re on a deadline, officer. We can’t wait until your chief gets her shuteye. Shall we take Mrs. Black alone, or do you want to come along? Either way is fine with me.”


  Kraft spent four more seconds thinking it over before he said, “I guess I’d better stay here.”


  The Marshal pulled his handcuffs off his equipment belt and held them out. “Do you want me to come with you?”


  Kraft said, “I can handle it.”


  He snagged the cuffs, left the desk, and headed toward Sylvia’s cell.


  Kim asked, “Any conversation between these two while Kraft is gone on the full recording?”


  “None at all,” Roscoe replied.


  Kraft walked into the cell block. He pressed the release button on the wall and Sylvia’s door popped open. She looked up, faced the camera, and flashed her model’s smile.


  “Time to go, Sylvia,” Kraft said. Sylvia stood up, smoothed her clothes, patted her hair to be sure it remained in place.


  Gaspar asked, “These two know each other?”


  Roscoe replied, “Of course.”


  Kraft said, “I have to put the cuffs on.”


  Sylvia held her hands out in front, palms together. Kraft put the cuffs on her wrists. They walked together out of her cell.


  Sylvia showed no surprise.


  And she asked no questions.


  “Did you edit any of Sylvia’s responses?” Kim asked.


  Roscoe met Kim’s gaze for the first time since the video began.


  She said, “No.”


  “She expected this, then.”


  “That’s how I figure it,” Roscoe said.


  On the tape Kraft walked Sylvia back to the desk in silence and handed off his prisoner to the Marshal. Sylvia’s face lit up. The Marshal’s answering expression remained concealed by his hat. He took Sylvia’s left arm without comment.


  Shorty said, “Again, sergeant, have your chief call us if she has any questions. We’ll be out of touch, off and on, until we land at O’Hare. After that, we’ll be continuously available.”


  Kraft was clearly unhappy, but he said, “OK.”


  Hat on, head down, the Marshal led Sylvia toward the exit. He pressed on the door with his forearm, but it didn’t open.


  Shorty, five steps behind, turned back to Kraft and said his last words, “Can you buzz us out?”


  Kraft returned to his desk and pressed the lock release.


  The Marshal’s gloved hand pushed the glass door open. He herded Sylvia through the gap. Shorty followed.


  The green Chevy was parked at the curb, engine running. The Marshal opened the sedan’s back door. Sylvia looked back at the station and raised her cuffed hands and waved. Then she ducked into the back seat. The Marshal reached into his pocket and pulled something out. He handed it to Sylvia and closed her door. He turned away and got into the Chevy’s front passenger seat without showing his face to the station’s outdoor cameras.


  Taking probably his last steps, too, Shorty walked around the trunk and got into the driver’s seat.


  The car pulled away from the station at 12:33 a.m.


  Kim figured they felt elated at first. Maybe at 12:34 a.m. they were whooping it up inside the Chevy, with a bigger celebration planned for later. When they reached their destination. Which was probably not Atlanta and most certainly not Chicago.


  They’d have reached the cloverleaf between ten and fourteen minutes later. Say three minutes to pull the car off to the side of the road, intending to switch to a replacement vehicle. No reason to park there otherwise.


  Shoot the short guy in the head, get out of the Chevy, raise the hood, get into the second vehicle, and leave the scene.


  Maybe five minutes.


  Which put Shorty’s time of death between eighteen and twenty-two minutes after the video ended.


  Call it 12:51 a.m. to 12:55 a.m.


  Almost exactly the time Finlay should have shown up in the JFK Hudson Hotel.


  But hadn’t.


  Which, of course, the boss already knew.


  


  Chapter Twenty Two


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 2


  11:54 a.m.


  THE RECORDING ENDED FOR THE SECOND TIME and Roscoe waited for a reaction. She didn’t get one. So she stood up and patted her equipment belt to confirm all her stuff was there, and she grabbed her car keys, and she moved toward the door.


  At the threshold she turned back to Kim and Gaspar, both still seated.


  She asked, “Are you coming?”


  Kim looked at Gaspar, felt the fatigue in her bones and saw his exhaustion. She knew what he was thinking. Why go back out there? He’d already seen the body; she’d already seen the car. They could get full reports later. No need to traipse around in the weeds again. What they both needed was sleep. Decent food. Time to figure this thing out. Before they made a mistake they couldn’t fix.


  All of which would have to wait, Kim realized. She said, “We’ll follow in our own car. We’ll be there in twenty.”


  Roscoe said, “No, you’ll ride with me. We’ll talk on the way.”


  She left the room before either Kim or Gaspar could protest.


  “So, Boss Lady, do we obey?” Gaspar asked. He stood, yawned, stretched. Eased his pain. He wasn’t fooling her. His leg, and his side. He’d been sitting too long. He had to be hurting.


  “Apparently there’s more than one boss lady here,” Kim said. “And you heard her. So move your ass.” She put a smile on her face. And in her voice. She was Number One. It was up to her to set the tone. Admitting exhaustion wasn’t the way to start. Or defeat. She walked out, following Roscoe, Gaspar behind her for once.


  Gaspar said, “I don’t suppose we could stop at Eno’s Diner on the way? For pancakes and country ham?”


  “I’m guessing not.”


  “In that case, wait up.” He ducked into the break room and came back out carrying two donuts.


  “For me?” Kim asked, and grabbed one from his hand before he could stop her. “You shouldn’t have.”


  “I didn’t,” he said.


  Roscoe was waiting at her reserved parking space, next to her navy Town Car. She got in and started the engine. Kim took the navigator’s position, leaving the back seat for Gaspar. She fastened her seat belt and used her right hand to hold the shoulder harness away from her neck.


  Roscoe drove with the precise assurance of a woman who knew every chink in the local asphalt. She used her bubble light, but no siren. Other vehicles moved respectfully aside and she left them in her wake. She covered half the distance without speaking. Kim waited. Gaspar waited, too, for once.


  Then seven miles from the cloverleaf, Roscoe asked, “What time did you find the body?”


  Kim said nothing.


  Gaspar said, “What?”


  “No more games,” Roscoe said. Her tone was level and determined. She lifted off the accelerator and the big car slowed. “You must take me for a complete moron.”


  “I wish you were a moron,” Kim said. “You’d be easier to handle.”


  Roscoe glanced at Gaspar in the rear view mirror. “We all know Harry Black wasn’t shot two hours before Sylvia called 911. Plenty of time for you to clean up that crime scene, too. Good job, by the way. We didn’t find much.”


  Gaspar said, “You’re on the wrong track, chief. We don’t know anything about Harry Black. We saw his body for the first time when you did.” He raised his right hand, palm out, first two fingers up, last two held down by his thumb. “Scout’s honor.”


  “Oh, please,” Roscoe said. “You wouldn’t know a boy scout if he ran up and bit you on the leg.”


  “Wrong,” Gaspar said. “I was a boy scout. An Eagle Scout, to be exact. Matter of public record. Check it out if you don’t believe me.”


  Roscoe slowed the car to a crawl and then stopped on the shoulder of the county road. Miles of emptiness stretched in all directions. She put the transmission in park, unbuckled her shoulder harness, and turned toward her captured prey.


  What is she up to?


  Gaspar yawned, stretched, lay down on the cushy bench and closed his eyes. “Wake me up when we get there.”


  Within seconds he was breathing evenly and his face was relaxed. Kim thought he’d actually fallen asleep. Maybe he was fresh out of amphetamines. Maybe they were what he kept pulling out of his pocket and sticking in his mouth when he thought she wouldn’t notice.


  “Now what?” Kim asked Roscoe. “Are we going to the crime scene, or did you have something else in mind?”


  Roscoe said, “We’ll continue on our way as soon as you tell me what you know.”


  Kim shrugged. Tried a new tactic. “OK, I’ll play along, Beverly. I’m guessing Jack Reacher killed Harry Black and cleaned up the mess, and the tall guy impersonating the U.S. Marshal on your video tape was Jack Reacher, too. We already called it in. It won’t help you to shoot us.”


  Roscoe’s mouth fell open. Kind of comical really, Kim thought. She watched until Roscoe realized where her jaw bone was and clamped her mouth shut, holding her lips in a stiff line.


  Kim poked her again. “Oh, come on. It’s got to be him. That’s what Reacher does, right? Rescues damsels in distress? Sleeps with them? Saves their lives?”


  A red flush crept up Roscoe’s neck and over her face. “So that’s the way it’s going to be?” Then her cell phone rang. She answered and listened and said, “Can he wait ten minutes? I can be there in five, and I need five to look. Tell him I appreciate it.”


  She ended the call and buckled up again and pulled the heavy slow Town Car onto the road.


  “Don’t think we’re finished this conversation, Agent Otto,” she said. She put the bubble light on top of the car this time and turned on the siren before she hit the gas. The big Lincoln accelerated faster than Kim expected. Gaspar didn’t sit up. Maybe he really had fallen asleep, as unlikely as that seemed. The ride was smooth and quiet. Even at high speeds it felt like they were gliding over the bumpy old road wearing ear muffs.


  Roscoe said, “They’ve got to move the body. Crowd control is becoming a problem. They’ve closed the interstate both ways and there’s four miles of traffic already. Two fender benders so far and more to come if they don’t get unsnarled before rush hour. Coroner’s arrived and he’s got another case after this one.” Roscoe covered the remaining miles to the cloverleaf in less than four minutes and then slowed half a mile out. She didn’t know the Chevy’s precise location. Kim could have helped with that, but she didn’t. Fifteen hundred feet from the east side of the cloverleaf, Roscoe slowed to a crawl, searching for the best place to park amid the official vehicles already present.


  A rainbow of pulsing hazard lights were flashing in uncoordinated rhythms. Interstate traffic was backed up as far as Kim could see in both directions. GHP cruisers were blocking entrances and exits at each point of the cloverleaf. Officers were directing vehicles to move along instead of gawking, but drivers weren’t complying.


  Kim counted two fire department vehicles, a truck and a paramedic bus, and three GHP vans with “Crime Scene Technicians” stenciled on their sides, and two tow trucks, and an unmarked black sedan which must have belonged to the coroner. Three Crime Scene techs were working on the car. They had the trunk open, and they had cameras and markers and other equipment running. Then two techs left and walked back to their van while the third waited to document the body’s removal. Most of the remaining work would be done when they examined the car later.


  Uniformed first responders stood near their vehicles waiting their turn to work. No one seemed to mind the delay. It was a nice fall day. Warm enough. Slight breeze. No urgency.


  Two news helicopters circled wide above the chaos. Three news satellite vans parked on the opposite side of the road. Two sets of photo-journalists and stand-up reporters were taping live shots.


  “What a circus,” Roscoe said, quietly.


  Kim saw three men, two wearing GHP uniforms and the third in a dark suit, approaching the Chevy. One Leach brother stood five feet southwest of the car; legs braced wide apart, arms folded, holding his shotgun precisely as he’d pointed it at her yesterday. He noticed the men, too, and walked to meet them.


  Roscoe found a strip of grassy land off the shoulder a short hike from the focal point. She said, “I could get closer, but we’d get blocked in. If we park here, we can leave when we’re ready.”


  The three men met up with the Leach brother and all four stopped next to the Chevy, exactly where Gaspar had collected the hound dog earlier.


  Roscoe settled her Town Car into the place she’d selected.


  Leach lowered his shotgun and extended his arm toward the Chevy’s door handle.


  Roscoe reached toward her keys.


  Leach opened the Chevy’s door exactly as Roscoe clicked off the ignition.


  The click triggered Kim’s reptilian brain and the training memories embedded there.


  Instantly, she saw, heard and understood.


  “Get down!” she screamed.


  And the Chevy exploded.


  


  Chapter Twenty Three


  THE HIGH PRESSURE BLAST WAVE hurled the Leach brother and the coroner and the two GHP officers across the weedy grass like boneless scarecrows, dead before they hit the ground, and then a monstrous orange fireball filled the sky. White flames swallowed the Chevy in a blinding hot flash. Black smoke plumed up, then out, erasing normal daylight.


  Kim closed her eyes, covered her ears and ducked her head. Smaller shock waves bounced Roscoe’s Town Car on the grassy shoulder and squeezed Kim’s breath from her chest. Pain seared as if her lungs had collapsed.


  Muffled sound far away.


  Kim squeezed her eyes tighter and curled as far into the foot-well as the shoulder harness would let her. Her chest hurt. She gulped shallow breaths.


  Another explosion, smaller, followed quickly by a third.


  Unnatural silence.


  Kim waited, struggled to breathe, finally felt her lungs working again. She gulped air, hungry for it.


  How much time had passed?


  She opened her eyes again. Saw Roscoe still belted in her seat, conscious. OK. Kim struggled upright in her own seat. Took her hands off her ears.


  There were fires outside the Town Car. There were muffled noises. There were pieces, chunks, slabs of things scattered everywhere. There were burning vehicles. There was smoke too thick to see through.


  The Chevy was still burning.


  Kim’s brain was processing data like slow-falling dominoes, one thing leading to the next. Both tow trucks were covered in flames. Tow trucks usually carried extra gasoline. Hence the second and third explosions? Two GHP cruisers also burning. One rested on its roof, the other in the ditch, lying on its side. Thrown there by the initial pressure wave?


  Several uniformed personnel were down, injured, but likely alive. Gawkers might be hurt, too, inside vehicles closer to the Chevy than Roscoe’s Town Car.


  On site rescue workers mobbed the scene. Firefighters rushed to put out the flames. Helicopter blades fought to disperse the blackness. The noise must have been outrageous, but everything remained muted by the Town Car’s body and the cotton that filled Kim’s head.


  Behind the wheel, Roscoe seemed dazed, too, but conscious and not bleeding.


  “Gaspar?” Kim asked. But how loud was her voice? She couldn’t tell. And she heard no answer. “Gaspar?” she called, louder. No response.


  She unhooked her seatbelt. She took stock of her body, which seemed to be unhurt and functioning. She turned in her seat but couldn’t see him over the high seatback.


  “Gaspar?” she said again. She raised up as far as she could without kneeling, craned her neck and looked down into the deep foot well.


  She saw him, face down, prone.


  She remembered he’d been lying on the bench seat, not wearing his seatbelt. Had he been thrown to the floor when the car bounced? Was he hurt?


  Kim scrambled out of the sedan and pulled open the back door.


  “Are you OK?” she screamed, reaching in to him.


  He didn’t scream back. Instead, he nodded, lifted himself onto his hands and knees, and crawled backward out of the floor well onto the grassy red ground. He leaned against the door to steady himself upright. Kim thought he looked unharmed. But percussion injuries could manifest hours or days later, hard to detect and potentially devastating. They patted themselves down, checked for broken bones, or blood. Found none.


  Kim and Gaspar moved away from the vehicle. Roscoe stared forward, pale, rigid, horrified. Kim understood. The dead, the injured, were Roscoe’s friends and colleagues. She could have been among them. All three of them could have been standing at the Chevy when it exploded, had Roscoe not stopped back there on the county road.


  And then the shaking started. Kim felt it, but was powerless to stop it.


  Gaspar wrapped his arms around her, holding her close to his body.


  “What is it? Are you hurt?” he yelled, patting her down, looking for anything, everything.


  Kim shook her head and mouthed without sound, “No, I’m fine.”


  Then she thought: Gaspar might have opened the Chevy’s door this morning when he first found the body. And her shaking intensified. Her teeth chattered. She couldn’t stop.


  But she had to stop.


  She had to help those people. She knew combat first aid. They all did. She was fine. She wasn’t hurt. She had to go help.


  She pushed Gaspar away and walked three steps on spaghetti legs toward the carnage. Gaspar grabbed her arm, pulled her around to face him.


  “They’ve got enough help,” he said. “There’s more coming. Better that we stay out of the way.”


  Kim heard him as if he was at the end of a very long tunnel. She looked ahead at the scene. Medical personnel, first responders, firefighters, sirens, helicopters. She shook Gaspar’s hand away, put one foot in front of the other, determination as wobbly as her steps, but she kept on going. Her next thought was foolish nonsense. She said, “No way to keep the media away now, Roscoe. No way in hell.”


  She smiled. How silly was that? She giggled. She covered her mouth with her hand, pressed hard until only stifled silence remained.


  Hysteria was the last thing anyone needed.


  


  Chapter Twenty Four


  KIM FELT GASPAR’S HAND on her shoulder again after she’d walked only twenty feet. She glanced at him, noticed his limping, and slowed her pace. Maybe he was hurt after all? Roscoe had stayed behind. She’d moved the Town Car and parked it across the county road, bubble light flashing. Kim saw her talking on the cell, probably calling Brent for roadblocks. Preventing more chaos was a good plan.


  Gaspar put weight in his grip on her shoulder. She turned her head toward him. He leaned closer, squeezed her shoulder tighter, stopped their forward momentum. He tapped his watch and spoke slowly to make her understand words she was unable to hear.


  “We can’t stay too long,” he said. “We need to get out before our presence is recorded or questioned. Keep your head down. Talk to no one.”


  She nodded agreement. He squeezed her shoulder once more before they moved deeper into scenes resembling a war zone. Roscoe jogged over and met them at the outer perimeter of most serious damage.


  The November air was now blackened with sooty pollution. Kim tasted the stench; smoke burned her eyes. Explosion debris blocked all normal paths. Hot spots glowed in weed patches, threatening to reignite. Noise levels continued to rise around her as vehicles and personnel overwhelmed.


  “Holy Christ,” Gaspar said, crossing himself in the traditional Catholic way when they saw the Leach brother’s charred corpse pass by on a stretcher. He reached into his breast pocket, pulled out a linen handkerchief and handed it to Kim. “Here. Cover your nose and mouth. You don’t want to breathe this stuff any more than you have to. It’s toxic.”


  He bent his left arm at the elbow and covered his own face with his sleeved forearm. Roscoe did the same.


  “Let’s split up,” Kim said, through the fine linen filter. Was she whispering or shouting? She raised her voice anyway, just in case. “Meet back here or call me. OK?”


  He nodded through the crook of his elbow and peeled off to the southwest. Roscoe melted into the crowd of responders.


  Kim moved north, making slow progress toward the smoldering Chevy. Along her route she helped where she could until the last of the victims was hustled into rescue vehicles. Then finally she reached the center of combustion. For a good long time, she stood away from the knot of investigators and simply stared at the debris.


  Kim had recognized the blast for what it was: a VIED. A Vehicle Improvised Explosive Device. The idiot’s weapon. She had learned in specialized FBI training that car bombs were easy to build and always effective and indiscriminately murderous. A nearly perfect disaster machine. No prior experience required.


  Except everything she’d observed had confirmed that the Chevy bomber was an expert. He had demonstrated abilities idiots do not possess.


  Kim pulled out her smart phone, running video and clicking stills as she surveyed the scene. A circle of burned grass surrounded the Chevy’s blackened chassis. The vehicle and all forensic evidence it might have contained were obliterated. Perhaps charred fragments of the dead man would eventually be located here and there, but probably not.


  Before the blast, when Roscoe was parking the Town Car, Kim had seen the trunk lid open while crime scene techs calmly processed the trunk’s interior. Meaning there had been no explosives in the trunk. The Chevy hadn’t been packed with low-grade explosives, as idiots’ car bombs often are. Something more powerful in smaller quantities had been used.


  Judging from the explosion’s properties and the significant amount of damage, Kim figured the bomb was most likely PETN. An odorless, powerful military grade plastic explosive, PETN had become the first choice of serious terrorists. It was stable and it produced maximum damage employing a minimum amount of product. Quite effective.


  The difficulty should have been obtaining access to PETN. In theory, unauthorized personnel couldn’t acquire it. But laws are for the law-abiding and where there’s a will, there’s a way. Supplies were not as well controlled as Homeland Security would have the populace believe. Kim’s team back in the Detroit field office collected PETN from radicals too often.


  The Chevy’s placement had been exact. Not only did the vehicle explode, the blast took out two flanking GHP cruisers. Tow trucks parked in front of the Chevy provided the secondary explosions. Five vehicles destroyed with one bomb. Either the Chevy bomber knew precise details of local procedures or he’d been blessed with dumb luck.


  Kim didn’t believe in luck.


  She decided the bomb had been carefully designed to damage or destroy interstate travel north and south for miles. Which meant the bomb’s designer was not only knowledgeable about local traffic patterns, but also ruthless. He was willing to kill cops, roadside crews, and innocent travelers as well. Kim shuddered, noticed, and forced herself to stop before the shudder escalated to violent shaking again.


  Engrossed in her assessment and her self-control efforts, she didn’t immediately notice the phantom cell phone’s vibrations in her pocket.


  


  Chapter Twenty Five


  HOW LONG HAD THE PHONE been ringing? Hard to say. She fished it out, opened it, and it nipped her thumb again. She juggled the two phones long enough to remove the cracked plastic’s hold on her skin, then she lifted it to her left ear. She snapped photos as she talked. Two more black vans had arrived.


  “Agent Otto,” she said, into what sounded like silence. Maybe a satellite delay, or maybe her hearing was more impaired than she thought.


  “Damage report?” her boss asked. Was there concern in his tone? Perhaps he was relieved to hear her voice. In which case he should have said so. What would he have done if someone else had answered because she’d died in the blast? Dumb question. If she’d died, no one would have answered. The phone would have died, too. Its vibrating insistence would have been permanently stilled. And the phantom cell was untraceable, dead or alive. If someone found its parts eventually, it would have made no difference; the boss would never have been officially involved. She was under the radar. She could be dead now. Did he care?


  “Agent Otto?” he asked again, louder. More insistent this time. “What is your status?”


  “No physical damage,” Kim said, answering the question he should have asked.


  “And Gaspar?”


  “Gaspar’s fine, too. Thanks for asking.” Cheeky response. Too defensive. Maybe she was just tired. Or still a little hysterical.


  “No damage at all?” She thought he sounded relieved. So he had known. About the bomb. When he ordered them away from the Chevy this morning.


  “Not to us,” Kim said.


  “That’s good,” he said, as if he actually believed it.


  Uniformed teams approached from vehicles parked on all sides of the disaster site. She had to move. She put her personal phone back in her pocket and walked away from the Chevy, still holding the phantom cell to her ear.


  “What else is going on out there?” he asked.


  “It’s difficult to hear you, sir. The noise is overwhelming. Fire’s controlled. Injured transported. Casualties processing. Local professionals doing their jobs. Federals moving in on schedule. Atlanta FBI either here on the way, most likely.” She added the last sentence to make him sweat.


  “How long before you can get out of there and finish your assignment?”


  Finally, he gets to the point. With something like curiosity, she observed her detachment morph to anger. A normal reaction? Odd in context, she realized. She asked, “Which assignment is that, sir? The Reacher file? Or the Sylvia Black case?”


  “Both,” he said, but the admission cost him.


  She smiled to herself. “Tomorrow,” she said. “Maybe longer.” Oh, what the hell, she thought, before plowing ahead. “We could use some help.”


  “What kind of help?”


  “We need background. Access to FBI databases, at least. Someone inside to get information to us as we need it. For now, send me Sylvia Black’s tax returns, both before and after she married Harry. Include all the attachments, too.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.” He paused, but he didn’t promise. “When will you have a report for me?”


  Flash point. Her simmering hurt triggered like another VIED. She felt the familiar millisecond sequence in her head: click, blast wave, percussion, shrapnel, massive fire, billowing black smoke, unbreatheable air.


  Darkness.


  She pulled the phone away from her ear. Snapped it closed. It bit the skin it had damaged twice before. She held the beast away from her body. She squeezed hard to release its grip. The crack separated, pinched and pierced her skin, refused to release her. Blood trickled across the phone’s surface and down her wrist.


  She threw the damn thing down and crushed it with the heel of her FBI regulation footwear. She left its pieces on the hard ground and walked away.


  She was through the barrier, to where she stopped worrying and did what needed doing. She had been there before. She welcomed the feeling, slipped into it like an old leather jacket.


  Gaspar was waiting for her twenty yards ahead. Behind him were the four old burned-out warehouses that Reacher had somehow wrought.


  Death begets death.


  More was coming.


  She picked up her pace.


  


  Chapter Twenty Six


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 2


  1:40 p.m.


  GASPAR MATCHED KIM’S PACE stride for stride. He said, “Eyes and ears everywhere. We’ve got to go.”


  Chemical smoke poisoned the air, burning their eyes. Whapping helicopter blades raised the decibel level to painful proportions. News media swarmed, multiplied like wasps. Ambulances, fire rescue, law enforcement, and tow trucks rushed inbound and outbound from all directions. Arriving vehicles slammed to quick stops, sirens wailing, flashing lights bouncing off every solid object, occupants dashing through the chaos. The gathering crowd of civilians provided more cover and confusion.


  Kim and Gaspar walked away unnoticed, down the ramp, along the county road’s shoulder, farther and farther from the Chevy’s blackened husk. He breathed hard, but he didn’t slow. Nor did she. They made it to Roscoe’s car. Gaspar pressed the key fob, released the door locks. He went one way and she went the other, peeling apart like wide receivers, and they yanked door handles and slid into the front seats.


  Gaspar started the engine, three-point turned, flipped on the bubble light. Kim pulled the power connector to the dash-cam mounted near the windshield. Front audio-video disconnected, but this was a wired state-of-the-art law enforcement vehicle recording every moment. Other devices might still be powered. No termination switch on the instrument panels.


  Only one choice. For now. Least said was soonest mended. She put her finger to her lips. Gaspar nodded agreement. He drove south in silence. She held out her hand, palm up.


  Gaspar shrugged and fished out the boss’s phantom cell.


  She disabled the GPS before shutting it down. She repeated the process on both their personal smart phones. They’d have maybe five to ten minutes of extra breathing room if they needed it. No more.


  Plausible deniability was always good.


  She saw the sign for the washboard dirt ribbon: Black Road.


  She pointed.


  Turn here.


  Gaspar turned. Rain had tamped down the dust since Monday. They saw the pulverized mailbox that marked the driveway entrance.


  Gaspar ignored the house and parked next to the car shack, nose out, for a quick exit.


  Gaspar opened Roscoe’s glove box and rooted around. He found four packs of peanuts. The console storage compartment yielded chocolate peanut butter cups. He tossed a half share to Kim and dropped his own share in his pockets. They moved away together and stood under pecan tree canopies in the weedy side yard.


  Gaspar poured half a peanut pack into his mouth. Kim ate slowly from her palm. She said, “I want a closer look at that mailbox. Something not right about it.”


  Gaspar limped and she walked along the rutted two-track driveway. The quiet of the November country afternoon was punctuated only by nearby bugs and distant crows and scraping soles on gravel. Sunshine warmed the chill.


  Gaspar said, “Five minutes on foot to reach the destroyed mailbox.”


  “Less if you’re mad and chasing vandals.”


  He asked, “Why are we here?”


  “I want a private look at things. Hands on.”


  He said, “It worries me that I’m beginning to understand you.”


  “How’s that?”


  “You talked to the boss, didn’t you? We’re working the Black homicide now, and Reacher’s involved. We need to find Sylvia. I can see it in your twitches.”


  “Sylvia confessed to killing Harry, but the confession’s hinky. At least as to chronology. Roscoe knows that. And where’s the motive? Not spouse abuse, for sure. No evidence of any kind to support that.”


  Gaspar reached into his pocket and pulled out a fragment of scorched paper. “I found this in the grass not far from the Chevy. There were pieces all over the place.”


  “No shit, Sherlock,” Kim said. She showed him identical burnt fragments from her own pocket. “They were hundred dollar bills.”


  Gaspar examined them. “Ragged edges, fibers, rough texture. The real deal. But they’re old. Ben’s face is bigger on new ones.”


  “Reacher blew up a Chevy full of cash? Doesn’t make much sense.”


  They stopped at the end of the driveway, under a stand of trees all choked by kudzu, and looked at the battered mailbox. Kim swiped her palms together to dust off the peanut salt, and hooked her thumbs in her back pockets. She said, “What’s bugging me about this mailbox is the repeated pounding. Had to make a hell of a racket in all this quiet.”


  “Who’s gonna complain? The locusts?”


  “Destroying the box is a felony and Harry’s a cop, right? Slugger knows he’ll get prison time and big money fines if Harry catches him, so he makes sure Harry’s not home somehow. Doesn’t make sense.”


  “Why not?”


  “Takes planning. Slugger’s going to a lot of trouble to piss Harry off and all he does is beat the mailbox. Why not burn the house down or at least trash the place?”


  “What if they were cooking or dealing at the house, which is how they get a Chevy-full of hundred dollar bills? Slugger was a meth-head?”


  “Crazy junky beats mailbox to hell?” Kim shook her head.


  “Don’t like it?”


  “Why didn’t Harry replace the box?”


  “God, I’d hate to live inside your head, Cosette. Does everything bounce around in there like that?”


  “Pretty much, la Mancha. It’s a curse.” She shrugged, mocking his favorite physical response.


  “So what’s your best guess?”


  “I think Sylvia destroyed the box and Harry didn’t care.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know.”


  He shrugged. “I’m not sure it matters. Why do we care about their mail? They didn’t.”


  Kim said, “Exactly. They cared enough at one time to have the mailbox, though. So what changed? Their connection to the postal service was destroyed and neither Harry nor Sylvia fixed it for months, judging by the rust in those cracks. How do they get their mail?”


  “Several options, I guess. P.O. Box. Forward to Harry’s office. Whatever.”


  “Neither rain nor sleet nor gloom of night stays mail couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.”


  He raised his eyebrow. “You were a mail carrier? You memorized the creed?”


  “The postal service doesn’t have a creed,” she said, smiling for the first time since the Chevy exploded. “That was in a Kevin Costner movie. Man, you Chicanos are slow.”


  Gaspar laughed out loud and the sound made her feel normal. Almost.


  She said, “How about this? The mail is delivered come rain or come shine, but only if there’s a place to leave it. And people aren’t required to provide a box or accept delivery.”


  He finished the thought. “So what mail was Sylvia avoiding? Maxed out credit card bills for her high-ticket fashion habit? Wouldn’t be the first woman to spend her husband into bankruptcy. Might explain why she killed him, too, if he found out.”


  “Find the mail, find the answer.”


  “And how do we do that, Mrs. Einstein?”


  She heard helicopters in the distance, pressing her. “We’ve got to get moving, Cheech.” She’d taken a couple of steps along the driveway before she realized he wasn’t following. He’d stepped closer to the box, balanced on a mossy limestone rock, and was peering down into the muck. He said, “I keep telling you, Cheech is Mexican, not Cuban. God, you Germans are dumb.”


  “We have to go,” she said. She tapped his arm. And regretted it immediately. The moss on the rock and his bad leg and his poor balance all came together and he slipped into the weedy ditch, on his butt, legs flailing, arms in the air.


  “Oh, man,” he said, as the water soaked his trousers.


  He looked embarrassed.


  She shook her head in mock despair. “You’re hopeless, you know that? Quit screwing around down there. Hubba hubba. We’ve got to go.”


  He reached up. “Help me out of here.”


  Kim secured her footing. Saw a fat stick floating toward him over the tops of murky ripples. Driftwood, maybe.


  Not driftwood.


  Gaspar reached up, ready to grasp her wrist.


  Kim pulled her Sig and aimed an inch from Gaspar’s heel.


  He covered his ears a split second too late.


  She fired once. A sound like thunder. Then again. And again, to be certain.


  He jerked his right foot back and sat up straight and crossed himself rapidly.


  He said, “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, are you out of your mind?”


  The rattlesnake’s bloody head dangled from a still-wriggling body as big around as Gaspar’s ankle. Precisely three inches from where his right foot had been.


  “Pray later,” she said. “That guy’s got friends and family nearby. We have to go.”


  


  Chapter Twenty Seven


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 2


  2:15 p.m.


  HARRY BLACK’S HOUSE WAS practically empty. Nothing that could be vacuumed, picked up or bagged remained. The mattress was gone and the linens were gone.


  Harry Black’s body was gone.


  But his blood was still there. It had oxidized to rusty clumps on the wall pine. Dresser drawers were open and empty. Limp curtains were gone from the frosted jalousie window. The miniscule bathroom and the bedroom closet had been stripped of their meager contents.


  There were seven new additions.


  Seven perfect round holes, each three inches in diameter, had been made in the pine paneling by a hole cutter saw to collect intact the seven bullets lodged there; two behind the bed and five underneath.


  Kim paced the room, as if brisk movement guaranteed fast solutions. “Let’s see if we can figure out what was going on here and get the hell out while we still can, okay? You thought they might be cooking or dealing. Talk to me about that.”


  Gaspar said, “It’s not a great theory. I was probably wrong. Bad as it was, this place was way too clean for a meth lab. And meth labs burn down. Average life expectancy is about a month.”


  “Agreed,” Kim said. “Better idea?”


  He shrugged, said nothing, leaned back, and watched.


  Kim reached the room’s corner, turned, and paced the next wall. “Somebody killed Harry Black. We know that. Was it Sylvia?”


  He nodded from his fixed position. “She admitted she shot him. I can see it. Pop a guy in the head twice while he’s sleeping. Not too risky. But cold. Sylvia was as calm as any killer I’ve ever seen.” His gaze sought comment; she nodded agreement. “I figure Reacher did the other five post-mortem to cover-up, make it look more like passion.”


  “Possible.” She reached the opposite corner, and turned, and increased her speed. “The boss knows Harry’s dead, probably knows how and why. He dispatches us on a pretext? Reacher’s an excuse?”


  Gaspar shrugged. “He knows Reacher’s here and involved. Wants to know what’s going on without revealing himself.”


  Perhaps. “He knew we’d get here before Sylvia called in the homicide. How?”


  He lifted his eyebrow, stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Too complicated.”


  “We confront Roscoe about Reacher and she’s relieved to know he’s alive. Means she hasn’t seen him. She’s astonished when she receives the homicide call. So she’s not part of killing Harry.” She reached the next corner and turned to face him across the long diagonal divide. “Do you agree?”


  “Maybe,” he said.


  Kim said, “Sylvia, as you described it, was too hot for Harry and too hot for this place and had been for years. So why kill him now?”


  “Beats me.”


  “You’re really not helping, you know that?” She stopped pacing, and then started again. Gaspar approached the three TV tables, examined the recliners positioned at optimum viewing distance, stuffed his hand between the cushions, scanned the rough walls and barren floors.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “I’m thinking maybe hardcore porn. Big potential with a star as hot as Sylvia. Maybe the big screen was for checking the product. Do you see the TV remote?”


  “Nothing here. I’ll check the bedroom.” She returned almost instantly. “No.”


  There were loud helicopters in the air, coming and going from the cloverleaf. There were sirens in the distance. How much time did they have? She said, “Maybe forensics took the remote. They took everything else that wasn’t nailed down.”


  Gaspar moved to the TV, felt around its edges. “No buttons.” He looked behind it. “Articulating wall mount.” He grasped the screen’s edges, and pulled it away from the pine paneling. A scissors-like mounting device allowed the entire television to extend three inches. He said, “Harry’s building skills sucked. Total hack job back here.”


  After a minor struggle he disconnected the cables. He peered inside the hole in the wall. “Too dark to see anything.”


  “Where’s the video source?” Kim asked.


  “There isn’t one.”


  Kim glanced at her watch. Forty-five minutes already gone and nothing accomplished but a dead snake.


  “I’m working as fast as I can,” Gaspar said.


  “Work faster.”


  He examined the wall all the way from the front of the house to the bedroom. He checked the bathroom and the closet. He tapped the paneling every six inches.


  “OK,” he said.


  “OK what?”


  “This wall is too wide.”


  “Is it?”


  “Internal walls are normally four to five inches, depending on the width of the paneling on the studs. This one’s at least twenty-four, maybe thirty.” He tapped the rough pine paneling here and there with his knuckles. “False wall. Runs the entire length of the living room. Maybe twenty-six feet, give or take.”


  Kim said, “And I’ve used roomier port-a-johns than that bathroom.”


  Gaspar nodded. “The hidden space runs through the bathroom, too. And the closet.” He stepped inside the tiny space. He tapped the walls with his knuckles and knocked with the flat of his hands. “It’s hollow back here. But there’s no access. No hinges or sliding doors. Not even a finger hole.”


  Kim squeezed in beside him. Looked at the single shelf. It ran straight across the meager width of the space, maybe twenty-four inches below the ceiling. It was maybe fifteen inches deep. It was anchored to the back wall. There was a sturdy clothes bar solidly attached to its underside. The entire closet was constructed the same as the rest of the home’s interior. Pine paneling, uneven boards, unfinished gaps, poorly made joints between floor, ceiling, and walls.


  She said, “I know this sounds dumb, but what if we yank the whole back wall of the closet out? Maybe by hauling on the bar?”


  Gaspar looked at the ragged joints which should have been closed seams. “Be damned heavy. No way Sylvia could have done it alone.” He shrugged. “Worth trying, I guess.”


  Kim stepped out of the way. Gaspar grabbed the bar with both hands. When he pulled, the back wall flexed. He grunted and pulled twice more before the paneling came away. He tilted the assembly to free it. He breathed hard and heaved the solid pine to one side.


  There was a dark expanse behind the wide opening.


  Kim felt for a light switch and didn’t find one. She pulled her phone out of her pocket, turned it on, and used its flashlight application to navigate the darkness.


  About four feet ahead, a single bulb hung from a white, flat cord fixed to the ceiling. Two more bulbs hung at intervals deeper in the darkness. She approached, pulled each string, and turned the lights on.


  She sneezed.


  Behind her Gaspar said, “It would have been nice to find something more than dust.”


  “We have,” Kim said. “There’s more here than dust.”


  


  Chapter Twenty Eight


  THE CEILING HEIGHT IN THE SECRET PLACE was the same as in the rest of the house, a standard eight feet. The width was narrow. The TV cables were stapled to the wall. Connectors hung free of whatever electronic devices had once fed the screen. A closet organizer held empty garment bags, padded hangers, and transparent boxes perfectly sized for Sylvia’s shoes. Hermes luggage had left dust-free squares on the floorboards.


  There were four identical freestanding shelf units. Each was maybe five feet wide and six feet high and twelve inches deep. Each had six shelves set a foot apart, and provided seven stacking places, including the floor. On each flat plane rested two rows of six cardboard shoe boxes. Eighty four boxes on each unit.


  Two empty spaces must have held the two empty boxes she’d seen the day before.


  Kim counted twice to be certain before she slipped a pair of latex gloves out of her pocket, pulled them on, and lifted a few random lids. Dust clouded up her nostrils; she sneezed again. After ten tests, she simply lifted each stack from the bottom to confirm its emptiness, while Gaspar sneezed through the same process from the opposite end.


  When they’d finished, Gaspar stepped back into the bedroom, stripped off his gloves and swiped the perspiration from his brow; red grime filled the crevices.


  He said, “There’s only one thing Harry would have stored in those boxes.”


  “That much cash from porn?”


  Gaspar shrugged. “Twisted. Kids, maybe. Or animals. We’re in the countryside here. Regardless, we’ve got a solid motive that’ll nail Reacher.”


  Kim blinked. Reacher? She asked, “You’re saying Joe and Jack Reacher were involved in some money making scheme together fifteen years ago? Joe’s dead but Jack carried on anyway with Harry and Sylvia?”


  “Works for me,” Gaspar said. “Or Joe was legit back then so Jack killed him to avoid arrest. That works for me, too.”


  Kim said, “So Reacher waits fifteen years? Comes back to collect his cash, and kills Harry, cleans up, and gets away, leaving Sylvia to take the heat. That’s how you figure it?”


  “Something like that,” Gaspar said. “No legitimate way for Harry to accumulate that much money. You don’t have to act like I’m stupid. It fits as well as anything you’ve come up with.”


  They both heard the unmistakable sound of helicopter blades headed toward their way. Kim figured maybe five minutes to touchdown. She pulled out her smart phone.


  “What are you doing?” Gaspar asked.


  “Covering our butts,” she said. She started the video and started dictating. “Tuesday, November 3, two thirty-five p.m. Harry and Sylvia Black’s home. Bedroom. FBI Special Agents Carlos Gaspar and Kim Otto entered the house through unlocked doors seeking evidence in support of a homicide and suspected terrorism investigation begun yesterday. Upon closer examination of the bedroom closet, we located the hidden storage compartment depicted here, containing 336 empty cardboard shoe boxes and a space sufficient to hold the two boxes collected from the crime scene previously by local officers.”


  She paused and changed her shot. “Also present are eight empty garment bags containing sixteen satin padded hangers, and twelve empty plastic shoe boxes, all believed to have contained Sylvia Black’s fashion wardrobe.”


  She taped the entire row of shelving units and opened several of the cardboard shoe boxes to reveal their empty interiors. “Based on remains observed and samples collected at the scene of a related car bomb incident this morning, it appears these boxes contained U.S. currency. In particular, one-hundred-dollar bills more than a decade old. Calculations based on standard FBI protocols for cash volume suggest each box held approximately $200,000. If so, more than $67,200,000 was hidden here.” She ended the video recording and took several still shots of the boxes.


  Gaspar asked her, “Why didn’t you say something about Reacher?”


  “We’re still under the radar on that. And besides, as we lawyers say, there’s no evidence to support your wild ass guesses.”


  “You know I’m right though,” he said.


  “What I can prove is the important thing, Zorro. You want to stick your neck in that trap, go right ahead. I’m waiting to see those bright blue eyes before I say Reacher is responsible.” She turned off her phone again. She ducked into the closet and collected one of Sylvia’s transparent shoe boxes, and one lid.


  “Prints,” she said.


  He nodded.


  They snugged the panel back into place.


  “We need to call the boss,” Gaspar said.


  The choppers were right on top of the house now.


  Kim said, “No time.”


  


  Chapter Twenty Nine


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 2


  2:50 p.m.


  THE GHP AVIATION UNIT UH-1H Huey settled on Harry Black’s front lawn in a storm of noise. The ground was too wet for dust, but pine trees bent and waved. Uniformed personnel ran doubled over through the downdraft and fanned around the house. All local. No federal agents yet.


  Roscoe and two others were the last to come through from the whipping wind. Then the Huey lifted off again. One of Roscoe’s companions was the surviving Leach brother. He looked all wrung out. His hands were sooty. His face was lined by smoke and sweat and horror. He had big patches of dried blood on his filthy uniform.


  His brother’s blood.


  Roscoe nodded the introductions. “FBI Special Agents Otto and Gaspar, GHP Officers Archie Leach and Sam Friesen.”


  Archie Leach stared holes in Gaspar’s chest. Kim felt the showdown simmering. She understood a brother’s need for vengeance. She didn’t know why he directed that need toward them. She planned to steer clear of Archie Leach. She figured Gaspar should do the same.


  Kim said, “We picked up charred scraps of hundred dollar bills at the site of the explosion. We figured they were in the car and might have come from here.”


  Roscoe nodded.


  “Kliners,” she said.


  “What are they?” Gaspar asked.


  “It’s what we call them.”


  “Call what?”


  Archie Leach said, “Stop screwing around, G-man. You know what we mean. Counterfeit hundreds. From the old Kliner operation. Find any here or not?”


  Kim blinked.


  Harry’s stash wasn’t porn money.


  It was counterfeit money.


  Made sense.


  As if he had known all along, Gaspar said, “We found the storage spot, but no Benjamins, which is what they call them where I come from. This way.”


  They followed him to the bedroom. He pointed, then stood aside. Leach and Friesen yanked out the back of the closet revealing the black hole. Leach pulled his flashlight. He twisted sideways to get his bulk through the narrow entrance. He pulled the light cords as he went.


  Roscoe stared as if he had exposed the lost city of Atlantis.


  At the far end Leach turned back to face them, shaking his head slowly, like he couldn’t believe it. His buddy Friesen whistled, long and low. He said, “Could Harry Black have kept this place full of Kliners? All these years?”


  Kim thought they were genuinely surprised. She glanced at Gaspar for confirmation. He shrugged, unwilling to abandon his suspicions. Harry Black was a cop and had $67 million in dirty money. Hard to make that happen as an independent operator.


  Gaspar had a valid point.


  Then Roscoe took charge.


  Kim followed her outside. Roscoe lined up her subordinates and said, “Get on the horn to GHP. Tell them we need forensics out here again. A full team to collect evidence. Properly this time. Tell them to bring a twenty-four-foot truck if they have it, a hand-truck, and a tool box. They’ll need food and coffee. They’re going to be here a while.”


  Sergeants Brent and Kraft were there. They exchanged quizzical looks. Brent said, “What’s up, chief?”


  Roscoe ignored his question. “You talk to me alone. No one else. And we need this place secured. No one goes in or out or past you except law enforcement with full ID. Any questions, you call me and only me for authorization. Set up at the driveway entrance and log every visitor, including the vehicles they arrive in. You keep doing that until I personally tell you otherwise. Each person asking to enter, you take a picture of them and their ID. Send it to me immediately. Got all that?”


  “Got it,” Brent said, but he made no move to do her bidding. Kraft took his lead from Brent and stood still. “Who are we looking for?”


  Roscoe said, “Make those calls. I’ll update you as soon as I can.”


  Brent and Kraft jogged toward the end of the driveway. Kim hoped Roscoe was wondering whether they were trustworthy. She needed to.


  Kim asked, “Why are they called Kliners?”


  Roscoe swiped her hair away from her face with a grubby palm. Soot had settled in the starburst crevices around her eyes. Fatigue freighted her shoulders. She said, “Because of the Kliner Foundation.”


  “What was the Kliner Foundation?”


  “A charitable foundation based in Margrave, long ago.”


  “What kind of charity?”


  “No kind, as it turned out. It was a front.”


  “For counterfeiting?”


  “On a massive scale,” Roscoe said. “Bad hundreds were floating around Margrave like leaves off the trees.”


  “How much total?”


  “Joe Reacher estimated four billion a year. For five years or more.”


  “That’s twenty billion,” Kim said.


  “Could have been more. We never got an accurate count. But it was enough to destabilize the currency, potentially. Which is why Joe Reacher was involved. Plus murder, intimidation, kidnapping, bribery, theft, embezzlement, bank fraud, and trafficking. You name it. Anything and everything except printing money. They didn’t print the bills here as far as we know. Joe thought the printing was done in Venezuela.”


  Pieces of the puzzle crashed together. Joe Reacher’s treasury job was to bring counterfeiters to justice. His death in tiny Margrave in the line of duty must have been caused by the Kliner Foundation. The waitress’s freak-out at Eno’s Diner when Gaspar paid the check with his crumpled hundred happened because she must have thought it was a Kliner fake.


  And Jack Reacher lived so far off the grid because with that much cash and some ingenuity, he could easily erase his paper trail forever.


  Roscoe said, “I really thought this mess was behind us. But Kliner spread the cash pretty thick. He was buying silence. And I guess people being what they are, bills got stashed. And pulled out on a rainy day here and there.”


  “But?” Kim asked.


  “There could have been more than fifty million hidden here.”


  Kim said, “We figured sixty-seven million and change. Assuming each box was full. Including the two boxes worth that must have been in the Chevy.”


  Roscoe nodded. “It’s unfathomable to me. Harry couldn’t have acquired that many Kliners fifteen years after we squashed the operation. Where the hell did he get them from?”


  Kim watched Roscoe and said, “And where are they now?”


  Roscoe just shook her head.


  Kim knew Roscoe was the key to building the Reacher file. Whether she was trustworthy enough to help was the big issue. Now Kim decided the answer to one simple question would make up her mind.


  She asked, “Will you lose your job over this, Beverly?”


  “Yes,” Roscoe said.


  “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure.”


  “Whose decision is it?”


  “The mayor appoints the chief of police.”


  “Why won’t he let you keep the job?”


  Roscoe’s shoulders slumped; she squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “Long story. Family rivalry. Goes back a hundred years. Teales think they own Margrave.”


  “How’d you get appointed, then?”


  “Finlay insisted. Mayor Teale’s been looking for a good excuse to fire me before the second I was sworn in.”


  “Why didn’t he fire you before?”


  “No cause. But look at the facts here. Harry Black was operating right under my nose. Even folks who believe I didn’t know what my sergeant was up to will judge me incompetent. You know how hard it is to pass counterfeits these days. The banks have taken old bills out of circulation. Harry’s stash might have been equal to all the old hundreds still existing in the entire country. Every time he tried to spend one, it would be rejected by the scanners. People will figure he couldn’t have passed those bills anywhere in Margrave, hell, anywhere in Georgia, without my knowledge. Even I can’t believe it. This is definitely the end of my career. Even Finlay won’t be able to help. Can’t imagine our little asshole mayor will let such a prime opportunity go to waste. In his shoes, I wouldn’t. Would you? I mean, it’s not so much losing the job. When you serve at the pleasure of a weasel, that’s always hanging over you. It’s going out in shame that hurts. My entire family has been so proud of me. After a hundred years of obscurity, we’d finally become something in Margrave again. Might not mean much to you, but in our little corner of the world, to my kids and my husband, my parents, it means a lot.”


  Roscoe shuddered, and Kim watched her.


  Now or never. Life or death. Yes or no?


  She took the plunge.


  She said, “I can help you, chief.”


  Roscoe raised her head, looked deeply into Kim’s face, wary and weary.


  She asked, “In exchange for what?”


  Kim said, “Reacher.”


  Kim said, “Think about it, chief. We were sent here because of Reacher. And think about the two shots in Harry’s head. That’s how Joe Reacher died, too, wasn’t it? It was a message. Reacher killed Harry. He killed the guy in the Chevy. Maybe vengeance for his brother. Maybe money. Maybe Sylvia. Maybe something else.”


  Roscoe was listening.


  Kim continued. “Then Reacher rescued Sylvia. You saw her face on that video. She was expecting him. She was happy to see him.”


  A flicker of something else crossed Roscoe’s face.


  Jealousy?


  Kim pressed on. “A clever jailbreak, easy enough for an ex-military cop, right? He knows where the weak points are. He’s got Harry’s money now, too. He can go underground forever if we don’t find him soon.”


  She wasn’t pleading, but her argument was solid even if she couldn’t prove it all. Roscoe had to recognize that. “Help us find him. And you’ve got my word. I’ll help you navigate your way out of this mess. Finlay’s not the only guy in high places. You’ve checked me out. You know I wouldn’t offer if I couldn’t deliver.”


  Roscoe studied Kim for what felt like a long time. She breathed in, and breathed out. She shook her head, slowly, and maybe with regret. She said, “Even if I knew where Reacher was, I wouldn’t tell you. Even though I’d like to see him again, myself.”


  Kim shrugged, one bad habit she’d already picked up from Gaspar. She’d tried. She’d given Roscoe the best she had to offer. Sad. She’d come to like the woman. There would be no pleasure in bringing her down.


  There were helicopters again in the distance, getting louder. Two, maybe three.


  Roscoe said, “The GHP isn’t going to accept all those shoe boxes were empty when you found them. You won’t be able to leave Margrave tonight.” She took out a card and a key. She said, “Make yourselves at home. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”


  She walked away.


  Kim read the card in her hand. It said: Mr. & Mrs. David Trent, 37 Roscoe Place Drive, Margrave, Georgia.


  


  Chapter Thirty


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 2


  4:30 p.m.


  THEY USED ROSCOE’S CAR as far as the Margrave Police Station, and then they changed to their own Crown Vic and drove south toward town. The county road ran straight through Margrave. Now labeled Main Street, it was nothing more than potholes connected by multi-layered asphalt patches.


  The GPS found a satellite. Gaspar said, “The directions look pretty simple. We stay on Main Street to Roscoe Place Drive.”


  “Who knew Margrave was such a lovely place?” Kim said. Slow progress let her study peeling paint, broken windows, and ragged awnings. Small buildings faced each other on opposite sides of Margrave’s four-block commercial district. Vehicles waited for angled parking spots along both sides of the street as patrons came and went. Graffiti defaced walls and sidewalks sprouted hearty weeds from their cracks. Pedestrians simply walked around them.


  November twilight meant store signs and interior activities were illuminated.


  Teale’s Barber Shop was lined with benches where clients waited inside and out. Teale’s Pharmacy had a flashing neon sign promising that flu shots were still available. Teale’s real estate office windows were papered with colored flyers offering homes for sale or rent. Teale’s Mercantile & Sundry filled most of the storefronts in the center block. Its stenciled windows boasted discounts and closeouts on everything from baby clothes to toilet paper. Shoppers rooted through bargains piled on long tables, pushing and shoving as they competed for the best deals.


  “Easy to see why the Teales might think they own Margrave,” Gaspar said.


  “Roscoe’s right,” Kim said. “Surprising she’s lasted this long on the wrong side of anybody named Teale.”


  In the third block, Kim recognized a standard construction single story brick U.S. Post Office, circa 1960. Vehicles lined up to park as folks filed in and out before closing. A tall flagpole out front flew the stars and stripes as required, with an illuminating floodlight at its base, but the other poles along Main stood bare of colors.


  “Want to stop and check out the P.O. Box question?” Gaspar asked.


  “They’re too busy right now. Let’s put that on tomorrow’s list.”


  “I was hoping you’d say that.”


  At the south edge of town a village green similarly in need of an increased maintenance budget sported a statue of a long-dead city father on a flat patch of long-dead brown grass, dandelions, and overgrown hydrangea bushes. Birds had defaced the statue in the usual way making it difficult to identify the bronze under the white slop.


  “Roscoe should take a lesson; the birds know how to handle those Teales,” Kim said, and Gaspar laughed.


  Off one side of the statue’s roost, a residential street ran west. Beckman Drive, its barely visible green sign asserted. A tired white church with an empty gravel parking lot filled a larger unkempt circle between Beckman and Roscoe Place Drive, the opposite residential street pointing east, where a convenience store serving coffee and conversation adorned the corner.


  When the GPS instructed, Gaspar turned left into near darkness brightened only by the moon. This had been farmland once. Roscoe said her family had lived in Margrave a hundred years, probably here on the farm once upon a time.


  Roscoe Place Drive opened up to a quiet residential lane unbounded by hedges or fences. Lawns rolled from the pavement up to red brick homes settled on multi-acre parcels. Built within the past twenty years. Not ostentatious, but stately. Well kept.


  Kim counted three driveways as they passed. Each with solar lights along the drive to mark the way, and mailboxes enclosed by brick housings at the road. Each box was numbered. 7, 17, 27.


  The Crown Vic’s headlights revealed the house at the end of the road. Same vintage, similar construction. Number 37. Nobody home. Gaspar said, “Nice shack. A step up from what I can afford on my paycheck. Still think Roscoe didn’t pocket some of those Kliners?”


  Kim said, “Lets get connected. Let’s find out what we can before Roscoe gets here.”


  Gaspar popped the trunk and stood aside while she collected her bags. He stretched like a cat. Bent over at the waist in three directions. Walked around a little. Retrieved his stuff and plopped it down by the front walk. “You’ve got the key, Sunshine. Turn on some lights. I’ll stow the car.”


  Roscoe’s key unlocked the double front door which opened into a wide carpeted hallway. Kim flipped light switches as she moved through. Fifteen feet in, French doors faced each other on either side. A formal dining room on the left, guest bedroom on the right. She placed her travel case just inside and continued through the archway entrance.


  A staircase leading to the second floor rested against the guest bedroom’s wall, open rails and spindles on the great room side. The rest of the first floor was spacious openness.


  Even uninhabited and chilly, the room was an inviting place to nest. On the right, a family room with hardwood floors, fireplace, and comfortable furniture. On the left, an expensively appointed kitchen. The two living spaces separated by a ten-foot cooking island containing a fashionable sink and pricey accoutrements. Big bay window on the front.


  “Let’s meet back here in twenty?” Gaspar suggested. “I’ll make coffee. Whoever gets back first finds some food. OK?”


  “Perfect.” By the time Kim pulled out her toilet kit, fresh clothes, and entered the guest bath off the kitchen, brewed coffee’s heavenly aroma floated everywhere. A shower, and the promise of coffee, food and sleep. She almost swooned in ecstasy. Ten minutes later she was dressed in black jeans, red sweater and ballet slippers, wet hair loose around her shoulders, holding a cup of black coffee and working at her laptop on the kitchen table. She barely registered Gaspar’s return.


  “You’re fast for a girl,” he said. He opened his own laptop.


  “So I’ve been told.” She didn’t look up from her work.


  “My suit’s a goner,” he said. “We’ll have to stop for a new one somewhere in our travels.”


  “How about Teale’s? They have a closeout, don’t they?” He’d dressed in casual clothes similar to hers, but lighter weights acquired for his Miami life.


  “Find anything to eat?”


  “Didn’t look. Got distracted.”


  “By what?” He poured his coffee, opened the sub-zero fridge for cream and searched amid the neatly organized pantry until he found a bag of sugar and a measuring cup.


  “Sylvia and Harry’s tax returns. We also have the Roscoe/Finlay Kliner Foundation testimony. And images of whole Kliner bills.”


  “Where’d that stuff come from?” He continued searching cabinets for dinner, moving Roscoe’s staples around.


  “I’m guessing the boss made it happen. I found them waiting when I opened up my secure connection.”


  “So he’s got a guilty conscience?” Apparently Gaspar found nothing to his liking among the foodstuffs because he’d now returned his attention to the refrigerator.


  “Or something,” she said, sourly.


  “You know we can’t finish this job without his help. You don’t have to like it, but prepare yourself to make that happen.”


  “That’s what I have you for, number two.” She returned to the screen, absorbed again.


  After a while, enticing aromas. Her nose began to twitch. Stomach flip-flopped in happy anticipation. But she didn’t look away from her work until he put two plates on the table, refilled her coffee, and sat down beside her.


  “I hate eggs,” she said.


  “No problem.” He picked up her plate and scraped the eggs off onto his own, barely stopping the shovel to his mouth. “How’s that?”


  She grinned. Snatched up his toast in one hand and hers in the other. Put the ham between the buttered bread. “Excellent. You’re a good cook.”


  “I have many talents you’ve yet to discover,” he said between bites. He polished off the entire batch of eggs and returned to the fridge for more ham. “Tell me while I cook.”


  “For starters, Sylvia’s prior name was Kent. Not the one she was born with, maybe. I’m running that down. And Mr. & Mrs. Harry Black’s joint tax returns are beyond silly. They even filed the short form because they didn’t have enough deductible expenses to itemize. Claimed only themselves as dependents.”


  “Which means?” He remained at the stove, pan frying ham and eggs and working the toaster.


  “Harry and Sylvia are practically begging to be prosecuted. Handing the IRS such an obvious fraud case doesn’t make sense.”


  “Not everything makes sense, Sunshine. I’ve told you that before. Even when the crooks are cops, they’re not as rational as we give them credit for.” He winced slightly.


  “You’re not listening. Harry and Sylvia, like all smart crooks, filed tax returns because they knew not filing is the quickest way to jail.”


  “I’m aware. So what’s the problem?”


  “Second quickest one-way ticket to Uncle Sam’s hotel-for-life is filing fraudulent returns. Might pass undiscovered for years. Harder to prove when suspected.”


  “As I said, I’m aware.” He narrowed his eyes, watching something outside the bay window, but Kim barely noticed.


  “Smart tax evaders make a plausible attempt to avoid obvious fraud so they can pay the fines and stay out of prison longer and maybe forever, even if they get caught.”


  “I’m not sure how smart Harry was. He’s dead, right? Most of us smart people try to avoid that condition.”


  She said, “He and Sylvia were clever enough to collect sixty-seven million in counterfeits and move them out of that house right under everybody’s nose.”


  He moved to the window and lowered the translucent shades; stood to one side, lifted the shade from the frame slightly to see out. “So they laundered the Kliners somehow. We figured that.”


  “Not as easy as it sounds. Especially for that much cash. Our financial world is too complicated. Computers make tracking and reporting too easy. Ever heard of Superdollars? The best counterfeits ever? Even better than the real thing?”


  “I work in the Miami Field Office, Sunshine. We get briefed there, too.”


  “Well, thousands of Superdollars have been snagged through mundane paperwork.”


  “You bean counters are gonna kill us all.”


  “Basic money laundering usually requires three pretty complicated steps because you’ve got to get the bad money out there, pass it through several legitimate places to clean it up, and then get it back and do something with it that makes the proceeds look legitimate so you’ll have ready access.”


  “Right.” Preoccupied.


  “But I’m thinking Harry just found a good placement exchange plan and stopped there. In other words, he places the Kliners into the financial system somewhere and takes back genuine money which he stashes someplace else. Not in his closet hidey hole.”


  “That’s the simplest plan.”


  “But impossible for Harry to execute.” She noticed he hadn’t moved from the window. “What are you looking at?”


  “Maybe nothing. Keep going. Why couldn’t Harry execute the simple plan?”


  “He couldn’t place the old bills here in Margrave or anywhere close. Everybody around here would at least suspect they were Kliners, like your waitress. All the usual options for moving small amounts of money would take the rest of his lifetime to complete, given the volume. He’s got a job, so he’s not free to be traveling around the state or the country to buy a little of this and a little of that and get real money in change. No bank is going to take them. Any business that takes in a lot of cash, like a horse track or a theme park or casino, is going to have good anti-counterfeiting procedures in place.”


  “So what’s left? Offshore banking?”


  “Not so easy these days. Even the Swiss are turning in tax cheats now. He’d have to smuggle the fakes out of the country for starters. And how would he access the real money when Sylvia wants a new outfit?”


  Gaspar seemed to think about it. “The dead Chevy guy and Reacher were in this all along. They helped Harry and Sylvia with the laundering.”


  She heard inattention in his tone. “That’s how I figure it, too.”


  “Why kill Harry now?” He still hadn’t moved from the window.


  “That’s the sixty-seven million dollar question, isn’t it?” She looked up to receive his answer, annoyed. “And what the hell are you watching out there?”


  “Headlights. Coming this way.”


  Her heart skipped uncomfortably. “Roscoe?”


  “Smaller car. Pulling into the driveway.”


  Reflex. Hand slipped under the table to pat her gun lying on the seat next to her in its holster.


  She heard the car stop out front. Car door opened. Slammed shut.


  Gaspar said, “Tall male. Front door.”


  Too late to turn off the kitchen lights without signaling where they were inside the house. Kim grabbed her holster and slipped into it. Stood back to the wall beside the open hallway arch.


  Stillness. A key in the lock. The front door opened.


  A deep voice. “I’m in! Thanks for the ride!”


  Front door slammed. Footsteps approached along the carpet.


  The same voice, louder. “Hey! I’m home!”


  Kim glanced her question to Gaspar. He nodded. Gestured that the car had departed. She remained vigilant.


  “In here,” Gaspar called out, while there was still time to appear normal.


  A dark-haired boy dressed in sweats and unlaced running shoes came through the archway, tossed his backpack onto the sofa, flashed his multi-colored braces, and bee-lined to the refrigerator. The kid said, “I’m Davey Trent. You’re Mom’s friends, right? She texted me.”


  Kim relaxed slightly, but her voice was stuck somewhere. Davey Trent. Roscoe’s thirteen year old. He looked like a foot-taller version of his mother. Same amazing brown eyes.


  Gaspar said, friendly, “That’s right. Carlos Gaspar and Kim Otto.”


  Davey collected a large bottle of blue beverage from the fridge and ducked his head by way of acknowledgement, “Mom said not to bother you. She’ll be home later. Yell if you need anything. I’ve got homework.” The kid grabbed his backpack and headed up the stairs.


  Kim and Gaspar exchanged nods. For now, all strategic conversation was over. She returned to her seat, but didn’t remove her holster. Gaspar collected his cold toast. He opened up his laptop and sat opposite her at the kitchen table.


  “Transfer that testimony over here,” he said. “I’ll go through it and whatever else the boss sent me while you follow up on your stuff.”


  “Study the images of the fakes, too. They’re very good,” she said.


  For several hours, they worked like that until finally, Gaspar stood, and stretched, and glanced at the wall clock. “I need a beer.”


  Kim said, “I need a nap.”


  “That, too.”


  “When do you think we’ll be able to leave Margrave?”


  Gaspar twisted off the top of the beer bottle he liberated from Roscoe’s fridge, took a long swallow. “Without some assistance from the boss, never.”


  “I didn’t peg you for a quitter.”


  “What’s your plan?”


  “Right now, I’m sleeping,” Kim said. “Roscoe comes in, you can charm the answers out of her. Maybe this stuff will make more sense later. It can’t get a lot worse.”


  She picked up her laptop, gathered her scattered possessions and moved to the guest room. Ten minutes later, she’d sunk into blissful oblivion.


  


  Chapter Thirty One


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 3


  12:45 a.m.


  SHE WAS SUBMERGED IN DEEP slow-wave sleep, like a dolphin, maintaining only enough consciousness to remain wary of predators. She bobbed gently, down and up, each soft bounce tugging her higher until at one apex her eyelids fluttered. An orange glow inches from her nose showed 12:45 a.m. She’d been asleep three hours.


  But now she was awake.


  Because: there was hushed shouting in the house. Echolocation placed two women safely distant. One older, one younger, both angry. She recognized Roscoe’s voice.


  Roscoe’s guest room was cozy. The temperature was perfect. Quilted goose down enveloped in fine cotton created a warm cocoon. She snuggled deeper, drifted lightly on sleep’s surface, still aware. She sighed.


  Return to nirvana demanded a glass of water and a pee. She listened, heard no silenced screaming, concluded quick stealth was now possible. Where was the bathroom? Down the hall, she thought, near the kitchen.


  Vision limited through eyelids too heavy to lift, she moved toward the door, turned left, and shuffled along the carpet. A computer screen’s soft night-light glow guided her progress. There were warm aromas she couldn’t identify. Wood smoke, maybe? And something sweeter.


  She reached the archway and stepped into cold open space. She recalled the kitchen on the left, a den on the right, the guest bath straight ahead.


  Then the whole room lit up. Instant blindness. Kim’s forearm flew up to shield her eyes. A tall, slender blonde girl had opened the refrigerator door. That was the light. The girl was holding a bottle of beer. She turned, saw Kim, and cocked her wrist, ready to throw the bottle.


  “Who are you?” she asked. “And what are you doing in my house?”


  The girl was very pretty. She was dressed in ragged jeans and a sloppy sweater and heavy mud-covered boots. She was backlit by the refrigerator. She was a foot taller and thirty pounds heavier than Kim, and she looked very capable. Kim figured the bottle would hit her dead center in the head, if the kid got around to throwing it.


  Then from the shadows on Kim’s right, Roscoe said, “Cut the drama, Jack. Does she look like a home invader? Bare feet? Red silk pajamas?”


  The girl didn’t stand down even a smidge.


  Only one choice.


  Kim prepared to run rather than hurt the girl.


  Roscoe said, “Kim, this is my daughter Jacqueline, known to all as Jack for short, which as you can see, she isn’t.”


  Jack? Kim felt like she’d been punched in the gut. Reacher’s kid?


  “Jack, this is my friend, Kim. But you’d know that already if you’d met your curfew.”


  Still Jack didn’t stand down.


  Roscoe said, “I’m sorry we woke you, Kim. We don’t normally assault our houseguests. Jack apologizes as well. Don’t you, Jack?”


  The girl relaxed, loosened up, shrugged, and put the beer back on the shelf.


  “Whatever,” she said, like a fifteen year-old.


  She closed the refrigerator door.


  Darkness.


  Instant blindness.


  “Another friend is sleeping upstairs,” Roscoe said. “Don’t wake him. Or your brother.”


  The girl said nothing.


  Roscoe said, “Goodnight, Jack.”


  The girl walked upstairs with a heavy tread, grinding mud into the carpet. Roscoe must have been too exhausted to notice.


  A door opened. A door closed.


  The house went quiet again.


  Kim shivered. High-tech microfiber pajamas packed flat for travel, but were not warm enough for November in Georgia.


  “Hot chocolate?” Roscoe asked.


  “I’m fine,” Kim said.


  “Translation: You’ve got questions and I can’t sleep.”


  “I’m dead on my feet. I won’t be very good company.”


  Translation: Or sharp enough to learn anything from you that I don’t already know.


  “Archie Leach wants to question you. I held him off tonight, but I had to tell him where you were. I’ve had other calls, too. This may be the last chance we get.”


  Kim dropped into an oversized chair and tucked her bare feet beside her on the seat. Roscoe handed her a mug. Kim recognized the sweet aroma unidentified during her somnolent wandering. Sipping chocolate, spiked with something stronger. Whiskey, she thought.


  “Jack’s a pretty girl,” she said, after the silence stretched a while.


  Roscoe smiled. “You didn’t see the sign out front flashing ‘smoking hot girl inside, bad boys wanted?’”


  Kim smiled too. “My dad threatened a ten-foot fence around our property to keep the boys away when my sister was about Jack’s age.”


  “Did it work?” Roscoe sounded hopeful.


  Kim sipped the warm chocolate, laid her head back against the chair. “Keeping the boys out wasn’t the problem, actually. The problem was keeping my sister in.”


  “Exactly,” Roscoe said. “She misses her curfews. She doesn’t return my calls. She texts until all hours. She won’t get up for school. Her grades are a mess.” She ran splayed fingers through her hair cut. “And now she’s sneaking out in the middle of the night.”


  “To do what?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You could lock her in a closet until she’s twenty-one. You could hire a crone to bring her bread and water.”


  “Don’t think I haven’t thought about it. When Jack was born, every moment away from her was torture. And now, after five minutes in the same room I want to slap her. But what would I do if she hit me back?”


  “Shoot straight?”


  Roscoe laughed.


  Kim said, “Makes you want to call your mother and apologize, doesn’t it?”


  “Every single day.”


  “You know it’s a phase, Beverly. A necessary rite of passage.” She sighed. “If I’d gone through the bad boy thing at fifteen instead of twenty, my life would have been a lot different. I wouldn’t be sitting here now, at the very least.”


  “Did he straighten up? Your bad boy?”


  “You know the stats as well as anyone, chief. Bad boys get worse, not better. If you really want an update I guess I could check the prison database. Or the morgue.”


  “Kids?” Roscoe asked.


  Kim shook her head in horror, hard enough to make her vision swim. “With him? Tied to him forever? Seeing him every time I looked at the kid? Always, always, wondering if his sorry genes would win out no matter how hard I worked to be sure they didn’t? Definitely not.”


  Roscoe stared into the fire. “Wise choice, Agent Otto. Good cop is a lot easier than good mother.”


  She lifted a slim remote, pressed a button, and Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 21 filled the room.


  Kim asked, “Would it be so bad? If you lose the job over the Harry Black thing? It’s not easy to be the boss, even in a sleepy small-town cop shop. You could move into something less demanding. Spend more time with Jack. Get her straightened out.”


  Roscoe replied, “Don’t worry about me, Kim. Old man Kliner made my career fifteen years ago. Before that, Margrave wasn’t even on the map. But when Kliner blew up, I became a star around here. Never would have happened without him. Maybe he’s about to do it again. Ever consider that? I’ve got no regrets.” She hesitated slightly. “I just liked my kid better before.”


  “Before what?”


  “Before she grew boobs.”


  “And she was late coming home tonight?”


  Roscoe sighed again, as if she carried Atlas-sized burdens on a frame much too small. She folded both hands together and brought them to her chin, leaned her head forward, rubbed lower lip with one knuckle. She said, “The sneaking out started three nights ago.”


  Which had been the night before Harry Black’s murder. Timing might not be everything, but opportunity leads to crimes and suspects. No wonder the momma hen was so upset about her chick. “You’re worried that Jack is somehow connected to the Black case?”


  Roscoe seemed relieved that Kim had finally caught up. “I know Jack had nothing to do with what happened out at Harry’s place Sunday night.”


  “How sure are you about that?” Kim’s gut said Roscoe wasn’t as certain as she’d like to be. Worried cop, terrified mom. Simple equation.


  “Very sure,” Roscoe said. “I checked. Personally.”


  “Gaspar thinks Harry and Sylvia were into porn. He thinks that’s how they collected and laundered the Kliners. You think Jack’s been participating in that?”


  Instant alarm widened Roscoe’s eyes. “No! Of course not!”


  “You think she helped Sylvia cover up the murder and escape?”


  “No.”


  Less volume, but more worry. Getting closer.


  “You think she’s been out with Jack Reacher for the past three nights?”


  Roscoe took a breath and held it. Her hands fell limp into her lap.


  Bingo?


  But then Roscoe relaxed. She grinned. “Of all the possibilities I considered when Jack didn’t come home the night my sergeant was murdered, Agent Otto, I never once worried that my daughter was cavorting until the wee hours with Jack Reacher.”


  Kim thought Roscoe was telling the truth.


  Too bad.


  She asked, “How do you know?”


  Roscoe actually giggled. Maybe it was the whiskey. “Honey, you are so far off the mark you can’t even see the bulls-eye.”


  Kim sat straighter in her chair. “OK, I get it. You don’t think Reacher’s involved in the Sylvia Black case at all. At least tell me straight out. Why not?”


  “To begin with, if Reacher was in town, I’d know it. He’d have contacted me, or someone would have seen him. He’s a big guy. He’s obviously not from around here. He’d stand out. That’s how he got arrested fifteen years ago. He couldn’t sneak in and out of Margrave without someone knowing.”


  Wishful thinking. The guy was a ghost. He’d slipped into and out of tighter places without any trouble, whenever he wanted to. “And?”


  Roscoe took a big gulp of liquid courage. “When you mentioned the possibility that Reacher was involved with Sylvia, I’ll admit, you threw me.”


  Now we’re getting somewhere.


  “And rescuing women like Sylvia is exactly the kind of thing he might do. So I checked your theory out. And it wasn’t him.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I just know,” Roscoe said, sounding like her daughter.


  “You’re clairvoyant? You have a crystal ball? Tarot cards?”


  “Have you learned nothing about the man, hot shot? Reacher wouldn’t do any of it.”


  “Really? You’re saying Reacher wouldn’t kill anyone? Because twelve people died when he was here fifteen years ago and I’m thinking that was no coincidence.” Kim knew she should have stopped right there even as she barreled on. “Don’t try to sell me that line of bull, Beverly. Makes you look like Bonnie to his Clyde.” Brief pause. Oh, what the hell. “Again.”


  Roscoe said, “You know, Kim, even Reacher would hurt you for that remark.”


  “Because it’s true?”


  “Because it isn’t. You don’t know Jack. At all.”


  “So enlighten me.”


  “His brother Joe died because of that money. Jack would never profit from Joe’s death like that. He wouldn’t shoot a sleeping enemy instead of taking him face-on. And he’d never spend his time cleaning up like that. Not his style.”


  “No?”


  “Definitely not.”


  “What would he have done, then?”


  “If he’d killed Harry for the Kliners, which he didn’t, he’d have destroyed Harry’s place completely. He didn’t blow up the Chevy, either. So don’t even start with that idea.”


  “And you know this because?”


  The music changed to Chopin’s Nocturne #2 and filled the room with discordant peace.


  Roscoe seemed to reach a decision. She wiped her face again. She settled her shoulders. She said, “Reacher left here bound for Chicago back then and I’ve never heard from him since. What I wanted to tell you tonight is that it wasn’t him. On the video tape. Springing Sylvia last night. The fake Marshal Wright. Not Jack Reacher. Definitely. Not. Him.”


  “Evidence? Facts?” Kim asked. “And don’t tell me you just know, Beverly.”


  Roscoe stood, moved to the fireside, turned her back toward the room. “Reacher’s taller. Bigger build. Boxier shoulders. Straighter posture. Longer reach. Deeper voice. Different walk.”


  “Maybe he’s changed in fifteen years,” Kim said.


  Roscoe paused again, and turned to face Kim from across the room. She made her next observations in a softer tone, confirming Kim’s instincts about her relationship with Reacher in every respect. She said, “Reacher’s wrists are thicker, and his hands too broad for the gloves in the video. He’s kinder to women. He wouldn’t grab Sylvia’s arm or push her into the car like that. He displays more finesse. He’s much smarter. It radiates off of him. And he’s a very cautious guy. If he had collected Sylvia Black from our jail, no evidence would ever connect him to the escape, just as there’s no evidence he was ever here fifteen years ago. Simply put, if Reacher had been here that night, we’d have no video to analyze.”


  Kim was quiet for a spell. She’d made too many assumptions. The assumptions had led to false starts and wasted time. She didn’t know Jack Reacher, and the not knowing frightened her more than anything else. But Roscoe had known Jack Reacher in every conceivable way back then. That was clear. So unless he’d changed more than a man is capable of changing, Roscoe was right.


  Dammit.


  “So who was the guy on the tape?” Kim asked.


  “You tell me.”


  “I would if I could,” Kim said. Then she heard Gaspar coming down the stairs.


  


  Chapter Thirty Two


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 3


  2:15 a.m.


  GASPAR DROPPED HIS BAGS on the hallway floor and stepped into the room fully dressed, wide awake, and ready to go. “Our flight leaves Atlanta in ninety-five minutes. We’ve got to run. What’s the best route outta here, chief?”


  Roscoe said, “You can’t leave. GHP wants to talk to you.”


  “They can send me an e-mail. Or kiss my ass. My badge is shinier than theirs.” He moved into the kitchen, located the coffee pot, loaded grounds and water. He pulled out mugs and rooted around for sugar and milk as if he was competing for speed records. Way too much energy. Kim closed her eyes.


  “Hey there, Sunshine,” he called. “You might want to put some clothes on. It’s a little chilly out there for pajamas.”


  When she didn’t move, he said, “Get in the shower. Wake up. I’ll pop a coffee in for you when it’s finished. Come on. Shake and bake. Hubba hubba. Got to move it.” Talking a mile a minute. Maybe he had located more amphetamines.


  He said, “Before we leave, Chief Roscoe, I need you to answer a couple of questions about bringing down the Kliner Foundation. I read the transcripts. Several times. Couple open issues in my head.”


  “Such as?”


  “Your testimony covered the highlights. I need to know the things you left out. Reacher was the heavy lifter, but how, exactly, did he do it? Forewarned and forearmed and all that. And tell me what happened after. Especially after old man Teale died. The mayor now is what? His kid?”


  Kim believed in preparation. It had saved her life more than once. She tried to concentrate.


  Roscoe said, “We answered everything relevant back then. Testimony took weeks. Every state and federal agency you can imagine got involved, and even a couple of foreign governments.”


  Kim didn’t believe she’d answered everything; Gaspar wouldn’t either.


  “And afterward?” Gaspar asked.


  “Nothing afterward. By the time the whole mess was sorted out, Reacher was long gone. I ran for mayor and lost to Junior Teale. He never forgave me. We all went back to the way we’d lived before.” She shrugged. “The human condition, I guess. Hard to break the bonds of inertia.”


  “Not everybody went back, obviously,” Gaspar said. “Otherwise, Harry Black couldn’t have accumulated those Kliners.”


  The coffee was done. He poured a big mug of strong black energy sufficient to run a small train and carried it across the room. Waved it under Kim’s nose like smelling salts. She reached up; he pulled away like pulling a puppet string.


  Enticed to her feet, he rewarded her with the mug, pointed her toward the guest bath and lightly shoved between her shoulder blades. “Get going. You don’t want me to come in there with you, but I will if that’s what it takes.”


  She wrinkled her nose at him and moved slowly out of reach. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, Batista. Just try it. See what happens.”


  He grinned, nodded. “That’s the spirit. I’m leaving in fifteen minutes. If you’re not ready, I’ll come in there and get you.”


  “You and what army?”


  As if she’d dashed away at his request, he simply picked up with Roscoe where he’d left off while he mixed coffee for himself “Lotta cops killed during the Kliner fiasco, too. Nobody prosecuted. No way to make that happen unless deals were made, even if Reacher was long gone.”


  Roscoe said, “Above my pay grade.”


  Liar, Kim figured as she walked away. Roscoe was too far down the chain of command to have been involved, but she’d have known what happened. Everybody would.


  Gaspar let it go. “Was Harry working with Margrave PD during the Kliner days? Could he have been on the inside, gotten hold of the fakes back then?”


  Roscoe said, “He was a cadet over in Calhoon county.”


  “But?” Kim called from the hallway.


  Roscoe’s thoughts seemed years away. “Reacher said at the time, the only safe thing is to assume everybody is involved.”


  Gaspar had said almost the same words to Kim a few hours ago. About Roscoe. And Finlay. And the boss, too. She suddenly understood she had a secret weapon. Which was Gaspar. Reacher thinks just like Gaspar. Men. Cops. Veterans. Same foundation. Same training. Same experience. Same prism.


  Instantly Kim knew why she’d been chosen. And understood how she would win.


  Simple yet profoundly easy: Reacher doesn’t think like me.


  Kim turned to face the kitchen.


  Gaspar had poured a mound of sugar and a river of milk into his mug, then added a dash of coffee, took a swig, smacked his lips, carried his mug over and settled into the seat Kim had just vacated.


  Roscoe said, “I thought I knew Harry and Sylvia. Clearly, I didn’t. I went to school with Harry. Sylvia worked for me. I’d have sworn they were both as honest as the day is long.”


  Kim was still in the hallway.


  Gaspar looked up and said, “Ten minutes. And I’m not kidding.”


  “All right, already, I’m going.” From inside the guest bathroom, she couldn’t hear the remainder of their conversation.


  


  Chapter Thirty Three


  Margrave, Georgia


  November 3


  2:40 a.m.


  A HUGE HARVEST MOON showed Kim the buildings growing smaller in the side mirror along the county road through Margrave, the post office, the police station, and finally Eno’s diner. She watched them slide behind her without regret.


  Roscoe had advised them to travel through the peanut farms, to stay away from the highway cloverleaf, which would still be lousy with government agents from many different jurisdictions. The advice suited Kim just fine.


  Gaspar turned west on a wandering road that led toward some place called Warburton. It took them through miles of arable land. They passed bumpy side tracks that looped around and led back to the road again, suitable for dropping farm equipment and workers. Otherwise, nothing but uninterrupted middle-of-nowhere.


  Then seven or eight miles from town, on the right, Gaspar pointed out a stand of trees. A little oval copse. The only visible cover amid acres and acres of plowed red dirt. He said, “Finlay testified three bodies tied to Kliner were found hidden behind those trees in a burned out Buick. Stuffed into the trunk. About a week old, he figured. Males. Two shot with the same gun. Different weapon on the first.”


  They hadn’t seen a single moving vehicle since they left Roscoe’s place. Therefore Kim understood how the bodies could have lain there for days without being discovered. But didn’t anyone miss them? Come asking? She shivered. Gaspar misunderstood. He turned up the heat.


  “Who killed them?” she asked.


  “Never proved, but you know who my money’s on.”


  “Reacher?”


  “Pretty convenient scapegoat, seems to me,” he said.


  “Meaning what?”


  “You’re always demanding evidence. Except for Roscoe’s kid, where’s the proof Jack Reacher was ever here at all? Nada. But Joe died here. We know that for sure. The kid could be Joe’s. The brothers looked alike, they say. Did you consider that?”


  She might have argued, but his theories were as plausible as hers. Maybe more so. What would Reacher think? She shrugged, communicating with him in his own silent language.


  The Warburton Road continued west, but Roscoe had directed them to turn before Warburton itself, head north, and then enter the freeway about twenty-five miles from Margrave. Gaspar watched for ice patches deposited by frosty dew. Sunshine or traffic would warm the roads to melting point later. For now, in the moonlight, black treachery remained invisible.


  At the highway the Crown Vic merged with light traffic northbound and settled into a droning cruise. Several times, Kim saw Gaspar move in his seat, seeking a comfort zone she knew he would never find. Still forty-five miles from Hartsfield. Their schedule was too tight. Again. Her stomach was already churning. Dwelling on the upcoming flight wouldn’t help.


  She said, “You know, this would be a good time to tell me why we’re going to DC.”


  He knew she needed distraction. He said, “I wish I could tell you. But no. I spent about three hours on background data while you and Roscoe were dealing with the malcriada and didn’t get to a conclusion.”


  “The what?”


  “The malcriada? The badly raised female brat. My sister would have been sent back to Cuba for that behavior. Yiyiyiyiyi.” He shook his hand rapidly, loose wristed, like Ricky Ricardo.


  “You have a sister?” Kim asked.


  He didn’t answer. He said, “All indicators point to DC. It’s our best lead.”


  “Or worst. Perhaps you noticed somebody’s very good at misdirecting us in this case?”


  He took one hand off the wheel and used his fingers to enumerate his points. “Sylvia said she came from DC when she applied for the Margrave job. The Chevy guy claimed to be a DC lawyer. Finlay’s been headquartered in New York for the past two years, but before that, especially when he was allegedly providing Sylvia a reference, he was a DC resident. Could be an elaborate head fake, but it’s hard to get that many stories lined up over a five year time frame. Amateurs would try to broom all that out. Impossible. DC’s a big town, people coming and going all the time. Much smarter to work with true stuff in place.”


  He glanced over. She said nothing, thinking things through. Maybe sensing he hadn’t persuaded her, he offered new facts. “I received one individual tax return for Sylvia. Same social security number as the joint returns sent to you and the same maiden name. I spent a while chasing those down. All DC all the time.”


  “OK,” she said. “You win. DC is not only the best lead we have, it’s the only lead. Is that what you’re saying? When all roads point to Rome?”


  He nodded. “One more thing. The social on her tax returns is a real number, and it was issued from DC.”


  “Well, duh,” she said, without rancor.


  “Touchy.”


  Maybe he didn’t know? “I meant it’s obvious where the number was issued because it begins with 579. Means DC.”


  “I’m aware,” he said.


  She explained the logic. “Matching numbers is what computers do best. If Sylvia and Harry didn’t list easy numbers the same way on every return and match stuff already in the system, the computers would have spit everything out, see?”


  “I phoned a friend. Asked for a closer look,” he said.


  She bristled. “You called the boss?”


  He shrugged. “The birth certificate used to support the number actually belonged to a woman four years younger.”


  “Let me guess. You found her and she’s living in DC?”


  “Not exactly. She died in a car wreck in DC. A year or so before Sylvia showed up in Margrave.”


  Kim said, “Wow.” Then: “So we weren’t too far off with our guesses about Sylvia.” Witness protection programs created new identities; stealing existing identities was the more common criminal custom. “Pretty ballsy to use a stolen identity working in a cop shop.”


  Unless Roscoe knew.


  “Sylvia is nothing if not ballsy,” Gaspar said. “It gets even better, though. The dead woman’s prior address is a Crystal City post office box. But no criminal records before or since her date of death in any of the FBI databases for Sylvia Kent in DC or anywhere else. Not a Government employee. Not a veteran. No death certificate, even.” He glanced over. “And don’t ask me how I know all that. You won’t like the answer.”


  Kim compared what he said and what she already knew. Identity thieves she’d investigated were unconcerned about the crime itself. The usual problem with stolen identities as a free ticket to a new life was that something was wrong on the front end: A mistake in the paperwork gets kicked by some computer; unscrupulous seller repeatedly retails the same identity; belongs to a criminal; owners turn up and make trouble. A thousand things can go wrong, and you never see the bullet that gets you. Kim had arrested thieves in all these circumstances, many times. Living five years undiscovered on a stolen identity was a remarkable achievement.


  Perhaps impossible.


  Unless everybody was in on it.


  “So she knew Sylvia Kent intimately enough to impersonate her,” Kim said.


  He nodded. “Only the one glitch.”


  She ran through the logic line again. Sylvia Black’s prints wouldn’t match the dead Sylvia Kent. Fingerprints are unique even among identical twins. Sylvia Black’s prints were submitted and confirmed in databases when Roscoe hired her. When a fingerprint record is created, it lasts forever. When a match request comes in, there’s only one way the prints are gone.


  Somebody pulled them.


  There had to be an insider somewhere very high up. And a very subtle one. A suggestion had been floated that a new identity had been created for Sylvia. Inquiring agencies would inevitably assume she was in witness protection. Which was the province of the U.S. Marshal Service. Which explained liberating Sylvia by impersonating a Marshal.


  “Marshals are in DC, too, by the way,” Gaspar said, reading her mind.


  She said, “The boss controls all those resources, one way or another.”


  “You think he’s known Sylvia’s real identity all along? That he’s been using us? Setting us up for something?”


  “Don’t you?”


  Gaspar shrugged.


  An eighteen wheeler howled past in the left lane, followed by a second and a third, displacing enough air to push the Crown Vic toward the shoulder. Ribbed noisemakers imbedded in the pavement assaulted the tires. Gaspar hung on to the wheel at ten-and-two.


  Kim asked, “What did Roscoe tell you while I was in the shower?”


  “She said the Kliners were the Superdollars of their day. Better than the real thing, almost. Nobody could spot them as fakes.”


  “No tells, even if you knew what you were looking at?”


  “None.”


  “What else?”


  He said, “I asked her about Finlay. She’s a fan. Called him brilliant. Especially over the Kliner mess. Stood up to the Teales, which made him Sir Galahad in her world. Claimed Joe Reacher was a genius about all of that, too. Both Reachers, apparently, were admirable performers.”


  “And I’m Yo Yo Ma.”


  He laughed. “You didn’t ask if I believed her.”


  “Did you?”


  “She was sincere, but no, not a chance.”


  “Still think she and Finlay are dirty cops?” she asked.


  “Bet your ass.” He signaled and floated into the interchange toward the airport. Black ice glistened under the streetlights. For a Miami dweller, he wasn’t a bad driver under hazardous conditions. He completed the treacherous overpass before he asked, “Anything noteworthy from your late night girl talk? Like maybe why Archie Leach is chasing us like a relentless Javert on steroids? Or who else is stalking?”


  Kim popped an antacid onto her tongue. Let it dissolve a little. She said, “Reacher headed for Chicago when he left Margrave.”


  “She told me that, too. That’s where the Chevy dude said they were taking Sylvia, wasn’t it? Can’t be a coincidence. What else?”


  “She swore blind the tall guy on the video isn’t Reacher.”


  He was surprised. “Did you believe her?”


  “Yes.”


  At the time.


  “What about Jacqueline?” he asked.


  “What about her?”


  “Did Roscoe admit she’s either Joe or Jack Reacher’s kid?”


  “What do you think?”


  They pulled into Hartsfield’s monitored air space and shut down confidential conversation. They entered the short term lot.


  “We’ve got to hustle. No time to return the rental,” Gaspar said. “And the way this case is going, we might need it again, anyway. We might have to come back.”


  “God, I hope not,” Kim said.


  Fifteen minutes later, they were in the plane. Gaspar leaned against the window shade and was asleep before the cabin door was closed. Skies were clear. Didn’t mean they were in for smooth sailing, but Kim could hope.


  She opened her laptop once the plane reached cruising altitude. Door to door, Hartsfield to Reagan National was posted as 134 minutes. Fifty minutes in, she heard the familiar bell tone from overhead speakers that never meant good news. Her stomach was already a cauldron of acid. Now, it bubbled up like it might explode. She pulled two antacids from her pocket. She chewed them for quicker dissolve.


  “Folks, this is Captain Shaw speaking. DC air traffic control just told us we’re going to be circling here for a bit. We’ve got gorgeous air this morning. Beautiful sunrise off to starboard. Our flight attendants will bring you another cup of coffee. We’ll update you as soon as we have more information. For now, sit back, relax, and enjoy the flight.”


  Enjoy the flight?


  Who was he kidding?


  Gaspar remained sound asleep, oblivious.


  Kim squeezed her eyes closed, visualized her favorite outdoor meditation haven in the north woods. Tried to breathe. After a while, when the plane remained aloft, she managed to release her claws.


  Distraction. The only available remedy. She spent some time composing e-mails to three tax accountant colleagues.


  The real Sylvia Kent would have filed tax returns every year, with luck. The IRS wouldn’t have those returns any more; returns were deleted after three years. But the data should be there in some form, and maybe that data would lead somewhere. Maybe she could finally catch a break.


  The overhead bell chimed again. Kim’s hands flew off the keyboard and gripped the armrests; her head jerked up. She turned. Stared wildly out the window. The plane remained level. No smoke from the engines. Both wings intact.


  “Folks, this is Captain Shaw again. We’ve just been rerouted to Baltimore. We should have you on the ground at the gate in about thirty minutes. Ground agents will be available to handle your connections. We’re sorry for the inconvenience.”


  When the plane landed, Kim leaned in to shake Gaspar awake. He collected his bags and followed. When they emerged from the jet-way into the terminal, he looked around and asked, “Where the hell are we?”


  


  Chapter Thirty Four


  Washington, DC


  November 3


  7:55 a.m.


  GASPAR SIGNED UP FOR ANOTHER Crown Vic at the rental counter. Objections were futile; Kim made none. She bought a fountain Coke over crushed ice to chase the chalk from her mouth and calm her stomach. She followed him to the car. She settled into the passenger seat and blinked sleep from her eyes. He navigated around traffic knots.


  First stop was at a convenience store. Kim laid out private cash for six pre-paid cell phones and six pre-paid gift cards. Burners. Forty minutes later, Gaspar parked at a strip center. Mailing address Crystal City.


  “This is it,” he said, checking his notes to confirm.


  American homogeneity at its finest. One long cinder block building divided into five storefronts, with an adjacent parking lot. Beige painted exteriors, matching store name plates affixed to the brown hip roof atop each entry door. Bookended by a coffee shop and yogurt store; computer shop, liquor store, and their destination centered between.


  Winter threatened here as everywhere they’d traveled. Clear skies at 30,000 feet invisible through the low grey clouds immediately overhead. No snow flurries yet, but Kim could smell them in the air. She flipped up her collar and huddled into her blazer. Wished for a coat. She hated cold almost as much as she hated flying.


  There was only one person inside the mail drop. Manning the counter was a spiky-haired dude, late twenties, dressed head to toe in black. A clunky nose ring rested in the groove above chapped lips. Quarter-sized round holes elongated fleshy earlobes. A botched tattoo replaced the guy’s right eyebrow. Permanent black coal eye rims completed the effect.


  “How can I help you?” Husky timbre. Polite. Maybe a real human heart beating inside the frightening package.


  Gaspar flashed his badge. “We need to see the contents of P.O. Box 4719.”


  Without rancor, “Got a warrant?”


  “We can get one. Do we need to?”


  The dude didn’t move.


  “Show me your ID,” Gaspar said.


  The dude held up the work badge hanging from the black lanyard around his neck. Gaspar maintained eye contact, took a photo of the face and the badge with his phone, sent it, and dialed a number.


  “Jenny? Carlos Gaspar here. Can you run that mug I just sent? Alfred Lane, works at Mailboxes are Yours in Crystal City. Yeah, probably twenty-seven?” Alfred nodded. “Uh, huh. Right. That’s the guy. How many? Yep. Okay. Thanks.”


  He clicked off the call and dropped the phone in his pocket and said, “Alfred Lane, you’re under arrest.”


  Then he started in with the Miranda warning and got as far as silent before the dude shrugged and said, “I thought all that was cleared up. Sorry. Come over here.”


  A long row of mail box doors was set into the wall. The guy stopped at one of the larger sized boxes, maybe eleven inches square, mounted about mid-collection. The guy pulled a small silver key from a ring of a hundred similar keys. Opened 4719’s brass door. Inside, envelopes were stuffed tight as Cryovac sausage.


  “Is this all of it?” Gaspar asked.


  “More in the back.”


  Kim followed Alfred Lane’s shuffle through a door into a well maintained storage area. There was a clean cement floor. The space was brightly lit. The walls had been recently painted.


  Lane pointed to a standard white cardboard banker’s box stacked neatly among identical boxes. The number 4719 was stenciled in black on all four sides. The box below was numbered 4720. Logical.


  “Is this all of it?” Kim asked. It seemed a small amount of mail for five years.


  “If there were more, it would be here.” The guy was breaking several federal laws by releasing mail without a court order. Kim wanted to arrest him on the spot.


  Instead, she asked, “Take it out front for me?”


  The guy bent down and grabbed 4720 and lifted it together with 4719, the proper way, with bent knees and a straight back. The exertion didn’t seem to stress him. He shuffled past her and through to the lobby. He called back, “Check the lock on that door, OK?”


  “OK.” Kim wondered how 4720 was related to 4719. But she didn’t ask.


  The guy put both boxes on the counter.


  Gaspar said, “I’m going to need the rental information, too. You have it on your computer?”


  “Should be there.” He pecked and clicked and pulled up an account page. He printed it. He pecked a few more times, located a scanned copy of the application form, which included a photo of the box’s owner, Sylvia Kent. He printed that one, too.


  Gaspar found a packing crate, plopped down a ten dollar bill to pay for it, and filled it with the remaining contents of 4719.


  “What about 4720?” Kim asked, holding out her hand for the key.


  “Oh, right. Sorry.” The guy handed the key over and returned to do the computer work on 4720, too focused to notice Gaspar’s questioning glance, or Kim’s quick shrug in reply.


  She opened mailbox 4720 and found it packed just as tight as 4719 had been. She waved Gaspar over with his crate.


  “Do you know when these boxes were emptied last?” she asked.


  Alfred Lane replied while continuing his computer work. “We don’t monitor the customers. They collect their mail when they want to and we store it for them until they do.”


  “How many customers do you have?”


  “Varies. Max is 750. Full up right now. Sometimes we have vacancies.”


  “You demand the same proof of identity as the U.S. Postal Service to rent these boxes, right?”


  “Required by law, we do it. Trust me, we don’t want terrorists here.”


  “Can we get a copy of the list?”


  “Why not?” he said. He tapped a couple of keys. The printer hummed. Gaspar took the pages and dropped them in the packing crate. He said, “Thanks, Alfred. Now help me tote these out to the car, OK?”


  “No problem,” Alfred said, like he was helping paying customers, like it was all part of the service. Eager to see them go away happy. Or more likely, just go away.


  Gaspar said, “I’d suggest you get those outstanding warrant problems ironed out. Otherwise, you’ll be a guest of the Feds by early next week. Know what I mean?”


  “I’m on it, man.”


  Kim figured what he’d be on was the next outbound bus as soon as their tail lights disappeared around the corner.


  Gaspar popped the trunk open, stowed the boxes and slammed the lid.


  “You all set? Anything else I can help with?” Alfred asked, hands resting in low side pockets.


  Gaspar pulled out his smart phone again, and brought up the fingerprinting app. “Put your right forefinger here.”


  Alfred Lane did what he was asked. No objection.


  “Thanks.” Gaspar sent the print. “But don’t forget about those warrants. I’ll check on you tomorrow. Everything’s not fixed by then, they’ll send me back to pick you up, you know?”


  “No problem.” Alfred Lane turned and shuffled back into the store, keys clanging on the chain hanging from his sloppy jeans.


  “Warrants for what?” Kim asked, once Gaspar had the Crown Vic on the road again.


  “He jumped bail in Jersey about three months ago. Twelve counts of grand larceny and aggravated battery.”


  “And you just ignored that? And left him there? Are you nuts?”


  “You’re so easy.” He grinned and winked. “Locals are on the way. They’ll get here before he scrams.”


  She punched his shoulder with her fist because he’d had her going. She felt better, though. “Some bondsman in New Jersey will be happy, too.”


  “And thereby hangs a tale,” Gaspar said.


  “Why? Who was the bondsman?”


  “Bernard Owens.”


  “Never heard of him.”


  “Me neither. Goes by Bernie, apparently. But we got a bonus. They sent me a picture along with his name.” He tossed his smart phone into her lap. “He looked a little worse than that the last time I saw him.”


  Kim looked at the photo. And gasped.


  She recognized the face.


  Bernie Owens, New Jersey bondsman, was the rescuer of Sylvia Black.


  The shorter guy on Roscoe’s videotape.


  The guy who wasn’t L. Mark Newton.


  Very likely the charred body in the Chevy.


  


  Chapter Thirty Five


  GASPAR DROVE ON AND SAID, “And Alfred Lane, who owes Bernie Owens big bond money, just happens to be working in the very place where Sylvia’s mail hibernated for five long years. Gets better and better, doesn’t it? Go right ahead. You can call me brilliant now. Roscoe would.”


  Kim punched him again, harder this time, and he laughed harder, too.


  “Lucky is better than good,” she said. She fired up her phone for an internet search, and less than sixty seconds later, she said, “Guess what other business Bernie’s got going on?”


  Gaspar said, “Tell me.”


  “Privacy management.”


  “Which is?”


  “A euphemism for helping people disappear.”


  “Enterprising guy. But apparently workaholism kills.”


  “Tax records will confirm or deny, but I’m betting Bernie owns the mailbox place, too.”


  “Because?”


  “Because the bond on twelve counts of grand larceny and aggravated battery must have been pretty steep. Bernie could have gotten his money back, and he didn’t.”


  “If he knew where to find the kid.”


  “The kid wasn’t exactly hiding. He had his name hanging around his neck. He was a walking investment. In Bernie’s own business. The kid said he thought his outstanding warrants had been taken care of. He made a deal with Bernie. Who owns the mailbox store. It’s the only conclusion that fits the facts.”


  He shrugged.


  “Can’t you ever admit I’m right?”


  He shrugged again. She went to punch him again, this time with feeling, but he caught her fist in his right hand and squeezed it. Briefly. Not too hard, but hard enough to hurt.


  A whisper thin layer of civilization separates men from animals, her father had warned many times. When she let her guard down, she always regretted it.


  Traffic snarls slowed them through two intersections. Gaspar said, “Bernie owning the place might mean there’s more dodgy customers. Agents are already on the way to the judge for warrants on the remaining mailboxes. Doubtful they’ll get a lead on Jimmy Hoffa, but you never know.”


  She took his concession as an apology for hurting her hand. Welcome, but insufficient. No matter. She’d long ago learned to mask her heart effectively. Kim understood the game, and played it expertly, even when she didn’t feel like it. Nothing personal. Just business. Professionalism demanded no less.


  She said, “The photo ID on 4719 is definitely Sylvia Black. But we won’t find any usable prints. She never touched any of that stuff in the boxes. Face recognition?”


  “Already in process.”


  “Maybe we’ll find something when we sort through the mail.”


  Gaspar pulled the Crown Vic into a budget hotel driveway. They stacked a luggage cart with the contents of the trunk.


  “I’ll check us in,” she said. She pulled the cart and left him to stow the car.


  At the counter she used the first of the pre-paid gift cards to reserve a second floor room near the side exit for two nights. She used Sylvia Black’s name and address.


  


  Chapter Thirty Six


  Washington, DC


  November 3


  1:05 p.m.


  THE ROOM MENU SERVICE offered limited options. Kim chose coffee and pastries, French fries, mixed nuts, and bottled water. She placed the order and left cash on the table and headed for the bathroom. She locked the flimsy hollow door and leaned back against it. She closed her eyes. She breathed the stale air and the faint antiseptic fumes in the darkness. She stayed that way for a good long time. She vaguely heard Gaspar accept the room service delivery, but still she didn’t move.


  Eventually she did what she needed to do, washed, dried, tucked her hair into a fresh chignon, and examined herself in the mirror.


  Competent. Professional. Unyielding.


  Perfect.


  She squared her shoulders, opened the door, and rejoined her partner, for better or worse.


  The curled contents of mailboxes number 4719 and number 4720 were dumped on one queen bed, and the surplus from the banker’s boxes was on the other. Years of accumulated mail made surprisingly small piles. Gaspar had taken off his shoes and his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. He had eaten his pastry.


  He asked, “Who keeps two P.O. boxes open for five years, but never collects the mail?”


  Kim said, “Someone who doesn’t want to be found. Everybody gets mail. Has to go somewhere.”


  “If she wasn’t going to deal with it, why pay for storage?”


  “If mail is returned, senders get curious.”


  “Why two boxes, then? One would do the job, wouldn’t it?”


  Kim picked up envelopes and thumbed through them. All were addressed to Sylvia Kent, at either P.O. Box 4719 or P.O. Box 4720, in Crystal City, Arlington, VA 22202. All were postmarked five and six years ago.


  She said, “Maybe she planned to come back someday.”


  Gaspar did the eyebrow lift. Good. That point hadn’t occurred to him. She needed to stay a few steps ahead, anticipate what he might do, make a plan B.


  He said, “But if she planned to return, then why not just tell people she was taking a year or two off to live in France or something?”


  Kim tossed the pile of envelopes back in the box. She stretched her back. She collected a black coffee from the tray, and returned to sorting. The letters were depressingly similar. She saw most of them repeatedly, with no variation aside from dates. “Maybe she was hiding from someone. That’s what she told Roscoe. Could be true.”


  He shrugged.


  They worked in silence.


  Gaspar finished the packing box stack. “Looks like Bernie should have hired Alfred Lane years ago. The prior clerk wasn’t as competent. The early stuff is all mixed up.”


  Kim found Alfred Lane’s computer print-outs at the bottom of the pile. Eight pages. The printer was low on ink. The font was tiny. She sought brighter light to read.


  Gaspar’s phone rang. He walked his own kinks out as he listened. Then he said, “OK, keep me posted. Thanks, Jenny.”


  Kim asked, “So is Alfred Lane in custody?” She opened the drapes and tilted the print-outs to the light. She scanned them.


  She stopped on page two.


  How could that be?


  She flipped to page four. She barely heard Gaspar’s reply to her question.


  He said, “No, some genius got held up at the courthouse. Duty judge out to lunch or something. By the time they reached Crystal City, Alfred was long gone.”


  She asked anyway, “Did they get any data?”


  He said, “The whole freaking place was on fire. They’re still fighting the blaze. Jenny says there will be nothing left but the cinders.”


  Then there was a knock at the door behind her.


  


  Chapter Thirty Seven


  THE KNOCK SOUNDED LIKE a rhythm. Like a pre-arranged code. Like Morse.


  Dum-diddy-dum-dum; dum-dum.


  Housekeeping?


  Kim looked at Gaspar. The only name registered downstairs was female. So Kim called out, “Who is it?”


  A voice said, “Sylvia? It’s Elle. Gabrielle. Can I come in, honey?”


  What the hell?


  Gaspar shook his head, raised both palms to indicate he was equally clueless.


  The knock code came again. Dum-diddy-dum-dum; dum-dum. Elle or Gabrielle sounded happy but urgent. And too loud. “I want to see you, Sylvia. You know that. Come on. Let me in.”


  Kim navigated around the bed, and looked through the peep-hole. Saw a woman about Sylvia’s age, and well dressed.


  “How’d you find me?” Kim asked, in a stage whisper, and watched.


  Elle chuckled and said, “Some things haven’t changed, honey. I still know every front desk clerk and every security chief in every hotel in DC. I knew you were in town. I asked my friends to call me if you checked in anywhere.”


  No one else within the fisheye’s range. “Are you alone?”


  “Just me, myself, and I, honey. Open the door.”


  Gaspar pulled his gun and moved silently into the bathroom, and left that door open an inch. Kim folded Alfred’s printouts and stuffed them in the back pocket of her slacks. She slipped on her gun and added her jacket to cover both bulges. She flipped the safety lever, turned the deadbolt, twisted the knob. She stood a little behind the door, where Elle wouldn’t see her immediately. She swung the door half-way open.


  Elle came in like a runway model, hips thrust forward, all angles and elbows. She was dressed in vintage Jackie Kennedy pink, from the pill box hat and the pale lipstick all the way down to the tan hose and the pumps. She was wearing Chanel No. 5. She was giggling like a teenager.


  “I can’t believe you’re back, sweetie. You’ve been gone so long! I thought I’d never see you again!”


  Elle cleared the threshold.


  Kim body-pressed the door and clicked the deadbolt.


  Elle turned.


  She blinked several times as if Kim would become Sylvia if only her emerald contact lenses would clear.


  Didn’t happen.


  Elle said, “Who are you?”


  Up close, she looked a few years older than Sylvia. Well-groomed, expensive style. A pink purse in white-gloved hands. Maybe wondering if she should pull out the pepper spray right now.


  Kim said, “I’m a friend of Sylvia’s.”


  Elle scanned the room. Saw the room service tray, set for two. Saw two suitcases. Two laptop cases. She saw Sylvia’s name on the mail.


  She called, “I’m so glad you picked this stuff up, Sylvia,” clearly thinking Sylvia was in the bathroom. “I went over there like you asked me to and cleaned out a couple times. Some new guy started working there this summer. A real stickler. He wouldn’t let me take any more.”


  Then Elle saw Gaspar’s shoes and jacket. “Where is Sylvia?”


  “She dashed out to pick up a few things,” Kim said. “You know Sylvia.”


  Big smile from Elle. And a wink. “Forever, honey. We worked all around the world together. I mean, really, Zurich, Paris, New York. Me and Sylvia, we had some good times. She’s like me. Loves the job. Loves the adventure. It’s exciting, you know? Will she be back here before the party? I have really missed that girl. I’d love to see her before the crowd gets to her.”


  The boss’s cell rang. Elle looked toward the source, which was Gaspar’s jacket. She nodded knowingly, as if unanswered ringing from a man’s pocket should absolutely always be ignored.


  Why was he calling right this moment?


  Split second decision. Kim said, “I’m meeting Sylvia in the bar in a minute. Why don’t you come with me? It’ll be fun.”


  Another ring.


  She ushered Elle out to the corridor and closed the door firmly behind them. Gaspar could deal with the boss. In the elevator Elle said, “You don’t look like a working girl.” She scanned Kim’s black suit and her work shoes. “Are you going as a cop? Is that what they want? You could be real FBI in that costume. Do you know Sylvia’s FBI boyfriend? Was that him in the bathroom? Oh my God! I didn’t interrupt did I? You were done, right? All the cops ever want is oral, anyway.”


  Kim covered the jolt with what she hoped was just the right amount of salaciousness. “Her FBI boyfriend?”


  Elle’s unfazed babbling continued, as if now she and Kim had a great deal in common. “I only met him once. Tall. Built. Gorgeous eyes. High level job over there in the Hoover building. He’s the one kept Sylvia out of jail when we all got jammed up a few years back. Set her up out of town someplace. She just couldn’t say enough about him. Sounded like a boyfriend to me.”


  Elle saw Kim’s sickened expression, and patted her hand. “But I maybe read it wrong. I’m sure they’re just friends, honey. You don’t need to worry. Sylvia’s got her head on straight. She keeps her mind on the money. No silly romance for working girls like me and Sylvia. We don’t want that. Gets in the way, you know?”


  The elevator opened in the lobby. Elle waved to her friend at the front desk. They entered the bar, where Elle knew the bartender, too.


  “Jimmy, send us over two gin martinis, will you, honey? Bleu cheese olives? Just a little dirty, like me. Thanks, honey. But weak, OK?” She slid into the first booth. Giggled. Delivered another body slam to Kim’s gut. “Don’t want to get drunk before we get there. Marion Wallace throws the best parties in DC. Booze flows like water. And the food! To die for, honey, just you wait.”


  Elle laughed as if free flowing alcohol at a Marion Wallace party was the height of luxurious joy.


  Marion Wallace?


  How could this be happening?


  


  Chapter Thirty Eight


  Washington, DC


  November 3


  5:05 p.m.


  WALLACES HAD LIVED ON DUMBARTON STREETin Georgetown “since Eve ate the apple,” as Marion Wallace often said. Gaspar parked down the block and Kim watched him limping back toward her, trying to hide the pain. She knew he’d walk it out. She wished her own anxiety was as easily dealt with.


  She saw fall leaves and green spaces and tired jack-o-lanterns nestling on stoops. She was hunched into her jacket against the frigid wind. She was repeating her silent mantra on a constant loop: One choice, right choice. One choice, right choice. One choice, right choice.


  Marion Wallace’s place was a Colonial revival mansion, all red brick, white trim, Doric columns, eyelid windows, and keystone lintels. The exterior had been well maintained since the nineteenth century. Kings had slept there, and waltzed there. Diplomats. Presidents, senators, governors. A few other worthy celebrities from time to time.


  “Where’s your new best friend?” Gaspar asked, only slightly winded when he got next to her.


  Kim nodded toward the house. He raised his eyebrow. She couldn’t speak quite yet. But she would. She opened the white wrought iron gate. Preceded him along a red brick walk lined by tended hedges. Four steps up, under a canopy, a double entry door separated the past from the present. Kim pushed the bell and heard chimes pealing inside. She fought nausea.


  One choice, right choice.


  A liveried butler opened the door. “Welcome to Wallace House,” he said. He indicated an open archway on his right. “Guests will be received in the ballroom.”


  “Thank you,” Gaspar said.


  One choice, right choice.


  Kim stepped across the threshold.


  The ballroom was alive with beautiful women. Champagne and hors d’oeuvres were delivered and removed by tuxedoed servers. A string quartet played lively classics in the far corner. Stargazer lilies and gardenias battled vintage perfumes.


  “Wow,” Gaspar said. “What’s the occasion?”


  One choice, right choice.


  She cleared her throat.


  “Hump day,” she said.


  “Say what?”


  “Wednesday party. Every week.”


  Gaspar nodded. Looked around the room as if he’d never attended a prom. “Don’t get me wrong. I love all these gorgeous women. But where are the men?”


  “Too early. Events start at seven.”


  “What events?”


  “All events. The ballets, the symphony, state dinners, the theater. Whatever is going on in DC tonight where diplomats and dignitaries need escorts.”


  “These gorgeous creatures are hookers?”


  Gaspar seemed bewildered; she had no patience for silliness. Not now.


  “This is Wallace and Company. Try not to be such a Miami rube, will you?”


  Too harsh.


  He snapped back, “Little Miss Detroit knows all things Washington?”


  Softer reply. “Four years of Georgetown law school for my JD/MBA left me no choice. DC overwhelms you even more than New York. Seeps into your bones. Never leaves.”


  One choice, right choice.


  Kim led Gaspar to a line of guests awaiting their hostess poised amid a gaggle of beauties at the receiving line’s end. They shuffled forward after each guest was welcomed, ever closer to humiliation. Her heart pounded, and her breathing was shallow. Acid churned in her stomach. She wiped sweaty palms on her thighs. Her hands didn’t get drier.


  The final group moved past their hostess. Straight ahead now was Marion Wallace. Perhaps the most famous courtesan to power since Madame de Pompadour. Vivid beyond reason. Exquisite alabaster skin. Amazing violet eyes and inky lashes. Lush full lips perpetually upturned. Leonine mane loosely flowing from crown below taut chin. Diamonds and sapphires adorned lobes and clavicle above perfect neckline.


  Intimidating as hell.


  And as poisonous as she’d been on Kim’s wedding day.


  “Welcome to my home,” Marion said. A white-gloved hand was extended for a brief squeeze.


  Kim’s voice deserted her. She squeezed back, and was released.


  Gaspar stepped up. He said their names and handed over two business cards, one for each of them. Marion glanced at the cards and placed them on a silver tray next to her throne with all the others.


  Gaspar said, “We won’t take much of your time, Mrs. Wallace. Maybe five minutes. After you’ve received your guests.”


  Marion exhibited the kind of grace under pressure that Kim had yet to master. “I’ll be pleased to help you if I can. We will talk privately in my salon when I’m free. In the meantime, please enjoy yourselves.”


  Thus dismissed, an assistant waved them forward.


  Was it possible Marion didn’t remember Kim at all?


  Thank you, God.


  Gaspar shifted his weight, and clasped his hands and said, “Let’s find a less conspicuous place to cool our heels. I feel like an underdressed prune in a loaf of angel food cake.”


  Kim moved toward Marion’s salon. He followed, entranced by the spectacle.


  She said, “Don’t worry. Dressed in FBI ugly, people will think we’re the security team. Totally ignorable.”


  “Where’s our Gabrielle?” Gaspar asked, after putting his back to the wall. “She sounded fun. Maybe even affordable on a government salary.”


  “She’ll find us, I’m sure.”


  He said, “I talked to the boss. I need to fill you in. And Roscoe’s trying to reach you. Wouldn’t say why. And while you were girl-talking with Elle, I went through the rest of Sylvia’s mail.”


  “Find anything?”


  “I found a batch of envelopes forwarded to Margrave and returned to 4719 as undeliverable. All dated about three months ago, when our boy Alfred Lane came on the scene. What did Elle call him? A stickler? Looking like you were right about the demolished mailbox.”


  “What else?”


  “Forty-seven-twenty yielded more. I’ll give you the blow-by-blow in the car later.” He fished out his phone. Pulled up a picture. “But it led me to this old mug shot.”


  Kim examined the photo. The accused was identified as Susan Kane. She looked good. Classy. Well tended. Dazzling smile. Hair and makeup about the same. Like Marion Wallace, she hadn’t aged.


  At six o’clock Kim noticed a change in the noise level. The crowd was thinning as escorts with prior engagements departed to meet their dates. Two or three well-attired men talked near the entrance where the reception line would form again.


  Gaspar said, “Criminal records came up pretty quickly once I had the right name. Three counts of prostitution. Right here in DC, if you can imagine. Some big scandal. Pled guilty. Sentence suspended.”


  Kim handed the phone back, suddenly weary. Two years after Van’s desertion. One year after her testimony. A senator and two Russian diplomats were caught having rough sex with hookers provided by lobbyists. Finally. But there were few arrests and fewer resignations. Sacrificial lambs only. Wright & Company closed, but only briefly.


  Now six short years later Marion Wallace was conducting business as usual. Grievance was etched indelible on Kim’s heart.


  “Kimmy! Honey! Look who I found!” The voice carried above the party sounds from twenty feet away.


  Kim opened her eyes to see Elle approaching as swiftly as she could in the tight skirt, babbling like a cheerleader the entire distance, arm-in-arm with the unmistakable Sylvia Kent Black. Or Susan Kane. Or whoever she was.


  Kim instantly recalled Elle’s bar talk.


  “Kimmy, it’s a great life, don’t you think? Every night is like a drama; different names, different scripts. A stage where I’m the star. The phone rings, curtain goes up, the play begins. Always a little tension, Kimmy. The adrenaline never stops. When it’s not so great, the money’s still good. Sylvia’s just like me. That’s why we get along so well, you know?”


  Elle was ten feet away now. Sylvia looked reluctant. Then as if the moment was elaborately choreographed, the salon door opened wide revealing tasteful furnishings in historic hues.


  Unchanged, Kim thought.


  Surreal.


  Peach and ivory brocade, gold tassels, and spring green stripes, all blended to please. Plush carpets, cozy fire, Marion Wallace reposed in the same green brocade Louis XV armchair, at the same end of the same rectangular grouping. On each side of her, white brocade sofas faced each other. Even the same silver tea service graced the coffee table between. The entire tableau made Kim woozy.


  “Mr. Gaspar, Ms. Otto, Mrs. Wallace can see you now.” A well-coiffed assistant waved them inside using her entire body as if introducing another stage performer.


  At that precise moment, Elle arrived, slightly breathless. She stopped at the open salon entrance and the assistant said, “Thank you, Gabrielle. Susan, Mrs. Wallace invites you to join her. This way everyone, please.”


  Elle grinned, and released Sylvia’s arm. “Go ahead, honey. We’ll all visit later.”


  What, Kim wondered now, was real about Sylvia Black? Not her name. Which was disorienting. Names mattered to Kim. They meant something. But this woman was never Sylvia Black at all. Had she known Van?


  The assistant left the room and Sylvia approached Marion Wallace as a commoner might approach a queen, with obsequious smiles and air kisses, and no touching.


  “You look wonderful, dear,” Sylvia said. “I’ve missed you. I’m so sorry we’ve been apart such a long time.”


  Marion gave her the same official smile and the same gloved squeeze she’d given everyone else. As far as Kim knew, Marion Wallace never had any real friends and she never would. All business, all the time, now as then.


  Sylvia perched herself on one sofa as young women learned to do in finishing school once upon a time. Skirt pulled down as far as it would reach near her pressed together knees; ankles crossed. She removed white gloves and laid them neatly beside her handbag.


  Marion turned to Kim and Gaspar as if they were visiting diplomats, and extended her hand to each again. Gestured toward the sofa opposite Sylvia.


  “Where’s that handsome boyfriend of yours, Susan?” Marion asked, after pouring tea from the silver service into bone china cups.


  “Work, unfortunately.” Syliva did not lift the teacup. Nor did Kim.


  Marion passed a small plate of shortbread. Only Gaspar accepted.


  Marion asked, “Is his office still at the top of the Hoover building?”


  The question startled Sylvia briefly. “Yes, of course.”


  “I suppose there’s only one better address in the world,” Marion mused. “Very helpful to you when that unfortunate business happened, though, wasn’t it?” She glanced down at her watch as if she’d just recalled an important meeting. “Will you excuse me? I have something else I must attend to. Please carry on.”


  Marion stepped out and Sylvia was left facing Kim and Gaspar across the silver. Gaspar got up and planted himself at the exit as if to say Sylvia would not walk out of that room as easily as she’d walked out of Roscoe’s jail cell.


  “I should have known Marion wouldn’t have time to visit on hump day.” Sylvia smiled as she might have indulged an aged aunt. She replaced her gloves. “I am expected elsewhere myself. Was there something in particular you wanted to ask me?”


  Gaspar said, “For starters, why don’t you tell us your real name?”


  “Elle told me you’d read my mail, Agent Gaspar. I’m sure you already know all about me.”


  “Why did you kill Harry Black?” Kim asked. A pretty blunt tactic.


  “Kill Harry? My goodness, why on earth would I do that?”


  Gaspar said, “Cut the crap, Sylvia. Or whatever your name is. What the hell is going on here?”


  “I take it you haven’t checked in lately,” Sylvia said. “You might want to do that before you get too forceful with me, Agent Gaspar. Your bosses won’t like your tone.”


  “You confessed to murder,” he said.


  Sylvia was amused. “Are you sure?”


  “You called 911. You said you killed Harry Black.”


  “I did not. Have you heard the tape yourself?”


  Which proved she wasn’t merely foxy, but also sly. And informed. Neither Kim nor Gaspar had heard the actual 911 tape. Roscoe hadn’t heard it, either. And Sylvia knew all that. But how?


  What had Sylvia said at the time? Kim searched her memory. Recalled Roscoe’s report precisely. “I’m told Sylvia’s exact words were ‘I shot him. He’s dead. I just couldn’t take him anymore.’”


  A subtle difference. “I shot him.” Not, “I killed him.” Hair splitting? Maybe. But criminal cases fell apart for less. Harry had been killed by two bullets to the head, but he’d been shot a total of seven times. Five post-mortem. Sylvia might have shot him only after he was dead.


  Nothing really tied Sylvia to Harry’s murder. Repeatedly, Roscoe mentioned the crime scene was totally clean. Sylvia had escaped Roscoe’s jail, but a good lawyer would argue she’d been falsely arrested and imprisoned in the first place. He’d sue Margrave and Sylvia would end up owning the whole town.


  Was it really possible that Sylvia would walk away free? They had no warrant. And couldn’t get one based on existing evidence.


  Sylvia knew that, too.


  “We found the money, Sylvia,” Kim said, quietly.


  “What money?” Sylvia asked, deadpan.


  “Bernie Owens is dead, too.”


  Contrived alarm in Sylvia’s expression. “You killed Bernie?”


  “You know we didn’t. Your lover blew up that Chevy with enough explosive to scatter Bernie for ten miles.”


  Slight reaction. Kim concluded Sylvia cared for Bernie, but not as much as she cared for the money. She was a hooker, after all. Kim said, “All that cash in Bernie’s car went everywhere, too. Couple hundred thousand, at least. Maybe more.”


  Sylvia sat still, unblinking, but Kim could see perspiration beading along her temples, gathering on her upper lip. Her hands were clasped tight in her lap.


  Kim knew Sylvia’s trigger point now. She said, “He stole Harry’s money, and then he killed Harry. He stole Bernie’s money, and then he killed Bernie. He’s stealing your money now. But don’t worry too much. You’ll never be poor. Because as soon as he gets it, you’ll be dead, too.”


  “You’re lying,” Sylvia said, mouth so dry the words barely escaped.


  “Think so?” Gaspar showed her the photo he’d taken when he looked in through the Chevy’s window. “That’s Bernie, right? Two bullets to the back of the head. Just like Harry.”


  He reached into his pocket and pulled out charred pieces of paper. He forced them into Sylvia’s palm. He said, “And that’s Bernie’s money.”


  Sylvia looked at the burned scraps. She started to shake. Slightly at first. Then more. “That’s not really Bernie. Or his money. You manipulated that picture. You burned these yourself.”


  “Your lover killed eight people and hurt dozens more.” Gaspar was angry. “You knew Jim Leach, right? There’s video. Want to see Jim Leach blown apart with your own eyes? Very entertaining.”


  Kim’s tone was gentler. “We’re so glad you’re OK. At first we thought you were in the trunk. Can you imagine? Being in the trunk when the car exploded? That Chevy burned so hot there was nothing left but cinders. Everything in the back seat? Right where you were sitting? Toasted. Blown away. Ashes.” Kim raised both hands and pinched her fingers and flashed them open. “Poof! Gone with the wind. Just like that.”


  Sylvia began to sob. Her shoulders heaved. Several minutes.


  Acting? Or real?


  Kim handed her a tissue box from Marion Wallace’s side table. Sylvia pulled a fistful. Dabbed her face.


  Gaspar said, “You help us, we’ll help you. Otherwise, you’re on your way to Leavenworth. If you’re lucky.”


  “What do you want me to do?” A catch in her voice.


  “Testify,” Kim said.


  “About what?” Sniffles.


  “Everything,” Gaspar said.


  Sylvia’s face brightened. She flashed a bright pixie smile.


  “Is that all?” she said. “I can do that. When do you want me?”


  


  Chapter Thirty Nine


  KIM HEARD NOISE FROM THE BALLROOM. More volume, lower tones. Men were showing up. The party was about to start.


  “OK, let’s go,” Gaspar said. “Right now.”


  Sylvia asked, “Go where?”


  Kim wondered that herself. Margrave jail?


  Gaspar opened the boss’s phantom cell and pressed the call back button. “We have a witness to bring in,” he said. “Sylvia Black.” He listened to brief instructions and disconnected. He said, “Our boss wants to see you.”


  Sylvia smiled. A mega-watt blinder this time. “I’m so glad,” she said. “Would you mind if I slipped into the powder room to, um, fix my face? You can check for escape routes first.” She giggled. Flirtatious once again. A hooker.


  Gaspar accompanied her to the small toilet at the back corner of the salon. She stood aside while he ducked in and back out.


  “Don’t lock the door,” he said.


  “Why would I want to do that?”


  Gaspar stood guard, left hand clasped over his right wrist, his watch face visible, marking the time.


  The salon’s main door opened. Marion Wallace returned. “Was there anything else you needed from me before I return to my guests, Agent Otto?”


  Kim’s stomach snake thrashed violently. Acid bubbled up her esophagus. But she refused to flinch. She swallowed hard.


  “No,” she said.


  “Call to schedule something with my assistant if you need to see me again,” Marion said, and Kim watched her walk through the main door again.


  “Agent Otto, Agent Gaspar.”


  Sonorous male voice. Like radio. Unmistakable.


  Kim’s skin crawled.


  “Hello, Hale,” she said.


  Which was as curt as she dared to the boss’s right hand man.


  Michael Hale. Grandfathered in place before the boss recruited her or Gaspar. Binding ties between Hale and the boss ran from merely distasteful to downright disgusting. Kim avoided Hale whenever possible.


  “Where is she?” Hale asked.


  Demanding, as always.


  “Primping,” Gaspar said, pointing at the powder room door.


  “Cooper sent me to assess and report.” Hale’s derivative power was enormous. He wielded it more overtly than the boss ever would. “Get her out here.”


  Gaspar rapped twice on the powder room door.


  Sylvia came out. She recognized the new man in the room. She approached. She parted her newly glossed lips. She flashed her pixie smile.


  “Mr. Hale, so nice to see you again.” Sylvia extended her gloved hand, and touched his arm ever so briefly. Ownership. A lover’s caress. “How is Mr. Cooper?”


  They all knew each other. Mildly surprising. Maybe Hale had bedded Sylvia. Unremarkable. Hale was a notorious womanizer. Definitely not the boyfriend type.


  But Cooper?


  Elle had described Sylvia’s FBI boyfriend. Tall. Built. Gorgeous eyes. High level job over there in the Hoover building.


  Cooper. Self-described serial monogamist. Could he have been that dumb? Maybe Hale wasn’t the only Hoover building occupant Sylvia had screwed.


  Kim berated herself for being so stupid.


  But everything’s obvious once you know it.


  Hale ignored Sylvia’s greeting. “Otto, what’s this about?”


  Sylvia returned to her perch on the white sofa. She was more relaxed than anyone else in the room. Kim delivered by rote, “Susan Kane, a/k/a Sylvia Kent Black, has agreed to testify against her accomplices in matters related to the murder of Harry Black.”


  Hale looked straight at Sylvia.


  “That so?” he said. “You’re going to admit everything?”


  Sylvia batted her eyelashes and raised her right hand and said, “The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God.”


  Hale flushed pink from his stiff white collar right up to his sandy hairline. His eyes narrowed, either in incomprehension or calculation. Kim couldn’t tell. His tone was hard enough to cut diamonds. He said, “In exchange for what?”


  “Dangerous people will be looking for me. You and Mr. Cooper can fix that, can’t you?” Sylvia’s tone was so sweet it made Kim’s teeth ache.


  Hale’s face turned redder. “You agreed we wouldn’t need to help you again. Yet, here you are, and it’s not a minor prostitution charge this time, is it?”


  Sylvia’s breathless little voice begged, “I’m innocent, Mickey. You know I didn’t kill anybody. Helping me again shouldn’t be a problem for Charlie, should it?”


  Mickey?


  Charlie?


  Hale looked like he’d swallowed a turd. His eyes bulged from his head. “We’re not in the immunity business. But if your testimony is valuable enough, I suppose we might help. What are you offering?”


  She said, “Who killed Harry.”


  Hale was unmoved. “That might be of minor interest to the Margrave Police Chief. It’s of no interest to me.”


  Sylvia remained quiet for a minute. Then she looked at Kim, and Gaspar. Then her gaze returned to Hale. She said, “I suppose I could talk about why he killed Harry, too.”


  Kim had to hand it to her. Men had followed women like Sylvia right off a cliff since the dawn of sex. Sylvia was smoking hot. And while not brilliant, she was undeniably clever. Harry Black, the poor bastard, had never stood a chance. Yep. Sylvia was a stone cold bitch.


  Hale’s eyes were slits. “What do you mean? Exactly?”


  Sylvia straightened her skirt and crossed her remarkably long legs, giving him a full shot view up her thigh. “I shouldn’t say more until my lawyer is present, should I? Maybe we can get the whole truth recorded tomorrow morning? Would that work? I’m at the Hay Adams. These agents can escort me. I’ll call my lawyer and we’ll take care of everything tomorrow. How’s that?”


  Hale covered the short distance to Sylvia and grabbed her bicep and jerked her off the sofa and shoved her hard against Gaspar. “Bring her to Cooper’s office in the morning. Eight o’clock sharp.”


  And then he stalked out.


  Which was when Kim knew for sure. Hale was expendable. They all were. Except Cooper. Rank had its privileges. Cooper was the top dog. Untouchable without hard evidence. Suicide to try.


  If the situation went sideways others would take the hit.


  Gaspar had been right all along.


  They were all involved in it.


  Reacher, too. Had to be.


  Cooper was the leader. Had Reacher crossed him somehow? Had Cooper sent them to find Reacher for some private purpose?


  Possible.


  There was plausible deniability all around if they succeeded. If they failed, everyone except Cooper went down. Cooper would make it so.


  


  Chapter Forty


  Washington, DC


  November 3


  6:35 p.m.


  KIM PACED THE ROOM for a solid half hour, seeking solutions, but getting nothing except impatient and thirty minutes older. Gaspar waited quietly, butt in chair, long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, hands folded, eyes closed. He said, “We could follow orders for once. We could deliver Sylvia in the morning. And return to normal life.”


  His laconic style was familiar to her by then, but no less maddening. “But don’t you feel like a first class patsy? And what do we tell Roscoe? Have you even thought about that? She’s going down in flames and Sylvia walks free? Again? Sixty-seven million dollars richer? And Cooper, too? Does that seem right to you? And what about Reacher? Do we leave him out there doing God knows what to God knows whom?”


  No response.


  Her hands balled into fists. “Well?”


  “Tantrums never work on me,” he said, unmoved. “But anyway, in answer to your questions, in order of asking, yes, I don’t know, yes, sucks, sucks, sucks, sucks, no, don’t care, sucks, deep subject.”


  She was not amused. “Are you going to help me or not?”


  He stood and stretched. He limped around the spacious room. He stopped outside the door to Sylvia’s bedroom and stared as if he had x-ray vision or supersonic hearing. He ran a hand through his hair. He limped some more. He returned to his seat.


  He said, “Of course, I’ll help you. But with what? There’s something going on here, and it’s buried deep. I don’t even know what it is, let alone know how to prove it. We turn all this over to an internal investigations unit and they fail, too, and then what? Give me a stroke of genius and I’ll be there. Otherwise, I don’t see any options except deliver Sylvia in the morning.”


  She sighed.


  He pressed. “Any bright ideas? Preferably something that won’t get us fired? Did I mention I have a large family?”


  She said nothing.


  He said, “That’s what I thought. You got zilch.”


  He was wrong, technically. She had one desperate, last-ditch option. But she didn’t describe it. Maybe she would never need to. Maybe something else would come along.


  She went back to pacing. She talked as she walked. “Roscoe said Archie Leach is howling because we left before he debriefed us. He wants vengeance for his brother.”


  Gaspar said, “We didn’t kill his brother. So how is Archie Leach our problem?”


  “Cooper called you after the fire in the mailbox store.”


  “Right.”


  “He asked you about Sylvia’s mail. You told him everything. The smashed mailbox theory, forwarded envelopes, the list of box holders, and how you found her mug shot.”


  “Yes.”


  “He didn’t ask to see the list?”


  “No.”


  “That’s weird, isn’t it?”


  “No.”


  “You saw the list just like I did. His name is on it. And so is mine. And yours. He wasn’t even interested?”


  Blandly, like he was calming a suicide, Gaspar said, “But I didn’t know all that when I was talking to him. You took the list with you, remember? To the bar? In your pocket?”


  “But he had to know, right? So it’s weird that he didn’t ask or deal with it somehow, isn’t it?”


  “You’re wearing me out.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  “We’ve been over this, Sunshine. All we have is the list. Nothing else. If it comes to it, he’ll say he has no idea why his name was on the list, and he’ll say he didn’t have a mailbox at Bernie’s, and we’ll believe him, because we have no idea why our names were on the list either, and we sure didn’t have mailboxes at Bernie’s.”


  “Cooper is involved with Sylvia.”


  “Sex is not illegal.”


  “Sylvia laundered the money and stole it from Harry and killed him.”


  “Maybe so. No proof, though. And nothing connecting Cooper to any of that.”


  When she didn’t raise anything else, he said, “Can I go to sleep now?”


  She patted herself down, checked her gun and her pockets, and walked toward the door.


  Stretched out in his chair, eyes closed, Gaspar asked, “Where are you going?”


  “To call Finlay.”


  He didn’t move so much as an eyelid. But his tone conveyed every catastrophic consequence she’d already argued in her head. “If anybody asks, you’re on your own. I’ve got a family to feed. Did I mention that? Twenty years left. Fit for no other work. Not even fit for this, to be honest. I’m a charity case. You can throw your career out the window, but please don’t add mine to the landfill while you’re at it.”


  “Cooper’s not God, you know,” she reminded him, in his own words.


  “He’s the God of my family dinner. And yours, too. Whatever special relationship you think you two have, Sunshine, make no mistake. He’ll throw you under the train in a Hot’lanta second and never look back.”


  Only one choice.


  She opened the door. Looked back. He hadn’t moved.


  “I was wrong about you,” she said. “Zorro, you’re not.”


  “Sad but true,” he said, and the door slammed behind her.


  


  Chapter Forty One


  Washington, DC


  November 3


  7:15 p.m.


  KIM GOT A CAB outside the hotel and sharpened her plan on the fly. It was cold, but she barely noticed. She thought through her counter-surveillance options but knew she was unlikely to hide much. Unmonitored transmissions in Washington, D.C., were as scarce as innocent felons. The very airwaves were alive with ears and eyes every moment of every day.


  Best case: Cooper was otherwise occupied at that moment. He was covering a private operation solo and off the books. There would be inevitable windows of surveillance black-out. He wasn’t God. He could find the pieces afterward, but he might not be observing in real time.


  But he’d anticipate her call to Finlay. He’d be ready to intercept. The problem gnawed at her. She rubbed Finlay’s card inside her pocket. She needed an unpredictable location. And fast. The Redskins’ FedEx Field would work, but there wasn’t enough time to get there and back.


  Only one choice.


  Which was: Verizon Center during tonight’s hockey game.


  Twenty-thousand-plus in attendance; most of them using electronic devices. On a pre-paid burner phone, she would be as anonymous as any hay straw in the stack.


  The cab ride took eight minutes door-to-door in light traffic. The game was already in progress. She used the media entrance at 6th and G Streets Northwest. She flashed her badge everywhere she needed to. She found the best reception she was likely to get. She put a finger in her opposite ear to mute the screaming crowd. She called the number.


  Finlay answered on the fourth ring. Boston accent. Rich baritone.


  He said, “How can I help you?”


  “I was hoping you’d tell me,” she said. “We’ve hit a snag.”


  “Your partner knows you’re calling?”


  “Yes. But he advised me not to.”


  “Because you’ve worked your way up the food chain to the killer whale?”


  “Correct.”


  “And you want me to remove the obstacle in your path. Why would I do that?”


  Trading favors. What did Kim have that Finlay wanted? “You tell me.”


  “Much has changed since we met. You’re operating under a bright spotlight now.”


  But his price might be too steep. “Can you help or not?”


  “Depends.”


  “On what?”


  “How far you’re willing to go.”


  Kim paused briefly. Reflex. Only one choice. “I think we understand each other, Mr. Finlay. One more thing. Roscoe’s in trouble. Friendly fire. Fix it.”


  Silence. Had he not anticipated her demand? He said, “Agreed. I’ve left a package for you at the Swiss embassy. Offer expires in twenty minutes. Your taxi’s waiting.”


  Connection terminated.


  She checked her watch. Fifteen minute trip in the opposite direction under current conditions. She burned five extra minutes to dispose of the phone, exit on F Street, and flag a new cab of her own. “Twenty-nine hundred Cathedral Avenue Northwest. And I’m in a hurry.”


  The cab pulled up in front of an unimpressive building. Tan brick boxes joined by a brown mullioned glass structure all seemed deserted. A lone security guard waited inside the locked gate. Kim asked the cab to wait.


  “ID, please,” the guard said when she approached. She showed her badge. He checked his watch, examined the photo, compared her face. Returned her ID wallet.


  “One moment,” he said.


  He walked behind a majestic maple tree and retrieved a shrink-wrapped Redweld accordion file. He handed it through the bars. He turned away. Kim ran back to her cab.


  “Hay Adams hotel, please.” No time for further counter-surveillance maneuvers; she’d been gone too long already. She ripped off the shrink wrap, removed the attached elastic, opened the Redweld’s flap, and pulled out its contents. She held them up to the cab’s window for passing ambient light. She stared. Flipped through. Too dim to read. Ink blurred on the pages.


  Her smart phone rang. She answered without thinking. “Agent Otto.”


  Gaspar said, “We’ve been released. Where are you now?”


  “On my way.” She was maybe five blocks out, but traffic was barely moving.


  “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”


  Kim didn’t understand. “What about Sylvia?”


  “She’s gone.”


  “Gone?”


  “Cooper had Hale pick her up twenty minutes ago.”


  She saw the Hay Adams up ahead in the distance, but the traffic was stopped in all directions.


  “Wait for me at the front entrance. I’ll be there in five.” She disconnected, grabbed cash from her pocket, paid the driver, and left the cab where it was.


  She dialed the second pre-paid burner while she jogged along the sidewalk.


  


  Chapter Forty Two


  Washington, DC


  November 3


  9:45 p.m.


  KIM HAD WORKED AT THE WASHINGTON HILTON, one of the biggest and busiest hotels in DC, during law school. She knew its eleven hundred guest rooms, its acres of function space, its forty-two meeting rooms, its four restaurants and bars. She remembered the service corridor, the loading dock, and the freight elevator. Tonight and every night, the hotel buzzed with crowd cover. The night manager was happy to help her. Returning felt almost like coming home.


  Gaspar had asked no questions for the past hour while they collected Sylvia’s mail from the Crown Vic and transferred to the Hilton. He’d felt her urgency, perhaps, but whatever his reasons, he had stuck with her and demanded no explanations.


  She wondered how long he’d wait.


  Kim picked up the banker’s box containing Sylvia’s newer mail from P.O. Box 4720 and dumped it out on one of the beds. She pushed envelopes with both hands, seeking recognizable logos amid the junk. Marketers were ever smarter. Separating the gold from the dross wasn’t simple. Evidence was easily missed.


  Five items looked promising.


  She scooped junk mail into the box and shoved it aside. She carried possibles to the desk and rooted around for a letter opener. She unfolded contents and sorted them into piles.


  Two senders: Jensen & Associates, C.P.A, and The Empire Bank of Switzerland.


  Gaspar said, “OK, Sunshine, I give up. What’s all this about?”


  Kim glanced at her watch. Seventy-three minutes of patience. She wondered if that was some sort of personal best. It probably was. She said, “I know why they killed Harry.”


  He shrugged. “Everyone knows why they killed Harry. For the money.”


  “It’s more complicated than that. If I’m right, Sylvia and Harry were about to be on the wrong end of the IRS for back taxes, penalties and interest of $137 million. More than twice Harry’s total Kliner stash. They’d have lost everything and gone to prison.”


  No reaction.


  She said, “And they would have taken Cooper down with them. And they still can.”


  “How?”


  She said, “You need to decide if you really want to hear this. It ain’t going to be pretty. It’s going to be a train wreck.”


  “But you’re sticking with it.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “Because I’m not Zorro.”


  “You have a family. And twenty years to go.”


  “Tell me what you know.”


  “You sure?”


  “You deaf? How many times do I have to say it?”


  “Sylvia’s mail tells the story,” she said. Then she hesitated. She took a deep breath. “And Finlay confirmed it for me.”


  Gaspar said nothing. He just headed for one of the upholstered chairs.


  “Don’t get too comfortable,” Kim said. “We’ve got an appointment in thirty minutes at the Swiss Embassy and a flight to Zurich at 1:12.”


  “Fill me in, Susie Q,” he said.


  She pulled the Redwell’s contents, and divided them into three batches. “We were right about the laundering. Harry figured out a way to exchange the Kliners for real money. Caribbean casinos.” She tossed the first group into his lap. “Photographs of Harry and Sylvia at blackjack tables in four separate establishments over four years. Tried and true. They bring the Kliners out of Atlanta in small batches. They buy chips, they gamble a while, they cash in the chips for real money. Pretty simple, even with Harry’s full time job. Short flights from Atlanta to the Caribbean. Easy enough to confirm by flight records.”


  He asked, “But what did they do with the clean money? Stupid to bring it back and hide it in the closet.”


  Kim tossed him the second set of Redwell contents. “Bank records. Deposits to Caribbean banks.”


  Gaspar thumbed through the half dozen statements. “They run for slightly less than five years. Stop abruptly three months ago. Offshore, like we thought.”


  “But then they screwed up.”


  “How?”


  “Two ways. First, they never claimed any of their gambling winnings on their income taxes to get the clean money into the paper trail. Fraud would have been a lot harder to prove when the IRS got on their tails. Bought them extra time.”


  He shrugged. Tax issues had never impressed him much. She figured he’d never been on the wrong side of the IRS. Those bastards were meaner than the FBI by a long shot.


  “Second?”


  She held paper in each unsteady hand. Raised Finlay’s contributions in her left first. “The Caribbean bank statements are fakes, too. Meant to comfort Harry, maybe. The money wasn’t there. It was deposited somewhere else. Might still be there.”


  Gaspar lifted his eyebrow. Didn’t reach out for the paper. Touching meant plausible deniability destroyed.


  Kim raised Susan Kane’s mail from box 4720 in her right hand. “These confirm.”


  “Where is the money, then?”


  “Empire Bank of Switzerland.”


  Gaspar smiled. “Of all the gin joints in all the world.”


  She smiled back. “Poetic, isn’t it?”


  


  Chapter Forty Three


  Washington, DC


  November 3


  11:25 p.m.


  THE SWISS EMBASSY WAS ALIGHT and active inside when they arrived slightly ahead of a developing storm. Temperatures had dropped and lightning flashed in the distance. The wind had picked up. No rain yet, but Kim could feel dropping atmospheric pressure in her bones. The cab driver said, “I’ll wait, but if you want to make it to Dulles in an hour, you’d better hurry. They’re predicting hail the size of golf balls.”


  Kim tried to ignore everything she knew about flying through thunderstorms as she rushed ahead of Gaspar into the glass enclosed center connecting the two brick wings. There was more lightning, followed by deafening thunder, and then wind-whipped rain started to fall. The effect of standing inside the storm while totally shielded and feeling none of nature’s outrage was surreal.


  They were escorted quickly to Finlay’s contact, deep in the north wing. The office was decorated as if by ancient financiers. Teak floors, worn Orientals, ancient vases. Likely real. As was Wilfred Schmidt, according to his desk nameplate.


  Schmidt offered two hard chairs on the other side of his desk. He clasped manicured hands together on a burgundy desk blotter. He had gold links in his starched white cuffs. He spoke precise English, clearly not his first language, and maybe not his second.


  “Please excuse the necessary abruptness,” he said. “My schedule is quite full as it is about to be tomorrow in Zurich. I have been instructed to disclose certain information. I am allowed to answer no questions. Agreed?”


  Kim nodded because she had no power to demand more.


  Herr Schmidt prompted, “Yes?”


  Maybe there was an audio recording.


  Gaspar said, “Agreed.”


  Schmidt launched into rote speech he’d likely delivered to countless customers over the past twelve months. “As you know, Empire Bank of Switzerland will provide a list of depositors and amounts on deposit to U.S. Internal Revenue Service pursuant to new treaties signed by our respective governments. Understand?”


  Kim nodded. He waited. She said, “Yes.”


  Everyone knew the IRS was salivating like a starving Rottweiler before dinner. Negotiations with Swiss banks and treaties executed the previous year were well publicized all around the world. Looming deadlines for disclosing tax cheats had been preceded by a period of tax amnesty about to expire. Tensions on Wall Street and Main Street and in every criminal enterprise that touched the country had led to panic among legitimate and illegitimate alike.


  If Kim’s theories were correct, the same panic had led Sylvia Black to murder her husband. Panic that could lead to solid testimony against Cooper.


  Schmidt noticed Kim’s preoccupation. He cleared his throat to bring her back.


  He delivered a rehearsed disclaimer next, with appropriate emphasis. “Swiss privacy laws demand strict secrecy. Penalties for privacy violations are severe. Accounts will be revealed precisely as required. Individual depositors are permitted six remaining days to complete satisfactory asset arrangements and agreements with respective governments. We have no information on the status of such activities. Understand?”


  “Yes,” Kim said. She understood. The Swiss remained as politically neutral as possible. A policy necessary, some said, to maintaining the most opportunistic country on earth. A friend to everyone is a friend to no one, in Kim’s view, stacks of money regardless.


  Schmidt reached the red meat. “Four individual depositors are relevant here. Four numbered accounts and two safety deposit boxes. Contents of boxes are not disclosed to the bank. Understand?”


  Gaspar said, “We understand. Who are the four depositors?”


  Schmidt passed another sealed Redwell across the desk to Kim.


  She tore off the shrink wrap, removed the elastic band, pulled out four account statements and two small brass keys affixed to numbered tags. She checked the account names. Susan Kane’s on one box made sense. But the others? She blinked. Again. The names didn’t change. Charles Cooper, Carlos Gaspar, and Kim Otto. How could that be?


  She felt the stomach snake begin to uncoil.


  Nothing is ever what you think it is.


  Gaspar asked, “Where are the safety deposit boxes located?”


  Schmidt said, “Zurich. They’ve been alerted to receive you. Your taxi is waiting.”


  


  Chapter Forty Four


  Zurich, Switzerland


  November 4


  4:00 p.m. local time


  A DELAYED DEPARTURE AT DULLES due to weather meant they missed their appointment in Zurich. But they had a chance to make it to the bank before it closed. She jogged and he limped through the spotless terminal, all the way to a spotless cab at a spotless curb. He asked, “Doesn’t it worry you that Finlay is doing this?”


  “Should it?” Kim asked back. She watched Zurich pass by out the side window.


  “Cooper is a ruthless guy.”


  “Clearly Finlay is just as ruthless.”


  “Exactly. Two ruthless guys battle, other people die.”


  She shrugged. Useful gesture, she’d concluded. Conveyed everything and nothing. Economical, too. “Everybody dies.”


  The cab pulled up in front of an imposing grey brick skyscraper thirty minutes late, but still thirty minutes before closing. They climbed out together into dry but overcast twilight. The EBS logo was prominently displayed on the building. It was identical to the logos on the envelopes they’d found in box 4720, and on the four bank statements and the two keys in the second Redwell.


  There were patrons milling around inside the bank. Kim was slightly surprised. Who made personal visits to banks anymore? Kim’s paychecks were automatically deposited, her withdrawals made at ATMs, and her bills paid online or by draft.


  There was a very formal male receptionist in the lobby, seated behind a mahogany desk. He asked, “Do you have an appointment?”


  “Herr Gartner is expecting us.” Kim showed regret and her driver’s license. “Our flight was a bit late, I’m afraid.”


  The receptionist looked down at a print-out with the day’s appointments discreetly listed and unreadable from Kim’s viewpoint. “Yes, I see,” he said. He sounded like a bad guy in a bad movie. “Perhaps it is possible to accommodate you. Please be seated. I will contact Herr Gartner.”


  Five minutes later a middle-aged man entered the lobby through one of the heavy wooden doors on the left hand side. He said, “This way, please.” They followed him down a narrow carpeted hallway. There were grey steel doors placed ten feet apart on both sides. Twenty feet in, he stopped. He unlocked a door into a carpeted eight-by-eight windowless room. The room held a wood parson’s table and four unforgiving chairs.


  Inside, he asked, “May I see your identification, please?”


  They produced badge wallets. He photographed their ID first, and followed with head shots. Then he extended his device to each of them in turn. “Please.”


  Both agents pressed an index finger onto the screen. A green light signaled success. The man seemed satisfied.


  “Please wait here. The boxes will arrive momentarily.”


  Kim marked the time. Tested the lever when he left. They were locked in. A surveillance camera was mounted at the corner ceiling joint opposite, with a red light indicating that it was operational. Kim suspected clients turned their backs on the camera while other hidden lenses created indelible records. If they failed to follow instructions, consequences would be immediate and unpleasant.


  Precisely eight minutes later, the middle-aged man returned with a sturdy cart upon which rested two bottles of water, two glasses, a silver-plated coffee carafe, two cups, two saucers, two spoons, and cream and sugar.


  And two heavy metal boxes.


  Maybe fifteen inches by twelve by fifteen.


  Each box had two locks.


  The man pulled two keys from his pocket and put them on the table. “You brought depositor keys, correct? I will collect those before you depart. You may not remove anything from this room. Your authorization permits viewing only. No photographs or recording of any kind. We close in thirty minutes.”


  He indicated a small rectangle on the wall. “Push this button and I shall return to escort you to the exit. Any questions?”


  “No,” Kim lied. She was overwhelmed with questions.


  The man left without ceremony.


  Kim used the bank’s keys and Gaspar used the depositor keys Finlay had provided. They lifted heavy, hinged lids and let them rest fully open.


  They peered into the boxes.


  Susan Kane’s was full.


  Charles Cooper’s was nearly empty.


  Kim slipped latex gloves from her pocket. She said, “I’ll take Kane, you take Cooper.”


  They worked quickly and followed standard protocols. They examined and sorted contents. They snapped photos surreptitiously with their smart phones, but used no dictation. Video capture by the bank’s system was inescapable, but they’d provide no sound track of their own.


  Gaspar finished first. He poured coffee and moved to a chair and studied Cooper’s treasures.


  Kim catalogued Kane’s contents robotically. She’d worked vice raids enough times to recognize the common sex-trade tools. They were secured inside a small canvas duffel. Harnesses, body paint, paddles, rubber belts, spiked shoes. French ticklers, satin gloves, pleasure mitten, massage oil. Polaroid camera, but no film and no photos.


  A red satin pouch held slightly more exotic items. There was an elaborate dual-control vibrator labeled “Busy Beaver.” There was edible underwear. Ben wa balls were nestled in a velvet case. There was a silver egg filled with mercury. There was a matching two-inch silver band.


  Underneath the nostalgic keepsakes were three obsolete flash drives snugged into a Cartier watch box: silver, gold, black. No labels.


  When she’d finished, she saw Gaspar had long ago adopted his relaxed posture. She said in a level tone, “There’s nothing remarkable here. Nothing has been added for at least five years, maybe longer.”


  He understood. His jaw clenched. He added this latest insult to his long list of Finlay grievances. He nodded, but didn’t open his eyes. He said, “Ancient history here too.”


  Kim repacked and returned the Cartier box below camera surveillance angle. She replaced the red satin bag and the canvas duffel. Her right hand slipped her phone and concealed all three flash drives until she dropped them into her pocket while her left hand retrieved the depositor key. She relocked the box. She left the depositor key in place as instructed. She took a bottle of water.


  Her watch said the bank had closed ten minutes ago.


  “Don’t want to get locked in,” she said.


  She assumed he was as ready as she was to escape the tiny space. Five minutes, if their watchdog was close by. She reached the doorbell and pressed it before Gaspar could react. She’d misjudged his signals.


  Swiftly, he body-blocked the door. His expression was unreadable. He whispered, “Take a look at those pictures. Make some copies in case mine get lost. Be sure we’ve got several backups.”


  She saw four photographs from Cooper’s box spaced out on the table.


  The first was of a group of Marines dressed in fatigues. Hard to judge ages, but the setting and the picture were both old. Faded color. Maybe 3 x 5 instead of the more common 4 x 6 for later photographs. She flipped it. Kodak paper. Undated. Late 1960s?


  The center Marine was a young and handsome Charles Cooper. Standing next to him was a giant. Couldn’t be Jack Reacher. Reacher was much younger than Cooper. And Army, not Marine Corps. She didn’t recognize the others. A crude hand painted road sign proclaimed 472 miles to Hanoi. Her Viet Nam geography was rusty. Da Nang, maybe?


  There was a knock on the door.


  Gaspar called, “One minute.”


  The second photo was from the same era. Similar location. Maybe the same camera and the same lab. The photo was of a man and two boys. The giant from the first, with what had to be his sons, one a couple of years older than the other.


  Acid bubbled in her throat.


  She pressed on.


  The two remaining photos were much newer. Kim figured six months old at most. The third was Roscoe and her family. Roscoe’s stylish haircut, son Davey in basketball uniform, sulky Jack inexplicably smiling.


  Fourth was a candid group shot. Outside. Picnic table. Summer. Beers and laughter. Roscoe, Brent, Kraft, Harry Black, Sylvia Black, Jim Leach, Archie Leach.


  Another knock on the door. An insistent voice. “Please. We are now closed. You must return tomorrow if you have not finished.”


  Kim made her copies and returned the originals to the box. Closed the lid. Glanced to check with Gaspar, her hand on the key.


  “Not yet,” he said. He held out a white standard number 10 business envelope. Overfilled. She lifted the flap. Extracted a thick wad of hundreds. “Kliners?”


  Through the door: “Please. You must go now. Or security will remove you.”


  Gaspar called, “Two minutes. We’ll be right out.” For her ears only he said, “I can’t tell if they’re fakes. Can you?”


  She confirmed all standard markers of authenticity. Her phone application quick scan discerned no metallic strips. Older bills. Could be genuine. Could be fake. Could be Kliners. What she needed was an expert.


  Sharp, doubling pain in her stomach.


  Gaspar pressed. “Now or never. What’s it going to be, Madame Prosecutor?”


  “You’re taking on Cooper as well as Finlay now, Che?”


  He shrugged. “I’m no revolutionary. I’m a lawman, just like you. But I know a no-win scenario when I see one.”


  The assistant was pounding on the door.


  Gaspar said, “I’ve got your back. I’ll tell him you’re sick; don’t make me a liar. I’ll buy you five minutes.”


  He slipped out into the hallway and closed the door firmly behind him.


  Kim knew the right things to do. Either leave empty-handed, or stay with the evidence. She was an officer of the law and of the court. She’d taken her oaths with pride. She still had ideals. She planned to be the Director of the FBI one day. Bright lines divided her conduct from those less ambitious and less committed. Lines she’d never planned to cross.


  Yet she looked around for a disposable container, just in case.


  The hundred dollar bills were solid proof. They were the only hard evidence that Kliners still existed, and that Cooper owned some.


  No warrant. No time to get one, even if she could.


  If she took the envelope with no warrant, not only did she break the law, but the evidence became inadmissible.


  If she left the envelope until a warrant was obtained, the evidence would disappear.


  She might never find another Kliner.


  Cooper might go free.


  She might get caught in possession and be arrested and convicted.


  No more time to think.


  Do something.


  Create a record, at least.


  Gaspar was arguing with the assistant in the hallway. Voices were rising and falling.


  Working as fast as possible, shielding her actions from the cameras as much as she could, Kim photographed the envelope and its stuffing. She counted 250 bills, all of them hundreds. She laid out several on the table. She photographed them front and back. She quietly dictated a list of serial numbers, careful to keep her voice below the volume of Gaspar’s argument on the other side of the door.


  Now or never. Take Cooper down or let him win?


  What’s it going to be?


  Her trembling hand slipped four bills into her pocket. She returned the rest to the envelope and then to the box. She relocked the box. She left the depositor key in place.


  She’d have controlled her stomach, but Gaspar’s excuse made the effort unnecessary. She made it to the ten-inch plastic trash can in the corner before she heaved. Vomit splashed the wall and dribbled down her chin. She heaved again.


  She doused her face with bottled water. Rinsed her mouth with Gaspar’s cold coffee.


  She squared her shoulders. She straightened her jacket.


  She rang the bell.


  Gaspar opened the door. Sour vomit fumes hung in the air. The security guard fled. The assistant turned green and marched them to the exit. All but shoved them out into the night.


  “The vomiting was a bit above and beyond, don’t you think?” Gaspar asked.


  “Not at all,” she said. She gulped exhaust laden air. She sipped the last of her water while Gaspar hailed a taxi. The four Kliners sat like nuclear waste in her pocket.


  


  Chapter Forty Five


  Washington, D.C.


  November 4


  9:45 p.m.


  THEY LANDED AT DULLES. Caffeine and anxiety leveraged Kim vertical. She’d spent the entire flight working. She looked like hell and smelled worse. She felt subhuman. Nothing a long shower and a hot meal and red wine and two weeks in bed and a stomach transplant and a new career wouldn’t fix.


  Gaspar asked, “What’s the plan?”


  Her life was circling the drain. She grinned anyway. She said, “We attack at dawn.”


  He grinned with her. “I’d hug you, but you stink.”


  First phase: employ secret weapon. Gaspar thinks like Reacher thinks.


  She said, “Tell me again what happened when Hale collected Sylvia last night.”


  “Not much to tell. Maybe ten minutes after you left, Hale showed up and took her away.”


  “How did she react?”


  “She’d been talking to her lawyer. She expected it.”


  “How’d she look?”


  “Like sixty-seven million dollars.”


  “What, all green and wrinkly?”


  “No, perfect. Clean clothes. Fresh makeup.”


  “What did she take with her?”


  “The Birkin bag. She’s not expecting indefinite detention.”


  “Hale arrested her?”


  “How long have you been doing stand-up?”


  “What was he wearing?”


  “Most guys only get dressed once a day unless someone pushes them into a ditch full of slimy water.”


  “You fell in.”


  “You touched my arm. Technically that was battery.”


  She asked again, “What was Hale wearing?”


  “Trench coat. Gloves. It’s cold out there, in case you forgot.”


  “What, precisely, did he say?”


  Gaspar was tired of the subject. “The whole episode was a year shorter than this inquisition.”


  They shuffled with the airport crowd. Slow progress.


  He relented. “Hale said Cooper sent him for her. He said the AG’s ready. I said OK. He knocked on the bedroom door. She came out. I asked should we wait. He said not necessary, she said goodbye and they left.”


  “That’s all?”


  “Yes.”


  Ten minutes later they were in another taxi. Thick plastic separated the front seat from the back. Three nickel-sized holes permitted sound exchange. There was a cradle for cash payments and a swipe box in the passenger compartment for credit cards.


  “Washington Hilton,” Kim said, and the taxi joined the outbound traffic. Then she said, “I checked Sylvia’s flash drives on the plane. One contained copies of the Caribbean bank statements Finlay gave us.”


  Gaspar raised his eyebrow. “Chicken or egg?”


  “Sorry?”


  He slowed delivery as if addressing a dimwit. “Did Finlay take the statements from Sylvia’s safety deposit box? Or plant the statements in the box?”


  She shrugged; she’d come to love that response. “Either way, statements prove Sylvia and Harry laundered Kliners offshore. Statements add up to fifty-eight million over four years.”


  “Leaving nine million still unwashed?”


  “Maybe. Or stashed in one of the other three accounts.”


  “We’ve only been on this case four days.”


  “Cooper could have made a long-lead plan, I guess. Knowing he was going to bring us in sooner or later?” Some things still made no sense to her.


  He shrugged. “Unlikely.”


  She said, “The statements prove the box was accessed at least once after Sylvia’s initial set up. Five years ago, she hadn’t laundered any money yet. The flash drives were obsolete. Like the data was old, too.”


  “Was it Sylvia who accessed the box at least once?”


  “Maybe.”


  “When?”


  “Can’t say for sure.”


  He shrugged. “Anything on the other two flash drives?”


  “Sylvia’s memoirs on one. Nothing we couldn’t guess.”


  “Boyfriend?”


  “She called him ‘My Man’ or ‘MM.’”


  Gaspar noticed her hesitation. “What about the third drive? Anything about Harry? The Kliners? Cooper? Reacher?”


  She pointed to the hotel just ahead. “I’d rather show you.”


  The taxi dropped them at the service entrance. In their room, she pulled the third flash drive out of her pocket. Tossed it to him. “Look at this while I shower.”


  What would he find that she’d misinterpreted?


  


  Chapter Forty Six


  Washington, D.C.


  November 5


  1:15 a.m.


  SHOWER, FOOD, COFFEE, TALK. She felt fortified enough. Her plan was ironed out. Redundancies and backups were in place. Electronic evidence had been transferred to secure locations. She had two hours of work to complete later. Dawn was five hours ahead.


  Sleep three hours.


  Work two hours.


  Implement plan.


  Bingo.


  Gaspar was in the room’s only chair. She didn’t ask why he wasn’t stretched out on the other bed. She dressed in pajamas and the hotel’s terry robe. She set her alarm. She punched her pillows. She turned her cell phone off. She snuffed the bedside lamp.


  She stretched out.


  She closed her eyes.


  Gaspar said, “I forgot to ask. Did you recognize anyone on that last flash drive?”


  She murmured before she fell off the cliff, “A toady guy using the Busy Beaver was the U.S. Ambassador to Switzerland until last year. And a guy wearing the silver band is pretty high up at the Attorney General’s office now.”


  Then what felt a minute later room service delivered a 4:00 a.m. breakfast.


  Gaspar was already showered, dressed, and packed. He dealt with the waiter. Seconds later he was chowing down on eggs, ham, and toast.


  Revolting.


  Kim arose groggy. Mainlined coffee before, during, and after her shower. Munched dry toast as she packed. Twenty minutes later they were on the road to Baltimore. It was still full dark. Traffic was light. It was cold. No precipitation.


  “Did you check your voice mail?” Gaspar asked. “Roscoe called me again an hour ago. Looking for you. Seemed a bit frantic.”


  Kim pulled out her smart phone and fired it up and found three voice messages, all from Roscoe. She listened. “She says Archie Leach is on his way. Says he’s out of his mind with grief. Dangerous, is how she put it.”


  “Something off about that guy. He was the cool head back at Eno’s diner when brother Jim was holding his shotgun on us. Now he’s so grief stricken he’s chasing a couple of federal agents?”


  Kim shrugged. “We’ve got plenty to deal with as it is. Let’s put Archie Leach on the back burner.”


  Gaspar followed the directions they’d worked out. Forty-eight minutes later they pulled into the bus station. Kim hurried inside and located two self-serve lockers permitting sixty day pre-paid rentals. She stashed duplicate hard copies of the evidence she’d made last night in each. Dropped each key into a padded envelope, postage prepaid. Mailed one at the station. Mailed the second from a random roadside box.


  She repeated the process at the train station and the airport.


  She rejoined Gaspar at the curb outside Baltimore Washington International.


  He asked, “Good to go?”


  She said, “Our asses are as covered as they’re ever going to get.”


  She checked her watch. Right on time. The sun was just peeking over the horizon.


  Attack at dawn.


  But the attack would fail unless Sylvia agreed to help them. Which she might. If they could separate her from Marion Wallace and Charles Cooper.


  


  Chapter Forty Seven


  Washington, D.C.


  November 5


  8:50 a.m.


  KIM RANG THE BELL three times before Elle opened the door wearing her bathrobe. “Goodness, Kimmy. It’s awfully early. Is Marion expecting you?”


  Kim stepped over the threshold and kept on walking. “Is she in the breakfast room? We can find our own way.”


  Gaspar followed.


  Elle called out, “She’s in the salon, I think.”


  Perfectly costumed, Marion glanced up from her morning paper. She had coffee in a bone china cup. French pastries filled a basket on her silver tray. “I wondered when you’d be back. It’s Agent Otto now, am I right? Not Mrs. Nguyen anymore?”


  Kim shrugged. Refused the bait. Essential work here didn’t involve Marion, but her breakfast companion, Sylvia Black. She was right there. Cheeks bright. In expensive travel clothes. Jeans, silk shirt, leather jacket. Fashionably functional boots.


  The costume worried Kim. Sylvia was all but gone.


  “Agent Otto, Agent Gaspar,” Sylvia said, rising, as if greeting old friends. “How may I help you?”


  Kim selected her best opening. She touched Sylvia’s arm, connecting. Gentle, lowered voice. “Cooper’s cut you loose, Sylvia. He’s setting you up. He sent us to Zurich for evidence against you.”


  Sylvia barely flinched, but Kim caught it. She said, “He sacrificed you last time. He’s doing it again. You’ll go to prison.”


  “That’s not true.” Faint whisper, quivering chin, dry mouth.


  “You think he’ll be your Main Man forever? Come on. You’re smarter than that. Aren’t you?”


  “Smarter than you give me credit for.”


  Kim said, “I think you’re a very smart woman. That’s why I’m here. Come with us. It’s all set up for real this time.”


  No response. Kim felt the clock ticking. Sylvia looked to Marion for guidance. For fifteen years Marion had mentored and protected her younger protégé. Sylvia trusted her.


  Another betrayal.


  Kim pushed as hard as she dared. “I thought Marion was my friend once. But believe me, her own hide always comes before yours.”


  No response.


  Gaspar said, “Wake up, Sylvia. You were expendable five years ago and you’re expendable now. Cooper would have killed you in that Chevy with Bernie Owens, but he still needed you. When he doesn’t need you anymore, that’ll be the end. And it’s coming.”


  No response.


  Kim said, “He’s on his way here now to take you away, isn’t he?”


  Sylvia’s expression was the only acknowledgement required.


  Kim said, “You’re leaving DC. You’re leaving the country. And when no one is around to watch him? He’s going to kill you, Sylvia. You know that. You know it.”


  Sylvia looked down at her hands. She was close to panic. Kim recognized the signs.


  One last hard push.


  “He’s using you, Sylvia,” Kim said. “He doesn’t love you.”


  “He does too.” Defensive and insecure, but defiant.


  Kim considered telling the truth, that Cooper didn’t love anyone. Was never loyal to anyone. Never had been and never would be. But Kim had read Sylvia’s memoirs. She wasn’t the stone cold bitch Gaspar assumed her to be. She was bendable. Fragile. Somewhere under all that experience, the Iowa farm girl remained.


  And Kim knew all about farm girls. She’d been one herself, once upon a time. Impossible to beat your DNA. Couldn’t be done. Even after years of trying. In death, Sylvia’s farm girl DNA would be precisely identifiable. No escape. Only surrender. Kim had to make Sylvia own it.


  Sylvia loved Cooper. And she wanted to believe Cooper loved her. But she was as smart as she said she was. Or at least as cunning. Self-preservation was paramount. She knew the truth. So she’d work it out eventually, precisely the way Kim had planned.


  But how long would Sylvia take to get there? Cooper was close. Kim felt it the same way she felt the temperature in the room.


  She said, “You’ve been betrayed before, Sylvia. You know how it feels. Your heart hurts. Your mind warns you constantly, but you keep going, thinking you’re going to get away, that it’s only fear, that you can break through, you’re really OK. But you know you’re not. You know. Trust your gut, Sylvia. Trust me.”


  No response.


  Kim said, “We’ve got to get out of here before he shows up. We’re sitting here like targets, Sylvia. Are you coming with us or not?”


  She was so focused on Sylvia that Marion Wallace’s voice startled her.


  “You should think about it, Sylvia dear,” Marion said absently, rustling the paper as she turned the page. “I mean, why don’t you go with them? He’s rescued you before. He’ll do it again. And when he does, you’ll know for sure that he loves you and everything these people are telling you is nonsense.”


  Translation: use the emergency plan. Working girls always had one. And these two working girls were smarter than most and they’d been in tight spots before. Sylvia raised her head and looked directly into Marion’s eyes. Something passed between them. A bond forged in earlier times, and leaner struggles. Sylvia nodded slightly.


  “OK,” she said. “Let me get my bag. I’ll hurry.”


  And she headed up the stairs.


  Marion returned her gaze to her newspaper. “Still too trusting, Agent Otto. She might escape.”


  “You told her to come with us. She will.”


  “You overestimate me. People do what they do.”


  But five minutes later Sylvia came back, with her bag.


  Sylvia hugged Marion and said, “Until we meet again, sweetie.” Then she led Otto and Gaspar through back hallways to a rear exit originally used for deliveries. They came out in a narrow paved alley running parallel with Dumbarton Street. There was dog manure and broken bottles and empty soda cans and trash and pale leggy weeds all over it. There were overfilled dumpsters awaiting pickup. Overhead, a low grey cloud ceiling masked visibility. Winds whipped around corners and through tunnels between buildings. They walked fast, with their hands stuffed into their pockets for warmth.


  They were twenty feet from the end of the alley when Archie Leach stepped out of the shadows.


  


  Chapter Forty Eight


  THEY ALL STOPPED DEAD. Leach was at least six-three and two-fifty. He filled half the alley’s width. An effective barrier. He was scowling hard but not speaking. He was dressed in jeans and boots and jacket.


  Kim said, “What do you want, Leach?”


  Leach moved his right arm and brought a shotgun out from behind his leg. Not the Browning A-5 his brother had used in Eno’s diner. It was a Remington SP-10 instead. He pointed it directly at Gaspar. Kim slowed down into extreme high-alert mode. She saw every detail. She heard individual motes of dust jousting in the wind. She smelled garlic and pumpkin and rotten eggs and cat urine.


  Leach took six deliberate steps forward, never dropping the shotgun’s barrel a fraction. His eyes were on Gaspar. When he was close enough to be heard, he said, “You killed my brother, and I can’t let that go.”


  Gaspar maintained eye contact, and pushed Sylvia out of the way. Kim reached out and pulled her close. But clear of her own right hand. Sylvia was shaking. It felt real enough.


  Gaspar said, “You don’t really believe I killed your brother, and no one else will, either.”


  Leach advanced, gritty steps loud on the asphalt. He said, “You should have opened that car door before Jim ever got there, asshole. You saw Bernie inside. He could have been alive. You might have saved him. You’re an FBI agent. You should have checked him out.”


  That’s crazy, was Kim’s immediate thought. She understood what Roscoe had been trying to tell her. Archie Leach was armed, dangerous, and out of his mind. Kim thought: I could die today. Right here in this alley, among dog shit and weeds and rotting garbage.


  What was Leach waiting for?


  Then she heard footsteps behind her.


  She glanced back.


  Michael Hale was there.


  Hale had come out of Wallace’s back door into the alley. He was approaching with no hesitation. Could Leach not see him?


  Hale walked right up to them and grabbed Sylvia’s arm.


  And Kim knew.


  The grab, the gloved hand, the silence.


  She’d seen that choreography before.


  Hale had made the same moves the night he took Sylvia from Margrave jail.


  Hale turned back, pulling Sylvia with him.


  Gaspar never took his eyes off Leach. He called out, “Hale? Cooper will kill you, too. You know that, right? He’s killing everyone.”


  Hale kept walking. Sylvia was stumbling alongside him.


  Gaspar called, man to man, “Hale? It’s not too late. You can still save yourself.”


  Hale stopped and turned. Classic moves Kim had practiced a thousand times. So had Gaspar. They were all FBI. They’d all had identical training. All three knew precisely what Hale was about to do.


  What happened next unfolded in Kim’s line of vision like stop-motion animation of an elaborate dance. A race in agonizing slow motion.


  Kim shouted a warning to her partner. Gaspar snatched a quick look back. Kim reached smoothly into her holster as she’d practiced ten thousand times.


  Muscle memory.


  Gaspar was a fraction of a second behind her.


  Kim took cover.


  Hale fired first.


  Four rapid shots, three deliberately high, one not.


  Gaspar went down and rolled behind a dumpster.


  Hale put Sylvia in the line of fire before Kim could get off a shot.


  Archie Leach’s focus on Gaspar made him miss Hale’s moves. Gaspar’s focus on Archie made him pull the trigger on his Glock. A double tap. Two hits in Leach’s right shoulder. The big Remington whipped sideways and upward as Archie fell. The gun fired uselessly into the air. Kim looked back; Hale and Sylvia had disappeared.


  Archie went down. Blood bloomed on his shoulder. On the ground, determined, hurting, slowed, he aimed the shotgun to fire again.


  Gaspar put three bullets in his neck.


  The shotgun clattered on the asphalt. Leach’s giant body went slack. Collapsed. Blood spurted from neck holes. Mouth moved like a fish. No sound. Eyes showed awareness. Became glassy. Pupil reaction stopped while blood bubbled softly a moment more. Then a stopped heart stopped the bubbles.


  Severed wind pipe, Kim thought. Severed jugular. Severed spine at the cervical vertebra. She ran across the alley to find Gaspar laying flat with his eyes closed. Blood was seeping through his shirt on his right side.


  Distant sirens approached.


  Someone had called 911.


  “Carlos?” Kim said. “Are you OK?”


  Gaspar looked up. He winced. He said, “We’ve got to go. If we stay here, there will be more red tape than either of us will ever survive. Help me up.”


  Kim helped him stand. He leaned heavily on her shoulder and several times she thought he might fall, but they made it back to the Crown Vic. He laid out on the back seat. She put some distance between them and Archie Leach’s corpse, and then she stopped in a deserted Crystal City parking lot.


  She reached back and found the phantom cell in his pocket.


  She dialed.


  Only one choice.


  


  Chapter Forty Nine


  Washington, D.C.


  November 5


  10:35 a.m.


  COOPER ANSWERED ON THE FIRST RANG. He asked, “How’s Gaspar?”


  Kim said, “You know about that already?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “Gaspar needs a doctor.”


  “No doctor. Deal with it.”


  “How?”


  “You’ve had training. There are drugstores open.”


  “It could be worse than that.”


  “If it is, call me back.”


  It wasn’t worse than that. Kim treated him on the back seat of the Crown Vic. The wound was superficial. A tear in the flesh. Water and antiseptic and drugstore butterfly bandages did the job. He would be fine. Eventually. But he was hurting now.


  He asked, “Hale?”


  She said, “Still at large.”


  “Not for long.”


  “How?”


  “You can figure that out, boss lady.”


  She called Cooper again. Adrenaline had worn off. Shame fueled her now. She was responsible for Gaspar’s injuries. Cooper answered promptly. She gave him the full report without flinching. He said, “Sounds to me like Hale killed Leach. That works, right? And the shooting was righteous. I’ll take care of Hale. Tell Gaspar not to worry. You either.”


  “Not good enough,” Kim said. She didn’t want Cooper to take care of Hale. She would do that herself. As soon as Gaspar was good to go. “You knew it was Hale all along, didn’t you? He manipulated Sylvia. He killed Harry. He bombed the Chevy. You knew. We were all human targets. Now Gaspar is hurt and people are dead.”


  His voice remained low and controlled. He said, “I wish I had that kind of power. Believe me, the world would be a lot different.”


  “I don’t believe you,” Kim said. “I may never believe you again.”


  “Oh, come on. At least go with trust but verify. Good enough to bring down the Soviets. Should be good enough for you.”


  “OK, let’s verify,” Kim said. “You knew Harry was already dead when you sent us to Margrave. True?”


  “Yes.”


  “Who killed him? Hale? Owens? Or Sylvia?”


  He said, “Does it really matter which one delivered the kill shots?”


  Good point, Kim thought. Legally, morally, practically, it made no difference. She said, “Hale and Owens helped Sylvia sterilize the scene, and to steal and launder the Kliners.”


  He sounded disappointed. “I wanted your particular expertise. I expected you to learn who else was involved. Like Archie and Jim Leach, we know now, for sure. Probably others. I’d hoped you would figure that out. You let me down.”


  “You know Reacher. Personally.”


  “Never said I didn’t.”


  “You knew his father.”


  “Again, never denied.”


  “You know where Reacher is.”


  “I wish I did. That’s something else you didn’t achieve.”


  She ignored the rebuke. “You have a significant numbered account balance and a stash of Kliners in a safety deposit box at Empire Bank in Zurich.”


  For the first time, he paused. The silence lasted too long. His tone was quiet.


  He said, “That’s good to know.”


  Half a beat later, she saw it.


  She said, “Finlay hates you.”


  “The feeling is mutual. You’ve met the man once. Be careful. Roscoe doesn’t know him as well as she thinks. The man’s a stone killer.”


  “And you’re not?”


  “Takes one to know one.”


  She felt the pushback like a physical force. She said, “What about Sylvia?”


  He said, “What about her?”


  “You’ll let Hale use her and then kill her?”


  “I will if you will.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Whatever you want it to mean.”


  She didn’t answer.


  He asked, “Are we done here?”


  “Hell no,” she said. “Where is Hale?”


  “On his way to Phoenix, Arizona.”


  “Reacher, too?”


  “Maybe you should ask your pal Finlay that question.”


  “You’re an asshole, you know that?”


  He sighed. “So I’ve been told.”


  She said, “I’ve got a plane to catch.”


  


  Chapter Fifty


  Washington, D.C.


  November 5


  12:15 p.m.


  GASPAR HAD EASED HIMSELF behind the Crown Vic’s wheel. He was the number two, and the number two drives. Simple as that. He was on his personal phone, calling home. “I know. I’ll be home soon. Don’t worry. Kiss the girls for me.” He paused to listen to his wife. He said, “Yeah, I love you, too.”


  “Everything OK at home?” Kim asked, as she slipped into the car. She handed back the phantom cell. Until Hale was dealt with to her satisfaction, she had nothing more to say to Cooper.


  “All fine at home,” Gaspar said. “Where to now, boss lady?”


  She recognized his attempt to normalize their relationship again after she’d failed him in the alley. He was more generous than she would have been.


  She said, “Phoenix, Arizona.”


  “For?”


  “Hale and Sylvia.”


  “What about Reacher? Is he with them?”


  “Cooper says he doesn’t know.”


  “You believe that?”


  “No more than you do. He’s sending transportation and instructions.” She could see he was hurting. “Want me to drive?”


  “I told you I’m fine.”


  “Hale won’t deliberately wound you again when we find him. This time, he’ll shoot to kill.”


  He shrugged. “What did you tell the boss?”


  “I said you were fine.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Least I could do, don’t you think?”


  “Why’s that?”


  She looked away.


  He said, “If you’re harboring some crazy ass boss lady alpha female idea that you should have gotten Hale before he got me, then forget all about it. I didn’t see it coming, either.”


  But you weren’t looking. I was.


  Kim blinked it back. “Maybe I’ve been spending too much time with Roscoe.”


  He said, “I’m tired, that’s all. I’ll sleep on the plane. I’ll be right as rain when we get there. Don’t worry.”


  She laughed. “Worry? Who, me?”


  He smiled. “Right. What was I thinking?” He pulled out into the traffic. “What time’s the flight?”


  


  Chapter Fifty One


  Phoenix, AZ


  November 5


  3:45 p.m. local time


  FACTS WERE FACTS: Hale had a three hour head start. And Phoenix was her last chance to get him before he left the country. She didn’t want to chase him all around the world.


  But she would if she had to.


  By the time they landed at Phoenix Sky Harbor International she had her plan in place. Gaspar had slept all the way from wheels up to wheels down. He had denied being in pain, but the crevices etched deep in his face revealed the lie. His limp had gotten worse, too. He’d refused to explain the extent of his prior injuries or how Hale’s shots might have interacted with them. He’d waved away her concerns. But the stiff upper lip act wasn’t fooling her. And it was making her feel worse, not better.


  A small nerdy desk jockey agent from the Phoenix FBI field office waited with ground transportation, as Cooper had promised. “Agents Otto and Gaspar? I’m Agent Picard. This way, please.”


  They followed him out to the standard black SUV. He offered keys.


  Gaspar held out his hand.


  “I’m number two,” he said.


  Picard’s eyes widened behind his glasses. He swallowed, and offered a quick rundown. “This vehicle is special-task-force equipped. Firepower in the back if you need it. Fully wired. Activate if you want backup. I’m assigned to you as long as you need me, but otherwise you’re not being monitored. There are extra phones in the console for quick response teams. There’s a cooler with food and water. The GPS is pre-programmed. Access it with your security code. Anything else you need?”


  “That’ll do it, thanks,” Kim said.


  Picard nodded. “Good luck.” He returned to his own vehicle.


  Gaspar opened the cooler and pulled out two sandwiches and two bottles of water. They settled in. Kim plugged in her smart phone to charge its dead battery. Within seconds, a text came in from Cooper containing a seven letter GPS security code. She entered it into the system. The pre-programmed map showed the fastest route to Coolidge Municipal Airport. An hour’s drive time. Fifty eight miles.


  “We might not be too late,” Gaspar said. “He’s in a private plane. Private planes fly slower and have less fuel on board. The flight would have taken them longer. Maybe required a stop enroute.”


  She’d already figured all that out while he was sleeping, but she liked that he was starting to think strategically again. She said, “Be good if you’re right.”


  “Check for private jets on the way in and which ones landed in the last half hour?”


  She pushed a few buttons on the specialized GPS system and was able to locate airport radar. “Shows flight plans for a helicopter departure. Waiting for inbound passengers. Then nothing else for the remainder of the day.”


  He said, “Helicopter?”


  She nodded. The only thing Kim hated worse than flying was flying in small planes. And the only thing worse than small planes was helicopters. They crashed. Constantly. People survived chopper crashes, but plenty died, too. Survival rates were higher with water crashes. Unhelpful in the Arizona desert.


  And Gaspar would never manage a chopper. She’d be on it alone.


  Only one choice.


  She collected unjacketed hollow points from the SUV’s supply chest and stuck them in her pocket. She couldn’t risk more firepower inside a chopper. She wanted penetration sufficient to reach vital organs and stay there. Incapacitate. But not instantly. No head shots feasible.


  The onboard radar beeped and identified a Learjet incoming westbound at 3,500 feet. Control tower access. Female pilot requesting permission to land. Cleared for final approach.


  Kim met Gaspar’s gaze.


  He recognized the pilot’s voice, too.


  Sylvia Black.


  What?


  Now Hale’s reckless attack in the alley seemed less foolish.


  Gaspar said, “Hale grabbed Sylvia this morning because he needed a pilot, not a hostage.”


  Which confirmed one set of suspicions Kim had flushed out inflight. Sylvia had never been a dispensable pawn in Hale’s game. She was an integral actor in a long term criminal enterprise. She said, “Hale and Sylvia planned to meet Archie Leach at Wallace’s place. They planned to kill us in their crossfire.”


  “How long have we got?”


  “They’re on final approach. Five minutes, maybe?”


  Gaspar accelerated.


  


  Chapter Fifty Two


  LANDING CONDITIONS WERE CLOSE TO PERFECT. Winds were blowing straight down the runway at 10 knots. Clouds at 6,000 feet. Sylvia turned to line up with the runway. They would land, switch to the waiting chopper, and take off again. Maybe to a final destination in the mountains? Somewhere the Learjet couldn’t go?


  Gaspar put the pedal to the metal and raced the Learjet to the runway.


  He didn’t make it.


  Too far.


  Sylvia landed and taxied fast and came to a stop close to a waiting Huey. She and Hale walked from jet to copter. Just the two of them. No third party. No Reacher.


  Kim was puzzled, briefly. From the air Hale must have identified the SUV as an FBI task force vehicle. He should have aborted the landing and flown on. He would have been out of U.S. airspace before Kim could have done anything about it.


  Therefore Hale knew who was on the ground, and why.


  The Huey’s rotor started turning.


  Gaspar slammed the SUV to a stop.


  Kim opened her door.


  Gaspar asked, “Do you know how to disable a chopper?”


  “I’ll think of something,” Kim said. “But feel free to chime in with ideas.”


  She slid out of the truck and ran through the downdraft from the whapping blades and the storm of noise from the turbine. Sylvia was in the Huey’s pilot’s seat and Hale was about to climb in on the navigator side. He had one foot on the ground and the other on the Huey’s step.


  Kim drew her gun.


  She called, “FBI! Stay where you are!”


  Protocol satisfied.


  Legalities completed.


  Hale didn’t stop. He was too close to an escape planned over too many years. Or maybe Kim’s voice had been swallowed up by the Huey’s noise.


  Gaspar had driven up very close to the front of the Huey, but the bird could clear the truck for lift off. That was the nature of helicopters.


  Kim aimed and fired.


  Bullets hit rotors and ricocheted.


  Hale braced himself halfway into the cabin and returned fire. Covering fire. Not aimed. He was trying to keep Gaspar inside the SUV and hold Kim back until the Huey could get in the air.


  The turbine spooled up and the blades increased their speed. Runway dirt whirled and danced. The Huey went light, and then weightless. It rose steadily. Hale was still on the step, one foot inside, holding on with one hand, and firing with the other.


  Kim had no chance to get on board.


  She did not feel relieved.


  She aimed.


  She fired.


  Four shots directly at Hale’s receding body.


  Two missed.


  But one hit him in the hip and a second in the thigh.


  He fell.


  Forward, into the helicopter’s cabin.


  Shit!


  Sylvia lifted ever higher.


  No target now except the chopper itself.


  Kim emptied her clip into the tail. Solid hits. But no result.


  Sylvia turned the Huey straight toward the SUV.


  Gaspar’s was at the SUV’s weapons locker. He had a rifle. He braced. He aimed.


  He fired.


  Straight at Sylvia as she flew directly toward him.


  The first shot hit the windshield and deflected.


  The second shot deflected.


  Bulletproof. The Huey was armored for war zones. The Learjet was not. They’d stopped for armored transportation.


  Where were they headed?


  Gaspar fired again. He hit the glass in precisely the right spot to take Sylvia’s head off.


  The bullet deflected.


  The Huey raised higher and higher overhead. It turned south, toward Mexico, toward the mountains.


  Kim took a sniper rifle from the rack. She steadied herself against the SUV. She aimed. She fired.


  She hit.


  No result.


  She stared at the retreating helicopter.


  She’d lost.


  She’d failed.


  They were gone.


  Then the Huey’s blades slowed.


  The tail dipped low.


  Kim’s bullet had damaged the Huey.


  Maybe just enough to force Sylvia to land.


  Maybe not enough to make her crash.


  She fired again, and again, and again. She hit the Huey every time. It started to swing and falter. It lost power. It started to come down.


  “Get in!” she yelled to Gaspar. “Drive!” They scrambled into the SUV.


  The Huey started to fall.


  Gaspar closed the gap. The Huey lost its rotors. Began to dive.


  Gaspar reached the runway’s end and kept on going over the flat gravel apron. Kim watched the Huey fall and crash on the desert floor.


  Fifty feet away, Gaspar stopped the SUV.


  Kim jumped out and ran. Gaspar limped behind her.


  Kim felt the heat. Smelled the fuel.


  Sylvia was bloodied but alive. She was unbuckling her seatbelt, trying to rise. Hale had his pistol in his hand.


  Sylvia opened her door and got her left leg out.


  Hale shot her in the back.


  


  Chapter Fifty Three


  AFTERWARD KIM FIGURED THE STANDOFF lasted less than ten seconds, but at the time it felt like ten hours. Hale was still alive, but he couldn’t move. He was wounded in the leg, by her handgun rounds, and shaken by the crash. He stayed in his seat. Small tongues of flame were starting up. The desert air was shimmering with heat and vapor.


  She walked toward the crippled Huey. Gaspar tried to stop her, but she shook him off. She said, “Hale, I can help you. Hang on. I’m coming for you.”


  Hale lifted his gun, like a great effort, and aimed it at her.


  “Are you insane?” she called. “You can’t get out of there unless we help you.”


  The flames bloomed bigger, twisting and racing, searching out air and fuel. Gaspar came after her, slowed by his wounds. He called out. She couldn’t understand his words, but she knew he was warning her to stop before the Huey exploded.


  The fire was roaring now. There was black smoke and the stench of kerosene.


  Hale fell out of his seat, to the cabin floor, then to the step, and then to the ground. He tried to crawl away, but he was dazed and his hip and leg were too badly wounded.


  He stayed where he was.


  Kim rounded the tail section. Gaspar came up beside her.


  “We have to get out,” he said.


  “Hale! Hale!” she called over the roaring flames.


  Hale heard her. He rolled on his back. He stared at her.


  He aimed his gun at Gaspar’s chest.


  Instinct.


  Muscle memory.


  Training.


  Kim stopped, braced, and fired.


  Once, twice, three times.


  Hale lay still.


  Gaspar pulled her back.


  She stood a moment longer, looking at the first man she’d ever killed.


  Washington, DC


  November 6


  5:45 p.m.


  Twelve hours later they were sitting in a coffee shop across the street from the Hoover Building. FBI headquarters. Cooper’s lair. They had completed their formal encrypted reports to Cooper, detailing all the news fit to print about the last five days. They had divided the paperwork into two separate halves: the Reacher file and the Harry Black investigation.


  They would leave it to others to testify about Black. They themselves were under the radar, and would stay there. Their personal involvement in the Margrave mess, as they’d come to call it during private conversations, was completely redacted. They didn’t know how Cooper had managed to spirit them out of the evidence trail, and they didn’t want to know. Both agents were grateful, but neither said so out loud.


  Kim’s last task was to copy everything to her personal secure storage. Paying my insurance premium, she called it. She hit the send button and watched the upload and closed the laptop’s lid.


  She said, “That feels good.”


  Gaspar smiled. “Too bad about our numbered Swiss accounts, though. Could have made several little girls happy with all that cash.”


  Kim nodded and sipped her coffee. “Have you changed your mind about Finlay?”


  “Should I?”


  “Finlay sent us to the Empire Bank. That’s how we discovered Hale had set up the accounts in our name and Cooper’s, too. Those accounts would have lived forever. Without Finlay, where would we be? Testifying in front of a Federal Grand Jury and dodging the IRS, that’s where.”


  “If he gave us a heads up, he had his own reasons.”


  “I was wrong about him,” Kim said. “And at least I can admit it. He hated Hale, not Cooper.”


  “Probably hated them both.”


  “Maybe.”


  Across the street a young man in a suit came out of the concrete fortress. A junior agent. Little more than a messenger boy.


  Kim said, “Now what, compadre? Back to Miami? Hug the kids, say hi to the wife, drink sweet coffee and sit behind your desk for the next twenty?”


  The young man in the suit was crossing the street. Heading straight for them.


  “That would be a wonderful life,” Gaspar said. “But I think someone has other plans for me. Reacher is still in the wind.”


  “He had nothing to do with any of this, did he?”


  “He was in Margrave fifteen years ago. I bet he never went back. Why would he? So no, he had nothing to do with any of it. We wasted a lot of time.”


  The junior agent approached their table. He said, “Otto? Gaspar?” When they acknowledged, he handed each a small padded envelope.


  Unmarked. But recognizable.


  Gaspar ripped his open. A cell phone. He shrugged. He slipped the phone into his pocket. Kim looked up at Cooper’s office window. Was he standing behind the reflective glass? Right then? Watching? She saw the messenger boy head back toward the building.


  And she saw a man, too, motionless in a shadowed doorway. He was looking straight at her. He was tall, easily six-five, and broad, easily two-fifty. A giant, really. He wore jeans and a leather jacket. Work boots on his feet. He had fair hair and a tan face and big hands. Sunglasses hid his eyes. He looked infinitely patient, just standing there, self-possessed, self-confident, simultaneously alert and relaxed, both friendly and dangerous.


  She turned to Gaspar, to point the guy out. When she looked back, he was gone.


  THE END
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  For Lee Child



  


  1.


  FBI SPECIAL AGENT KIM OTTO’S slowly descending eyelids abraded like forty-grit sandpaper along her corneas and rested briefly before ascending in gouging retraction. How long had she been sitting here? The FBI headquarters building was quiet here in the basement. Activity was limited to higher floors where essential matters were handled.


  “What are you missing?” she asked the empty room as if she expected the answer to be revealed, when she expected nothing of the sort. If she was going to find anything at all, she’d have found it long before now. But she couldn’t give up, so she thought it through again.


  She’d begun by searching for general information. Finding none, she’d narrowed her search to the fingerprints. Fingerprints never changed, never disappeared, never failed to identify. Every law enforcement officer knew a fingerprint was worth a thousand eyewitness reports and often better even than DNA.


  But like DNA, fingerprints were only useful when compared to known identities. Law enforcement files around the globe were filled with unidentified prints and DNA. The first order of business was to find proof of positive identity. She’d thought that would be easy. Wrong.


  Jack Reacher must have been fingerprinted by the Army, like every other soldier. Maybe a single set of prints made all those years ago could have been misplaced in the days before computers ruled the world. Or maybe accidentally destroyed somehow.


  Kim thought not.


  Relevant military files were integrated with FBI and other agency files now, Kim knew. But Reacher’s army discharge was long before 9/11. Back in those days, government agencies didn’t share information in the way they did now. Some old files involving military personnel instead of criminal defendants were not searchable in the various FBI databases Kim had the necessary security clearance to examine without raising the alarms she didn’t want to trigger.


  Her plan was to check the military files last because they were the oldest. Her accounting background led her to prioritize the most recent information first, or first in, last out.


  Reacher wasn’t an army grunt who’d been drafted, served a quick term, and mustered out. He’d spent thirteen years in service to his country, including his last stint with the military police. As an MP his reference fingerprints would have been routinely used to exclude his prints from those left by witnesses and suspects at crime scenes.


  Kim should have found at least a few Reacher exemplars in the FBI databases. But she hadn’t.


  Nor had she really expected to find anything relevant, although she hadn’t abandoned all hope. But her realistic plan was only to confirm her assumption that nothing concerning Jack Reacher existed in FBI files. After that, she and Gaspar could move on to conducting additional interviews with victims, witnesses, reporting parties, and informants. Always assuming they could find any of the above.


  “Coffee. You need a caffeine jolt,” Kim said aloud.


  She stood, eyes closed to avoid the gouging, stretched like a cat, then a downward dog, working the kinks out of her stiff muscles. She heard nothing but her own breathing. She stretched her neck and shoulders again before making her way to the elevator in search of java, nectar of the gods.


  Kim pressed the elevator button and completed another round of stretches while she waited. Lights above the door flashed up and down and up and down, stopping at floors high above. The basement was low priority, below stops where others were consumed by important activity, Kim concluded. The only coffee at this hour would be inside the busiest sectors of the building, places she didn’t want to be seen. Yet. . . She sighed, shrugged, headed for the stairs.


  When she exited on the ground floor her personal cell phone vibrated. She checked the caller ID before answering.


  “Good morning, Dad. You’re up early.”


  


  2.


  FBI SPECIAL AGENT CARLOS GASPAR had planned to leave early even before the classified envelope arrived containing nothing but a copy of Major Jack (none) Reacher’s formal headshot; on the back, a time and place for a meeting.


  Had Reacher planned the meet? Or was it someone else who wanted Otto and Gaspar present? Either way, the big question was why?


  Nothing traceable about the envelope or its contents. He chased down the delivery service but got no further data. The headshot was easily obtainable by any number of people. Hell, he’d been supplied one just like it when he initially received the Reacher file assignment.


  The time and place for the meet was a bit out of the ordinary, but not alarming. The National Gallery of Art, East Building, on Pennsylvania Avenue. Ten o’clock tonight. It would be dark but not deserted. The building was one of those modern designs full of angles and shadows suitable for clandestine activities. But not a bad neighborhood, unless you hated politicians, and the entire town was infested with those.


  He’d tried to call Otto, but her plane was already in the air and flying straight into an early winter storm. She hated flying under the best conditions; she’d be too wired by the storm and her errand to make any sense, even if he’d reached her. They’d talk tonight. In DC.


  Fifty minutes before he planned to depart, his bag was packed and stowed in the Crown Vic’s trunk. He’d dressed in his Banana Republic suit. Gaspar popped another Tylenol, rested on the chaise lounge, and watched his youngest daughter from behind mirrored sunglasses that reflected little of Miami’s winter sunlight and none of its heat.


  Today was Angela’s fifth birthday, meaning five giggling girls had invaded his home overnight. That was one of his wife’s rules. No sleepovers until age five, then five girls for her fifth birthday, six for the next, and so on. His eldest would be thirteen in a few months; the idea raised gooseflesh along his arms and not only because thirteen teenagers in his small house would be ear splitting.


  Thirteen was a dangerous age. Rebellion. Independence. Sex. He clearly recalled himself and his buddies at thirteen. The prospect of launching his firstborn daughter into that realm terrified him, but he acted as if it didn’t. He shrugged. No way to stop the clock. It is what it is.


  Gaspar felt his eyelids slide closed and shoved them up again. Yes, he was tired, but that was nothing new. Exhaustion had been a constant companion since his injury. He rarely slept more than an hour before throbbing pain in his right side awakened him. He’d become a quick nap expert to capture missing sleep, but he felt his senses dulled, his reaction times slowed. The healed scrape where a bullet seared his abdomen felt like a burning rash reminding him to stay alert, how grateful he was to have the fearless Otto as his partner, a solid assignment, and how damn lucky he was to be alive to see his daughters’ birthdays.


  Cacophonous noise drowned such thinking. Five girls cavorting in the back yard pool, squeals, shouts, splashes. Surely decibel level ordinances in Miami’s residential neighborhoods were violated. He’d tried asking them to quiet down, and they did, but joy erupted again louder than ever after maybe five subdued seconds. Was impulse control equal to age? Would the quiet seconds lengthen to six and then seven? Would it be five more years before he might enjoy ten seconds of silence at home from his youngest girl?


  He’d survived many life-threatening situations, but fathering frightened him more than anything. Four daughters already and his wife pregnant with a boy. Job one was keeping his family safe.


  Before his injury he never considered such things, never worried that he’d fail, never gnawed the consequences. Maria had handled the girls effortlessly and he’d swooped in to count noses and grab hugs before bedtime. Confidence had oozed from Gaspar’s pores back then. Four kids hadn’t seemed overwhelming. He hadn’t felt boxed in so much as engulfed by creatures he loved more than anything.


  Not anymore. Adding a fifth child at this point terrified him. A boy. Boys needed a solid role model, a strong father like his own had been, but Gaspar’s body refused to perform as required and he could barely keep his head in the game.


  How would Maria manage the girls and a new baby while he worked the Reacher file, traveled all over the country, only coming home for brief stints, not knowing how long this assignment would go on, worried that the work would end too soon?


  He shrugged again without realizing he’d moved this time. It was what it was.


  As Otto said, only one choice. He’d do what he had to do.


  Men work. Husbands work. Fathers work.


  He had to work.


  They needed the money.


  Twenty years to go. Simple as that.


  But he’d bought a big life insurance policy. Just in case.


  


  3.


  FBI SPECIAL AGENT KIM OTTO had made a quick dash to Wisconsin over the weekend because Grandma Louisa Otto was dying. Not shocking, given her age. Modern medicine had pulled her through heart arrhythmias, osteoporosis, micro-strokes, and cancer, twice. This time she’d had another heart attack.


  Kim doubted Grandma Louisa would actually die. Ever. Pure German stubbornness had kept her alive more than 102 years. Kim figured she had inherited the stubborn gene from Louisa.


  But if death was to happen, Kim didn’t want to be there to see it. She was not comforted by bodies in coffins or funerals or memorial services and avoided them whenever possible. Closure? Humbug.


  “God knows how much longer she’ll last, Kim,” her father said, probably noticing Kim’s lack of enthusiasm for the trip.


  “Is mom going?” Kim asked. Her stomach was already churning without the prospect of playing referee between Grandma Louisa and Sen Li. Kim reached into her pocket for an antacid and slipped it under her tongue.


  “We’ve been there all week. We’ll return Monday,” Dad replied, subdued. “Just go to Frankenmuth, honey. Say goodbye while you still can. You’ll be glad you did.”


  In what universe?


  Still, her father rarely asked her for anything. Sen Li had drilled into her children from infancy—when there’s only one choice, it’s the right choice.


  So she went.


  Just in case.


  Kim had flown out early, before she could chicken out. Adding two plane flights to her life was never her first choice, but too often it was her only option.


  Miraculously, the plane didn’t crash and she made it to Madison in one piece. Frankenmuth Otto Regional Hospital was a twenty-mile cab ride from the airport. She’d booked a two o’clock flight back to D.C. God willing, she’d arrive at Reagan National by five thirty. Plenty of time to take care of the things she needed to do before she met Gaspar Sunday. Get in, get out. That was her plan.


  This could work, she thought, right up until the cab dropped her at the hospital’s front entrance, when her internal response became, In what universe?


  Nothing ever worked according to plan where her family was concerned. Dad had said he and his five siblings were posting a constant bedside vigil for Grandma Louisa, who had been a widow for decades. Kim shouldn’t have been surprised to see the line of Ottos, all blonde and oversized, that snaked down the block from the hospital’s entrance.


  Mid-November was bleakly cold in Frankenmuth, Wisconsin. Men, women, and kids alike wore jeans, boots, and sweatshirts under coats, hats, and gloves. Practical, comfortable clothes. The kind Kim favored when she wasn’t dressed for work. After all, she was German and oversized herself on the inside.


  Only Kim’s father had strayed from the family farm in Wisconsin, and he had traveled to neighboring Michigan at figurative gunpoint because his parents had refused to welcome his pregnant Vietnamese wife.


  These Ottos served their community as farmers, shopkeepers, teachers, nurses, military, and a few, like Kim, were cops of one kind or another. Otto cousins lined up today because they worked during the week and Sunday was reserved for church.


  Kim paid the cab driver and nodded to her cousins as she walked back to take her place at the end of the line. Shivering began immediately. Her suit was too thin a barrier for the Wisconsin wind. She turned up the jacket collar, stuffed her hands into the pockets, and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, attempting to gin up some body heat. The strategy didn’t work well. Soon, the snowy concrete had transferred its glacial cold upward through the soles of her shoes.


  Eventually, Kim reached the interior waiting room that had been overtaken by the Otto clan. She was in no hurry to approach Louisa’s sickbed. She left the line and stood in a corner near the heat vent.


  Kim absorbed the warmth through her pores while the noxious citrus scented air purifier attacked her sinuses, causing a sharp pain between her eyebrows at the bridge of her slender nose.


  She was too cold to make conversation, but no one spoke much at all, and certainly not to her. Which was just fine. She felt as much an overwhelmed fish out of water as she always had among her fair-haired, blue-eyed, giant-sized cousins. None of the right-sized Ottos were older than eight and their conversational abilities would probably be all about age-appropriate video games anyway. The Ottos rarely spoke to her under normal circumstances; no reason to change things now. Kim shrugged.


  As a child she’d wondered what it would feel like to be welcomed into this big, warm family. A long time ago, she’d realized she would never know that feeling. Every family needed its flock of black sheep. She was a Michigan Otto, born on the wrong side of the blanket as far as the Wisconsin Ottos were concerned. Period. End of story. She shrugged again. It was what it was.


  A low murmur from the group interrupted Kim’s thoughts and drew her glance toward the doorway. Attired in a full dress blue Class A Army uniform complete with ribbons, hat in hand, another Otto had entered the waiting area. Only one Otto was currently serving in the Army at that level, and only one Otto would compel the immediate respect that settled palpably over the room.


  Kim had seen him maybe three times in her life before today and never in uniform, but she recognized Captain Lothar Otto instantly.


  Literally the fair-haired boy of the moment, sported the unmistakable Otto family countenance, complete with caterpillar eyebrows and what Kim’s father called a high, intelligent forehead, also known as a rapidly receding hairline. He’d grown up in Frankenmuth like all the normal Ottos, attended West Point, and then served the Army and fought in its wars. She’d heard he’d been wounded two years ago, but he looked fit enough today.


  Ottos were not a demonstrative bunch by nature and Kim observed Lothar make the obligatory rounds seeming no more comfortable than she would have been. Men shook his hand or saluted respectfully; women nodded and smiled or saluted; children kept their distance and saluted.


  Lothar’s identification was positively confirmed when he passed close enough for Kim to read his nametag, but he merely nodded toward her without stopping or noticing whether she nodded in reply. She didn’t mind; she was no better at small talk than the rest of her family. She did not salute.


  When Kim had absorbed enough real warmth to feel her toes again, she became aware of the lateness of the hour. She needed to do what she came for and get back to Madison for her flight back to DC.


  Yet the never-ending line of Ottos continued unabated toward Grandma Louisa’s room. When she could stall no longer, Kim joined the cousin trail, feeling as if the guillotine waited at the end of the line. The piercing pain between her eyes made the prospect of losing her head almost welcome.


  Kim shuffled along with the line advancing at warp speed of two feet a minute, closing the distance in an orderly fashion as each cousin slipped into the sick room alone and stayed precisely sixty seconds before emerging without flowing tears or evidence of sobbing via fists-full of damp, crumpled tissues. Lack of hysteria salved Kim’s anxiety; the inexorable forward movement did not.


  Grandma Louisa had never inspired open affection from anyone and Kim wondered how she coped when her stoic progeny remained composed. Did Grandma think no one cared? Or was she, herself uncaring? This mystery had plagued Kim most of her life. Was it she who felt nothing for Grandma first? Or, as a small child, had she absorbed the message that Grandma Louisa felt nothing for her and defended against apathy thereafter?


  Kim sighed and raised her hand to knead tension from the back of her neck. Again, she was glad Sen Li was absent. Mom would have created a spectacle of some kind about the Otto family’s cold nature, the way she always did, and Kim had no desire to cope with such scenes on top of everything else. At the moment, Kim couldn’t recall the precise nature of their last battle. None of it mattered any more. The old lady was on her way out. Whatever the source of their problems, now was the time to set them aside and move on.


  Hushed words hummed quietly among the cousins at volumes too low to comprehend, Kim realized. She was sure the conversations were about crops and kids and church and plans for Thanksgiving. Nothing she would feel comfortable discussing with these near strangers, even if they tried to include her, which they did not. Not that it mattered. She’d be gone soon, and so would Grandma Louisa.


  Too quickly, the Otto in front of her entered Grandma’s room. The door closed quietly behind him. Kim was next and she had no idea what she’d say. She had not seen Grandma Louisa for ten years and the last time they’d met ended badly, as had most of their encounters. Grandma Louisa could not forgive Sen Li for taking Albert away from the family. That grudge engulfed Albert’s daughters because they resembled their mother. Kim had accepted years ago that she would never be tall and blonde and German on the outside; it wasn’t enough for Grandma Louisa that Kim was as fierce as any Otto on the inside.


  Swiftly, the door opened, the cousin came out, looked Kim in the eye and said, “You’re up. Good luck.”


  Kim considered whether it was too late to run, but she stood as tall as a four foot eleven and a half inch, ninety-nine pound Asian-American woman could stand, squared her shoulders and marched past the threshold, checking for a quick escape route, but finding none. Someone pushed the door and it sucked solidly shut behind her.


  Grandma Louisa’s bed filled most of the room. An oxygen cannula rested in her nose but otherwise had changed not one iota since the last time Kim had seen her. She wore a pink brocade bed jacket, her grey hair was teased and lacquered as usual, and her hands were folded on her lap the better to display her rings and manicured nails. She wore pearl and sapphire earrings and a double strand of pearls around her sizeable neck. Mauve lipstick emphasized her still-full lips. Blush rosied her cheeks. Stylish eyeglasses rested on her nose visually enlarging her blue eyes to bowl size.


  Louisa Otto, matriarch of the Frankenmuth Ottos, held court as she always had, as if she were not just the head of one sizeable but important farming community but Empress Augusta herself.


  Whoever had closed the door gave Kim a little shove in the small of her back, prodding her closer to the bed.


  “Kimmy,” Louisa said, a moment before she reached out with a strong claw, restraining Kim by engulfing her hand inside a big fist, holding tight. Rough callouses on Louisa’s palm scraped Kim’s skin.


  Perhaps Grandma Louisa was near death, but she seemed a lot more alive than Kim had been led to believe.


  “You look great,” Kim said, clearing her throat and covering surprise as she leaned over to kiss a papery cheek dotted with lipstick from previous kissers.


  Grandma Louisa replied, “I really do, don’t I?”


  Kim had to laugh. What could she possibly say in reply?


  Not that Grandma Louisa gave her a chance. Maybe Kim’s mind had misplaced the facts of last argument, but Louisa’s had not. She launched again as if the dispute had concluded ten minutes ago, not ten years ago. “Kimmy, I want to see you married to a good German Lutheran before I die. A baby on the way. Maybe two.”


  “You’ll need to live a good long while then, Grandma,” Kim said, struggling to eliminate annoyance from her tone as the old feelings flooded back. They’d fought bitterly ten years ago because Grandma had arranged such a union for Kim and Kim had secretly married already, not to a German Lutheran but to a Vietnamese immigrant. Kim was divorced now, but she simply refused to have any part of the old tyrant’s nosey meddling.


  “I will if you will,” Grandma Louisa said flatly, steely-eyed and uncompromising. She squeezed Kim’s hand tighter before releasing her completely. “Now would be a good time to find good husband material before you leave Wisconsin. I’ve lined up a few prospects for you to see this afternoon back at my house.”


  Kim felt anger bubbling up from her now toasty feet, rising to levels that would have the family comparing her to Sen Li, and not favorably. Kim clamped her jaws closed and replied, “Thanks. I’m on my way.”


  She didn’t say on her way where.


  Grandma Louisa beamed as if she’d settled the fortunes of the crown princess. “You’ll be glad when you’re settled, Kimmy. Like your cousins.”


  Damn that woman!


  Kim said nothing. She glanced at the uncles standing on either side of their mother, but neither could muster the guts to meet her gaze. She nodded, pulled her hand away, turned and left the room, saving thirty seconds for the next cousin in line, who was also single and probably wouldn’t thank her for the extra time.


  No one seemed to notice when Kim continued walking, out of the waiting room, down the hallway, and left the hospital through the front exit where Otto cousins continued to throng the entrance.


  She stood at the cabstand and fumed, muttering suitable rejoinders to the old bat under her breath and louder epithets in her head. She barely noticed the frigid outside air for the first five minutes while the heat of her rage kept adrenaline pumping.


  Where are the damned taxis?


  Too quickly, the cold bulldozed into her bones. She hunched inside her suit jacket, stomped her feet to knock the snow away from her soles and keep her circulation going. It was freezing out here. Even colder than Grandma Louisa, if that was possible.


  Why in the name of God didn’t you bring a coat and boots? Better yet, why didn’t you just say no, Dad, I’m not going. Not now. Not ever. Forget it.


  Ranting didn’t heat the atmosphere even one degree.


  Global warming, my ass.


  Kim felt her corneas might frost. She squeezed her eyes shut and shivered a bit more attempting to raise her body temperature. She wasn’t going back inside to wait, even if her feet froze to the sidewalk and her eyelids ice-glued themselves together.


  She heard the growl of an engine and opened her eyes expecting to see a yellow cab. Instead, a black SUV had pulled up alongside, Captain Lothar Otto at the wheel. He lowered the passenger window and said, “I’m headed toward the airport. Can I drop you somewhere?”


  Kim wasted no body heat demurring. She hopped up into the passenger seat and immediately put her frozen fingers near the blasting heat vent.


  “Frontier?” she said.


  “Nonstop, huh? You can’t be afraid of flying.” When she failed to reply, he said, “Jumping out of moving planes, now that’s a lot harder.” Still no response. He took a deep breath. “Okay then. Dane County, Frontier Airlines it is.” Lothar attended to driving the heavy vehicle expertly through snow-covered streets through towns unprepared for the early winter storm.


  After she’d warmed up enough to sit a normal distance from the fan’s blasting heat, Lothar glanced toward her and asked, “Did she give you the business about getting married and having babies before she dies?”


  Kim nodded. She didn’t know this man. She had no intention of discussing her personal life with him, no matter how angry she was.


  He grinned. “She does that to me every time I see her.”


  “Really? I thought it was only me she subjected to never-ending ridicule.”


  Lothar laughed, the kind of deep belly laugh that only emerged from genuine mirth, the contagious kind. “When did you get so special?”


  Kim smiled, felt better, almost as if she’d found an Otto family ally for the first time in her life, knowing the feeling was supremely foolish. Relief lasted about twenty seconds before the SUV swerved on a black ice patch and she grabbed the armrest to avoid being slung across the seat. She snugged up her seatbelt several notches.


  Traffic slogged along, slowing their progress. Several vehicles less suited to the conditions slipped on patches of invisible black ice. They’d dodged two fender-benders already. Snow plows and salt trucks clogged the roadway, but drivers willingly waited as they passed.


  Lothar concentrated intently on driving, but he must have sensed her anxiety because he said, “Planes take off in these conditions all the time around here. They’ll de-ice. Two or three times if they need to. You’ll be fine.”


  Kim’s stomach started doing backflips and the two antacids she held on her tongue weren’t helping in the least. De-icing two or three times? Seriously? Didn’t these people know how dangerous ice on airplanes was? Didn’t they understand that de-icing two or three times made crashing more likely, not less? Was she completely surrounded by hostiles here?


  When they reached the curbside drop off for Frontier Airlines, Lothar turned toward her and placed a hand on her arm. “Hang on a minute. I have something for you.”


  Kim knew she looked puzzled because that was how she felt. Lothar reached inside his jacket and pulled a photograph from his breast pocket. He handed it to her.


  She bit her lip to suppress a gasp. Major Jack Reacher’s official Army head shot. She flipped the photo over and on the back was a sticker sporting typewritten information: Tonight. 10:00 p.m. National Gallery of Art, East Building, front entrance.


  “What is this?”


  “Following orders.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I was ordered to deliver that to you.”


  “By whom?”


  “The point is someone wants to see you. They knew I could deliver the message. You understand?”


  “Spell it out for me,” she said, but she knew. She wanted him to voice her concern aloud so she would know she wasn’t crazy. Because it was crazy to think that someone would manipulate her father to manipulate her to come to Wisconsin to meet a reliable cousin to give her a meeting back in Washington DC which is where she started from this morning and where she was returning in thirty-three minutes if she survived her flight.


  Lothar asked a question instead. “You recognized the photo, didn’t you? How are you involved with that guy? Is he the reason you were so incensed at Grandma Louisa’s meddling in your personal life? You’re not dating that guy?”


  He seemed genuinely concerned about her, which worried her more than the message. No one in the extended Otto family had shown her the least bit of concern her entire life. Why start now?


  She said, “Do you know him?”


  “By reputation. Otherwise, before my time. Reacher was discharged in 1997. Something hinky about it, though. His situation was definitely not normal, Kim. Wherever that guy went, bodies piled up. And I’m not talking about normal battlefield casualties. Nobody is that unlucky.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m a Captain in the U.S. Army. Like you, Agent Otto, I follow orders and don’t ask questions, or I pay the consequences. Before today, I never had a problem with that because the Army never ordered me to do anything this odd; something not right is going on here.”


  No shit, she thought. “Like what?”


  He shrugged, giving up. “Friends come and go in life, but enemies pile up. Reacher made a lot of enemies. You be careful, little ‘cuz, or you’ll never reach Grandma Louisa’s age with or without those Vietnamese longevity genes.”


  A vehicle behind the SUV laid on the horn letting Lothar know it was long past time to move.


  Kim slipped Reacher’s photo into her jacket pocket, popped open the door, and slid out to the ground.


  Before she closed herself outside in the cold, Lothar said, “You need anything, here’s my card. I feel responsible for you now. Don’t let them be calling me to your funeral.”


  


  4.


  WASHINGTON, D.C. WAS FULL of shadowy men these days. Some were harmless. Some were crazy. Sometimes it was impossible to tell the difference. Always safer to avoid confrontation, just in case.


  He stood motionless in a shadowed doorway, an intimidating giant, waiting. He carried his broad frame tall and straight. He wore indigo jeans and brown work boots on his feet. Both hands were stuffed into leather jacket pockets, probably for warmth. Fair hair fell shaggy around his ears and collar, his only cap against winter’s cold. Sunglasses covered his eyes and reflected the weak sunset like cat pupils. Without visible effort, he seemed infinitely patient, self-possessed, self-confident, alert and relaxed, harmless and dangerous.


  Few pedestrians raised their heads from the biting November wind enough to notice him; those who did veered wide, walked along the curb, as far away as possible from the boxy doorway. Just in case.


  When the burner cell phone vibrated he pulled it out of his pocket and held the speaker to his ear. The woman’s voice reported just the facts, “Messages delivered; on their way.”


  He said nothing.


  He dropped the phone to the concrete, smashed it casually with the heel of his heavy boot, picked up the largest pieces, scattered the smallest, and walked unhurried toward Pennsylvania Avenue, dropping the rest into random trash bins along his route.


  


  5.


  AGENT CARLOS GASPAR FLASHED his badge at the entrance to the Pentagon, provided appropriate identification and after his approved visitor status was confirmed, he was flagged through.


  As he expected, the building was busy even though it was five o’clock on a Saturday afternoon. Gaspar had slept an hour on the plane; Tylenol, the strongest pain killer he allowed himself, never lasted longer. He’d stopped for coffee after he passed security.


  No one knew him here, but both civilians and military personnel were busy with more pressing matters. He’d passed security so they ignored him, likely accepting that his clearance was high enough. Which it was.


  He glanced at the digital clock on the wall. Two hours before he’d meet Otto in the coffee shop. Plenty of time.


  The first step in any follow-up investigation was to review and analyze all the previous reports. Because Otto and Gaspar were tasked by one of the FBI’s most powerful leaders and assigned a rush under-the-radar project, this step hadn’t been completed.


  He knew where he was going, what to look for, and what he should find there.


  He also knew he wouldn’t find it. The absence of what should be present would speak volumes.


  Archived service records, defined as records for veterans sixty-two years or more post-separation, were stored and open to the public at the new National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis, Missouri. Nothing pertaining to Reacher would be archived there because he’d been discharged in March 1997.


  All inactive personnel records for veterans with a discharge date less than sixty-two years ago remained the property of the Department of Defense and its individual branches. In Reacher’s case, that meant the Army.


  Gaspar was an active, practicing Catholic. He believed in divine providence. At first, it felt like he was on the right investigative path and he might find what he sought, even without an official archive. A fire had destroyed service records at the prior St. Louis center in 1973, but Reacher was only thirteen then.


  But then Gaspar ran into several official gaps that concealed Reacher’s history more effectively than youth or fire.


  The Army didn’t begin retaining records electronically until 2002, five years after Reacher’s separation. This meant his files weren’t retained in electronic format by the Army or electronically shared with the NPRC.


  Worse, the Army’s policies on maintaining and releasing service records were changed in April, 1997 and several times thereafter. The rules filled more than fifty-five pages, regularly revised, of course.


  All of which meant that Reacher’s records were once and should remain hard copies, resting in files owned by the Army that could be and probably were buried so deep in bullshit that no one would ever find them.


  Unless.


  Unless Reacher did something to get himself inscribed by bits and bytes into the electronic records after he left the army.


  Which, Gaspar was betting, Reacher had done. Probably many times. For sure, at least once barely six months after the army let him go. If Gaspar could find that record, he’d have verified hard proof and Reacher’s trail might begin to unravel.


  Gaspar knew Reacher had been arrested in Margrave, Georgia, and his fingerprints were taken and sent to FBI headquarters. A report was returned to the Margrave Police Department. Margrave PD records were also destroyed in a fire, which Gaspar was as sure as he could possibly be was no coincidence.


  Even so, the initial fingerprint request should exist in FBI files. Gaspar had checked. The request did not exist in FBI files. Which Gaspar was sure, but could not prove, was no coincidence, either.


  This was where the government’s redundancy and repetitive nature might be harnessed, Gaspar hoped. The Margrave PD request and FBI reply should also have been noted in Reacher’s military file, as should any request and reply about Reacher at any time from the date of his discharge until this very moment and into the future. Anything after 2002 should be electronically recorded for sure. And anything before 1997 might also have been updated because of the later electronic entries.


  It was this army record Gaspar sought now. Positive paper trail proof of the legally admissible kind that Jack Reacher had been present in Margrave in September 1997, six months after his Army discharge, that Reacher was there. Not a shadow. Not a ghost. Not a rumor. But a real person.


  Tangible proof of Reacher’s Margrave presence was important because it provided the immovable, rock hard foundation he needed to nail down. Gaspar’s training said it was required and his gut said it mattered and that was enough for him. He and Otto were assigned to build the Reacher file and by God, he’d do it right, and he wouldn’t make his wife a widow or his five children orphans in the process if he could possibly help it.


  First things first. The Margrave PD print request and the Army’s reply.


  Then they would take the next steps.


  Whatever those steps were.


  And if the print request and reply documents were missing from the army files?


  Starting here and now, he would confirm one way or the other.


  Gaspar was a practicing Catholic. He believed in divine intervention. But he was an FBI Special Agent who also believed in hard proof and his gut. So he knew. He knew before he opened the box marked Jack (none) Reacher and sifted through the paperwork.


  Relevant records ended when Reacher separated from the army in March 1997.


  After Gaspar confirmed it, he and Otto could move forward. But to where?


  


  6.


  AN HOUR BEFORE THE SCHEDULED MEETING, Otto and Gaspar stepped out of the coffee shop located across the street from the J. Edgar Hoover building into the mild autumn weather. Full dark had fallen a while back, but streetlights and headlights and floodlights eliminated all blackness. The trees were partially clothed in fall finery; grass remained green and a few flowers still bloomed. No breeze ruffled to cool the temperature.


  After Wisconsin, Kim found the evening weather pleasantly warm. After Miami, Gaspar might have been a bit chilled. Both were energized by the anticipated confrontation. Maybe they were finally going to catch a break.


  Saturday night on Pennsylvania Avenue NW was subdued. Traffic moved at posted speeds or less. Couples and small groups populated the sidewalks, strolling with discrete distances between them. Nothing out of the ordinary to notice.


  Gaspar stretched like a cat, asked, “Shall we walk?” and set off eastbound before she had a chance to respond.


  Kim ran through the options. The Metro Stop at 7th Street was off the path, a cab wasn’t worth the wait, she absolutely wasn’t taking the bus, Gaspar wasn’t limping, and walking always helped to organize her thoughts before a mission.


  “Probably easiest, if you’re up for it,” Kim said, quickening her pace to reach him and keep up with his longer stride.


  So they approached the National Gallery of Art’s East Building the first time as any tourist might travel from FBI headquarters, hoofing less than a mile along Pennsylvania Avenue and turned right at 4th Street NW, walking along the sidewalk opposite the East Building.


  Kim had studied the building through quick online research during her return flight from Madison. Opened in 1978, it was designed by I.M. Pei, which no doubt accounted for its irregular shape and probably explained the National Honor Award from the American Institute of Architects in 1981.


  Inside, the building housed modern art, research centers and offices. Outside, it was nestled among the trees, surrounded by a six-acre contemporary sculpture garden and green space on three sides.


  Although it was connected underground to the more traditional West Building where the main Gallery entrance was located, the East Building also admitted the public through a massive glass-walled entrance facing 4th Street.


  Before they turned onto 4th Street, they’d seen a line of cabs and limousines at the East Building’s front entrance. Kim looked inside the East Building lobby as they walked past. The room seemed stuffed to capacity. Men in tuxedoes; women in long gowns and short skirts; waiters passing trays of canapés and bubbly; a string quartet playing in the front corner. None of the noise from the party seeped out to Kim’s ears.


  “Some sort of charity gala?” she asked, noticing the flags on a few of the limos. “Diplomats, maybe?”


  At the 4th Street and Madison Drive corner, they crossed 4th Street, turned and returned along the sidewalk closest to the East Building this time. The green space was lighted, but too dark to traverse without dogs and Tasers. They stayed on the sidewalk until they reached the opposite corner, which was technically 4th Street and Constitution.


  Gaspar’s gaze scanned everywhere. He said, “Three dark hoodies at three o’clock, south side, between the glass pyramids. Check it out next pass.”


  “Reacher?”


  He wagged his head. “Too small.”


  “You saw the sculptures and all those narrow, open areas around the building?” she asked. What worried her were the number of deeply shadowed areas suitable for clandestine attacks. Quick death was easy to imagine and bodies could lay in those shadows for a good long time before anyone noticed.


  Gaspar seemed to hear her concern. “Even if he planned this —”


  “You think he didn’t?”


  He wagged his head. “Not Reacher’s style, is it? Based on what we know? He’d come right at us if he wanted to take us out.”


  Kim’s breath sucked in and stayed there a beat, making it hard to talk. “Why don’t I find that reassuring?” she said lightly when she could speak again.


  Gaspar laughed. “If he planned everything. Big if. But if he did, this is a test.”


  “Test of what?”


  Gaspar shrugged. “Dunno. He wants to see what we’ll do. Whether we’ll come alone or bring an army. How long we’ll wait. What we’ll say. My kids call it a psych-out.”


  Kim said nothing, but she agreed, partly. If she’d expected to find Reacher here tonight in the shadows, she would have brought more firepower. But she thought Reacher had planned this encounter. What exactly was he up to?
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  ON THEIR SECOND PASS in front of the building, the limos had begun to collect their diplomats and depart. They’d pulled up in front, one at a time, orderly, their drivers knowing the drill. The glass doors opened, spilling music and party chatter into the quiet.


  Kim saw the three hooded people standing between two of the glass pyramids Gaspar had spied. They wore dark jeans, dark athletic shoes, stood with their hands in their pockets, fidgeting, but otherwise seemed to lack menace. Impossible to discern whether they were men or women. Aside from the weather being too warm for hoodies, Kim saw nothing alarming about them. Yet.


  By the third pass most of the guests and all of the limos had departed. The string quartet was breaking down their equipment inside. Cabs pulled up one at a time waiting for fares. The noise level had diminished.


  Kim checked her Seiko. It was ten minutes past their scheduled meet. What were they looking for? Waiting for? She had no clue, and on this point she judged Gaspar clueless as well.


  Was Reacher here? Watching? Kim had looked for him but had seen nothing resembling a giant paying attention to her.


  On the fourth pass, Kim noticed a woman standing apart from the building in the shadow of the largest pyramid, facing the line of cabs at the front entrance, facing her and Gaspar, facing the three hoodies, although they were blocked from her view by the large glass pyramid that separated them.
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  THE WOMAN WORE AN ANKLE-LENGTH BLACK CAPE and silver party shoes with a three-inch spike heel poked below the hemline. The cape’s full hood covered her head and obscured her face. She was slightly built, medium height. Kim could discern nothing else about the woman’s shape concealed by her cape.


  Kim felt her gun resting securely within easy reach before she touched Gaspar’s arm. He nodded. They moved together into the shadows toward the woman. Despite the hour’s walking, his limp remained under control.


  The woman said, “No closer. I can hear you from there.”


  They stopped. Kim calculated how quickly she could close the distance. Slightly faster than their adversary, since she was encumbered by those spike heels.


  “What do you want?” the woman asked.


  “You know that already,” Kim answered and then asked her own question. “Who are you?”


  The woman smiled briefly, as if the response was expected according to some tit-for-tat plan. “Susan Duffy, DEA, Houston office. Why are you hunting Reacher?”


  “We want information about him.” Kim hesitated a couple of beats to see if the woman would fill the silence. She didn’t. “Why do you care?”


  Susan Duffy broke the rules; she didn’t answer the question. “What kind of information?”


  “Everything, including his underwear size and what kind of condoms he uses. Whatever we need to get him in the box,” Gaspar said.


  Susan Duffy, if that’s who she was, laughed.


  Kim was vaguely aware that the departing gala guests had diminished from a few hundred to a few dozen to a few couples, making the trek from the entrance to the waiting cabs only a pair at a time.


  Gaspar asked, “What do you know about Reacher?”


  Duffy had tired of the game, perhaps. She simply stated the message she’d come to deliver. “You’re wasting your time looking in official files. You’ll find plenty before March 1997, but it’s all bullshit Reacher prepared himself. You won’t find anything involving Reacher after that.”


  “Why not?”


  Duffy’s expression was unreadable. “Reacher has friends in high and low places.”


  “Friends who made his crimes disappear, you mean?”


  Duffy’s tone hardened. “Friends like me. Friends who notice you making a pest of yourself in our files and repeatedly finding nothing. You don’t want that to happen again. Not everyone is as understanding as I am.”


  Gaspar asked, “How do you know every file has been scrubbed clean of every Jack Reacher reference?”


  Duffy slid the big hood back revealing short blonde hair, small ears close to her head, and huge emerald earrings. She put a bit of friendly into her voice. “Keep looking if you have nothing better to do. Your file on Jack Reacher will remain thin. Your mission will fail. You’ll never put Reacher in any kind of box. And you’ll piss people off. But hey, if you want to throw your careers in the toilet, you’ll get no problem from me.”


  Kim watched one of the last pair of partiers walking toward the curb while she allowed this information to soak in. Both the man and the woman were older, a bit unsteady on their feet. Tipsy maybe.


  She didn’t know how she felt about Duffy’s attitude. Challenged? Should she try to prove Duffy wrong? Or relieved? Because she could now focus elsewhere?


  She asked, “Do you know where Reacher is?”


  After a moment, Duffy shook her head, “You won’t find him if he doesn’t want to be found.”


  Gaspar’s impatience flared. “We’ll find him. We found Osama Bin Laden and he was a hell of a lot more powerful than Jack Reacher.”


  Duffy smiled again, “Yeah, we found Bin Laden. After ten years of looking. Yeah, we got him. After Seal Team Six made it happen.” She paused for the briefest of moments. “But we didn’t take him alive. If you’ve got ten years and a Seal team, maybe you can manage to kill Reacher, but you won’t take him alive unless he wants you to.” She shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”


  Kim took a deep breath. “So what do you suggest?”


  “You could give up.”


  Gaspar chuckled. “You don’t know Otto.”


  The energy in the air seemed to shift, as if Duffy had done what she’d come to do. She nodded slightly before lifting the hood to cover her shimmering blonde hair and returning her hands to her pockets. Her slight form almost merged with the darkness and became a single shadow.


  “Suit yourself,” her disembodied voice seemed to echo too loudly. She softened her tone. “But know this: you risk everything if you keep looking. Everything. And Reacher risks nothing while he waits. That doesn’t sound like a winning equation to me. Does it to you?”
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  BEFORE KIM COULD ANSWER she heard a loud thump behind her. She turned to see the three hoodies emerge from the pyramids moving swiftly. They approached the older couple leaving the gala.


  The hoodies’ moves seemed choreographed, as if they’d practiced or maybe done this many times before. One shoved into the distinguished tuxedoed man knocking him off balance; he shouted “Hey!” before he regained his unsteady footing.


  At the same time, the second hoodie stopped, raised his arm, and pointed a Glock squarely at the older woman’s chest. The woman looked green, as if she might vomit, and began to shake.


  The third hoodie shoved the tuxedoed man backward and shouted, “You got something to say?”


  The man tripped and fell on his left side. A loud crack followed by the man’s animal-like screaming confirmed broken bones, at least.


  Otto pulled her weapon and aimed it at the first hoodie’s center mass, and shouted, “FBI!”


  Simultaneously, Gaspar pivoted on his good left leg, rushed the gunman, and knocked him to the ground, sending his Glock skimming the sidewalk into the shadows toward Duffy. The gunman’s temple slammed onto the concrete and bounced twice, leaving him splayed and motionless, his neck bent at an unnatural angle.


  The older woman’s horrified face lasted three seconds before she staggered, fainted, and fell face down onto the sidewalk, breaking her nose. Blood pooled and seeped into view from the center of her face.


  The second hoodie froze in place, arms up, hands palm out in recognizable surrender. Security reinforcements approached running, guns drawn.


  For the next moments, Otto held the two muggers at gunpoint while Gaspar attended to the woman.


  Kim glanced briefly toward Duffy. For the first time, she saw a man standing alone in the sculpture’s shadow. He looked familiar, but it was too dark to be sure. He was dressed in jeans and a leather jacket and work boots. Both hands were stuffed into the pockets of his jacket. He wore no hat. Duffy, completely engulfed in the long, black cape, passed close to him. He dipped his head to catch words that Kim was too far away to hear, or to be heard if she’d shouted to them.


  Duffy never stopped walking. She disappeared into the darkness of the sculpture garden. The big man looked straight toward Kim long enough to cause a fission of recognition to run up her spine before he, too, disappeared.
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  SECURITY GUARDS ARRIVED ON THE SCENE, called for backup, secured all three hoodies, and assumed control. Minutes later, flashing lights from first responder vehicles lined up along 4th Street like a holiday parade.


  Once the muggers were in custody, the tuxedoed man and older woman placed in an ambulance bound for the nearest hospital, Gaspar slipped into the shadows searching for Susan Duffy. But he found only damp November air, as Kim had known he would.


  Gaspar returned, dipped his head to ask quietly, making the effort to return them to normalcy. “Now what, Boss Dragon Lady?”


  “Like Duffy suggested, Zorro, we’ll start where Reacher left off.”


  Still staring at the empty space where Duffy had been, Gaspar asked, “Which would be where, Susie Wong?”


  Agent Otto turned toward Pennsylvania Avenue, smiled and replied, “We’re building a file, Chico, not reading one. Think about it. Only one choice. U.S. Army buddies before March 1997.”


  THE END
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  For Evelyn



  


  1.


  OTTO’S MOOD MATCHED THE bleak November landscape. They’d traveled the county road for eighteen miles under smothering gray skies, which allowed plenty of time for brooding. Thin snow covered the empty fields like a dirty blanket. Perhaps a riot of color had dressed the hardwoods before Halloween, but now only a few dead leaves dangled from dried stems beneath spindly branches. Even the vehicle in which they traveled was dull inside and out.


  She felt captured in a monochrome movie. Yet, she welcomed the dreary weather because while the low, dense cloud ceiling interfered with the Unmanned Aerial Vehicle surveillance drones, she enjoyed a thin slice of breathing room.


  Not the atmospheric gloom, then, but her quarry was responsible for her personal brain cloud. He was toying with her, which was okay. But he was winning the game, which wasn’t.


  “Tell me again why you think we’ll find Reacher in New Hope,” she said.


  FBI Special Agent Kim Louisa Otto didn’t mind matching wits with Jack (none) Reacher at the right time and place. Actually, she hoped this assignment grew in that direction.


  Meanwhile, a better profile of Reacher slowly developed in her mind the way an old fashioned photographic image revealed itself when blank paper was submerged in the proper fluids. She was better at strategic games than he was; Reacher’s military file confirmed. But preparation was key. She needed to gather sufficient data to devise and implement a decent strategic plan before their joust. In short, she needed more time.


  Meaning today was most definitely not the right day. Nor was New Hope, Virginia, the right place. Which was why, despite the perfect weather for a confrontation that might escape sophisticated surveillance, she wasn’t all that happy right at the moment. She didn’t expect to get any happier as the day wore on, either. She expected the opposite.


  Behind the wheel of the full-sized sedan he’d selected at the rental counter in DC, Gaspar sprawled deliberately. His right leg was fully extended to reduce the pain that often hobbled him. Otto had stopped counting how many Tylenols he’d swallowed already, although she worried about his liver. One of many tacit agreements they’d fallen into during their brief but intense partnership. As if not asking meant not knowing, and not knowing meant not happening.


  He glanced toward her and frowned, but his tone was quiet, perhaps annoyed. “I didn’t say we’d find him, Sunshine. We’re building a file, not conducting a manhunt. I said he was there yesterday. Big difference.”


  She could tell Gaspar wanted to find Reacher today, though. “Do I want to know how you acquired that intel?”


  In response, he flashed a quick stare before returning his attention to driving. Which probably meant he’d ignored their operating protocols. Again. Working a different case with different rules, he might have offered more or she might have asked. As it was, they’d agreed plausible deniability might save them if either was eventually forced to testify. Which they’d also agreed was more than likely where the whole Reacher mess was headed.


  “How much farther?” she asked instead.


  He glanced at the odometer. “Maybe fifteen more miles. Give or take.”


  The rental was equipped with GPS and they had their own equipment, too. She could find the precise distance easily enough. But GPS acted like a tracking beacon for UAVs that crosshatched the country and she’d had enough of being watched. Instead, they did most things the old-fashioned way, making every effort to remain skinny straws in the very large haystack of surveillance data. The boss and too many others had unlimited access to their movements.


  Maybe Reacher did everything the old-fashioned way, too. Maybe that was how he stayed far off the grid. It seemed if anyone saw Reacher it was not because they found him but because Reacher found them. Otto had begun to envy Reacher’s expertise in privacy protection. He was exceedingly adept at secrets, too. Otto’s experience said a guy that good at secrets had way too much to hide.


  This county road would take them directly into town and no amount of reviewing their route would make the drive less desolate.


  Kim murmured her thoughts aloud. “Why would Reacher come to New Hope, anyway? We’ve seen nothing but empty fields and this is the main road from the interstate into town. Not even a barn for the past fifteen miles. No diner with a good cup of hot coffee anywhere to be found. What the hell would he be doing here?”


  Gaspar shrugged. “The guy’s a psycho. Nothing he’s done makes any sense so far. Why should today be different?”


  Kim wagged her head slowly, as if clearing the cobwebs in an enclosed space to make room for better answers, but none appeared. “What’s your plan if we find him?”


  Gaspar grinned, stretched, flexed his shoulders and his neck. “You worry too much. There’s no designated worrier achievement medal, you know.”


  She’d have punched his shoulder, but her arms were too short to box across the Crown Vic’s wide bench while snugged into her safety restraint. “Just because I’m the one worrying about it doesn’t mean the question isn’t worrisome, Chico.”


  He seemed briefly startled by the vibration of his personal cell phone. Gaspar patted his pockets, arched one eyebrow to accentuate his words, and asked in a playful tone, “You really think we’re gonna need a plan today, Susie Wong?”


  Kim’s concern jerked several notches higher when he retrieved the phone, glanced at the caller ID, tapped the answer button, and simply said, “Hello.”


  Gaspar’s wife was very pregnant and dealing with four kids already. Although Gaspar kept the phone close at all times, Maria had never called before. Cops’ wives rarely did because receiving the wrong call at the wrong time could cause disastrous consequences. No cop’s wife ever rang up out of the blue with good news; no cop receiving the call ever displayed his fear when the call came.


  Kim turned aside to allow what privacy she could within the vehicle’s cabin. His side of phone conversations were mostly monosyllabic anyway. Kim easily tuned him out while she considered his point.


  Even if Reacher had been in New Hope yesterday, experience told her to expect another dead end today. Perhaps she had missed something relevant. But what? She ran known facts through her head quickly.


  Ten days ago, Otto and Gaspar were tasked with a routine assignment: build a file on a former military cop, applying standard background investigation techniques. The file would be used to vet him for an undisclosed classified project. Otto and Gaspar worked similar investigations as members of the FBI’s Special Personnel Task Force.


  The job had seemed feasibly straightforward at first. Some snafu somewhere needed ironing out.


  Reacher’s life was etched in bedrock government records like any other American from birth to age thirty-six, when he was honorably discharged from the Army. Up to that moment fifteen years ago, everything contained in Reacher’s file was as expected. Records for birth, school, health, military, passport, driver’s license, insurance, banking, and every other standard bit and byte of data existed precisely where it should have been.


  The problem was that records simply stopped for Reacher at age thirty-six.


  Otto and Gaspar were told to close the gap in his paper trail and bring Reacher up to date with the rest of the world. Something as simple as Reacher’s death certificate would have settled the matter. Maybe it would have taken a couple of days.


  Instead, everything got incredibly complicated very quickly.


  Nothing about his file was normal now. Reacher’s missing data traveled far beyond odd into unthinkable realms. Even when Americans were reported abducted by aliens, some secret government file somewhere existed to debunk the claim. But nothing for Reacher? Kim felt her head shaking, almost of its own volition. There was only one way such a thing could have happened in the real world whether Kim believed it or not; resistance was futile.


  In addition, every normal resource had been declared off-limits from the outset. They were denied access to FBI resources, including personnel, computers, equipment, and databases. They had been specifically ordered not to attempt any normal channels because doing so would alert the wrong watchers. The boss delivered some line of bull to justify the straitjacket but his reasons didn’t matter. Orders were orders. Rules were rules. The job was what it was.


  Until someone tried to blow Gaspar into subatomic particles. After that, they ignored the boss’s rules and began creating their own.


  Which was when they tried digging through back channels. Otto and Gaspar unearthed every file that might have held something, anything, connected to Reacher. Each time they came up empty—and pissed off somebody high up the food chain—they believed they were making progress. A confrontational warning delivered by Houston DEA Susan Duffy cemented their conclusions.


  Whatever items remained so highly classified in Reacher’s background were merely intriguing. Otto and Gaspar were comfortable with the concept of security clearances and lacking the requisite “need to know.” That wasn’t the problem. The total absence of those records was what worried Kim the most. Only a few highly-placed public servants had the ability to make so many routine reports disappear. And no matter how cavalierly he denied it, the gaping hole where the records should be worried Gaspar, too.


  They now knew two things irrefutably and resisting the obvious was not only futile but foolhardy. First, someone inside government at the very highest levels had removed every piece of documentary evidence that should have or could have existed on Reacher for the past fifteen years. Second, Otto and Gaspar were being used to further someone’s hidden agenda.


  No amount of revisiting or rearranging known facts invalidated these conclusions. Whatever she’d missed in her earlier analysis remained buried.


  She returned her attention to the situation inside the grey sedan. A few moments later, Gaspar signed off his phone conversation.


  Kim asked, “Everything okay at home?”


  He shook his head and punched a speed-dial number on his personal cell. Holding the phone to his ear with his shoulder, he ran splayed fingers through his hair and expelled a long, audible breath. “Let’s not go into now, okay? We need to focus on what’s ahead.”


  Kim heard the robotic signals on the other end of Gaspar’s phone line. Four rings later, a man’s voice answered.


  Gaspar grabbed the phone and held it close to his ear, allowing Kim to hear only one side of the conversation again. “Alexandre? . . . Yeah, still on the road. . . . Look, I need you to do me a favor. . . . Check on Maria this afternoon. Maybe get Denise to stay with her a few hours and help sort things out for me. . . . Yeah, she’ll tell you about it. . . . Right. Turned himself in. . . . Yeah, it’s not great. . . . Thanks, man. I owe you. . . . Call me when you know more, okay? Thanks.”


  Gaspar ended the call and squeezed his eyes shut a few moments. For the first time since she’d met him, Gaspar looked old and tired and in pain. He raked his hair again, swiped his face with his open palm, and readjusted himself on the seat. He sucked in a deep breath followed by a long, audible exhale. Another. A third. When his breathing settled, he said nothing while he navigated the Crown Vic through the too-early winter gloom.


  After a while, Kim asked, “Do you need to head back to Miami?”


  He cleared his throat. Voice barely audible, he said, “Let’s do what we came for while my friends get Maria settled. Then we’ll see where things are.”


  “Why not go now? I mean, what’s your confidence level we’ll find anything when we get there anyway?”


  Gaspar sighed, stretched, tried to get more comfortable in the seat and with his family situation, whatever it was. Kim’s gut said his efforts there were futile, too.


  Wearily, he lifted the edge of his mouth in a near grin before he replied, “Just following the first rule of detecting, Suzy Wong.”


  She liked his weak humor. Maybe that meant everything was going to be okay back at home. She hoped. “Get a better sidekick?”


  He cocked his eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t want to know why we’re headed to New Hope.”


  “I don’t.” Trouble was, she already knew.


  Early on, they figured the easiest solution to Reacher’s missing records was his undocumented death. Reacher was a dangerous man who seemed to attract trouble of the fatal kind wherever he surfaced. The most likely scenario was that someone, somewhere had been bigger, faster, and more lethal than he was.


  That fantasy lasted almost eight days before Kim was forced to accept that Reacher was the farthest thing from dead.


  In fact, she was almost certain she’d seen him twice in the past ten days.


  A giant shadow in the distance. Watching. But definitely there was a guy, and certainly matching Reacher’s description.


  Gaspar hadn’t seen him, but he believed Kim anyway. They’d agreed. Reacher was there. He was alive and watching. For sure. At this point, he probably knew more about Otto and Gaspar than they knew about him.


  Their plan had been to find people he knew before he’d vanished and move relentlessly forward to uncover the rest of his story. Maybe spotting Reacher watching them spurred this detour to New Hope; Gaspar probably figured to level the playing field by excavating more recent data. They had a chance to find Reacher now and they might never have that chance again or at least, not for a good long while.


  Which explained Gaspar’s quip about the first rule of detecting: Follow the money. Money is an essential life force like air and water. Reacher’s money had become relevant. Somehow, Gaspar had traced Reacher’s money to New Hope. Kim knew several ways Gaspar might have exploited a weak link in the banking security system and she could imagine several more troubling sources of this intel. At some point, maybe she’d ask him. But she didn’t need to do it yet.


  Now they were uncomfortably close to Reacher’s last known whereabouts. She wasn’t exactly sure how she felt about that, but it churned her stomach like a thrashing snake. Not that her anxiety mattered. There was only one viable option. When there’s only one choice, it’s the right choice. Kim lived by that philosophy and followed where it led.


  But they needed a plan. Just in case.


  If they actually found Reacher today, Gaspar would need to do his job and as the lead agent on the assignment, so she wanted his head back on track. Knowing what little they’d already learned about Reacher, their very lives depended on being as alert as possible.


  “Is there an airport in this town?” Kim asked. She noticed Gaspar’s self-satisfied smirk, which meant maybe he’d begun to compartmentalize his personal issues if he was able to tease her. She hoped.


  He said, “No.”


  “Train station?”


  “Nada.”


  “Bus stop?”


  “Nope.”


  “Car rental?”


  “Doubtful.”


  “Taxi stand?”


  “Unlikely.”


  “So you figure he’s registered at a local hotel?”


  “No hotels, either.”


  “He hitched a ride out of town then,” she said.


  “A reasonable conclusion.” Gaspar waited a couple of beats before he replied matter-of-factly, “Or maybe a woman invited him to stay a while.”


  “So your plan is what? Knock on doors looking for women of a certain age, collect Reacher and invite him out for a beer?”


  She was glad to see Gaspar grin, even if he was only seeking to lighten his mood more than anything. Light hearted was better than glum.


  He said, “Not every woman of a certain age.”


  “What’s your criteria?” she asked, as if his plan might be worthwhile when she was fairly sure he was making things up as the conversation progressed.


  “Only the good-looking ones.”


  “Models?”


  “Who are single.”


  “Nuns?”


  “And smart.”


  “Coeds?”


  “And strong.”


  “Athletes?”


  He waited a couple of beats for her to catch on. When she said nothing, he flashed her the look again. “And also cops.”


  The suggestion snatched her breath away. She felt her heart slam hard in her chest and her nostrils gulped air. She steadied her voice as well as possible. “Because?”


  “Because he’s a smart psycho. With good taste in women.”


  Gaspar reasoning was sound, but she resisted. “Two women. That’s hardly a reliable pattern. And you’re just guessing about Duffy.”


  He replied, “I know why I’m here. I’m a charity case.” He slapped his right thigh with his open palm. “They screwed up. Now they owe me and they’re stuck with me and I can’t do the job. Don’t waste your time trying to make me feel better. I’m grateful for the work, but I’m expendable. I know it, they know it and you know it, too.”


  The possibility slamming Kim’s brain felt like a caroming racquetball. She’d given no thought to why she’d been chosen. She’d been too pleased with her luck. She’d developed a detailed career plan that included achieving FBI Director status one day. She needed opportunities to prove herself and this was one such chance. Nothing more she needed to know.


  When she failed to reply, Gaspar said, “Take off your rose-colored glasses, Sunshine. You think the boss picked you because you shoot straighter than the rest of us? Not to be a jerk, but get a grip.”


  Kim didn’t argue because his facts were solid and his conclusion flawless. She had no particular qualifications except that she was more expendable than he was because she had no spouse and no children. Albeit for different reasons, like Gaspar, her life belonged to the FBI and that was precisely the way she liked it. She’d tried and failed at love; she had no desire to travel that road again. She was alone by choice and she intended to remain so.


  Could the boss have thought she’d be Reacher bait? The idea seemed preposterous initially, but had quickly assumed potential, almost inevitability. Questions popped into her head. How could she entice Reacher to approach her? What could she offer him? What was she expected to extract in return? Why wasn’t she outraged that the boss simply assumed she would sacrifice herself when the moment came?


  The answer to the last question was simple. She’d sacrificed herself for the FBI before and she would do it again. The boss knew that, she knew that, and apparently Gaspar had worked it out, too.


  Kim was surprised to find herself so angry. “That’s your plan? We find Reacher and lure him into some compromising position and then, what? Fall on our swords?”


  Gaspar shrugged. Maybe he considered anew his problem in Miami. Or maybe he was giving Kim a chance to work out a better plan now that she’d faced facts. If she dared.


  


  2.


  THEY DROVE WESTWARD IN SILENCE along the two-lane blacktop over hilly terrain another four miles before Kim saw the first group of modest homes lining the road on both sides. They were widely spaced and well kept, but only a few windows were illuminated from their interiors despite the dreary weather. Pole buildings, Barns, and other indications of rural civilization seemed randomly placed according to no particular zoning plan for a mile or so until the Crown Vic passed a road sign proclaiming New Hope, Virginia’s city limits. It also claimed to have been named an All-American city a decade ago, which seemed more than a bit ambitious for the collection of dwellings they’d seen so far.


  The county road became Valley View, widened to four lanes, and the speed limit dropped to twenty-five miles an hour as they approached the town. Kim felt Gaspar tap his brake to disengage the cruise control. The big vehicle’s progress gradually slowed along the tarmac.


  Nothing obstructed her line of sight. Valley View ended ahead at a T-intersection with a landscaped ribbon of boulevard a bit farther west. A hundred feet before the intersection with Grand Parkway, Valley View sprouted a center left turn lane and a right turn lane and Kim observed traffic signals at each turning point. The signals for turning traffic from Valley View onto Grand Parkway cycled from red to green and back, but vehicles attempting to turn north were barely moving. Traffic turning southbound and eastbound was flowing slightly better, but without regard to the cycling signals, meaning cops she couldn’t see from her vantage point were most likely directing traffic.


  “Can you see what’s going on up there?” Kim asked, glad for the excuse to resume normal conversation.


  Gaspar stretched his neck and shoulders as he slowed closer to the bottleneck. “Looks like an old crash in the right northbound lane on the boulevard, doesn’t it?”


  “Hard to tell from here, but I’d say an hour ago, or more.” Through gaps in the traffic, Kim saw a white Ford F-150 truck with a cap on the bed stopped on Grand Parkway about thirty feet north of the intersection.


  The Crown Vic progressed haltingly along Valley View with no discernible rhythm to its forward movement. After a bit, Gaspar said, “There’s a blue Toyota Prius’s front end wedged under the truck’s back bumper. That Prius is crunched up like it hit a brick wall at twenty-five miles an hour, but the truck looks undamaged.”


  “I’m counting maybe seven sets of flashing lights. No sirens, so yeah, they’ve probably been there a while. Blue, red, and white, but no yellow,” Kim said.


  Gaspar groused, leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “One day they’re going to standardize emergency vehicle lighting in this country.”


  “Maybe. But right now, I’d say an ambulance is standing by, injuries were already dealt with, and locals are directing traffic and documenting the scene. But they’ve got no tow trucks to move the damaged vehicles out of the way, so they’ve got a snarl.” Kim’s mind appreciated the exercise of figuring out a simple, solvable puzzle for a change. Even though the solution was far from ideal. A tie up at an intersection like this could take hours to resolve and she wasn’t excited about spending the night in New Hope, Virginia.


  “Seems like a lot of responders for a routine rear-end collision,” Gaspar said without looking. “So you’re probably right about the injuries.”


  Traffic continued to move slowly around the crash site. From time to time, Gaspar lifted his foot off the brake and allowed the Crown Vic to inch ahead. When they were close enough, Kim saw two uniformed police officers standing in the biting wind directing traffic, which was surprisingly heavy. They hadn’t seen a single vehicle on the road in the hour before they reached the city limits. She guessed the bulk of New Hope’s population must lie along Grand Boulevard. Or maybe this was rush hour.


  There wasn’t much to look at until they were allowed to make their own right turn and travel slowly past the crash site, craning their necks to watch the show along with the other gawkers.


  Kim saw a woman, clothes bloody, shivering under a too-small blanket, perhaps awaiting an ambulance. A towheaded boy, maybe about four years old and wearing a sweater and corduroy jeans stood a short distance away. Oddly for a crash victim, if he was one, the boy seemed to be chatting amiably with a uniformed policewoman. But it was the oversized mound Kim saw on the pavement covered by another dark blanket that caught her attention as Gaspar threaded the needle to move them beyond the scene.


  “Pull over on the right,” Kim said.


  “Are you sure you want to do that? Even if Reacher’s lying dead under there, we’re supposed to be keeping a low profile, don’t forget.”


  She didn’t argue. Fifty feet from the official vehicles, Gaspar pulled off and parked on the wide gravel shoulder. They stepped out of the Crown Vic and into the stinging wind. The air smelled heavy with loam and exhaust. Humidity soaked her skin like a cold cloud bath.


  “Aren’t you Latin lovers supposed to be chivalrous? Why don’t you ever have a coat to offer me?” Kim teased, shivering from nerves as well as cold as they trudged through damp earth toward the body.


  “November’s always great beach weather in Miami and I don’t own a coat.” Gaspar had stuffed his hands in his trouser pockets after turning up his Banana Republic suit collar. “You’re a liberated female from Detroit. What’s your excuse?”


  Kim wondered that herself. She made a mental note to stop at the first affordable department store. Surely somewhere in this town she might be able to find a coat to fit her, even if she had to shop in the girls’ department.


  Gaspar didn’t dawdle even though his leg had to be cramped after all the driving. Kim struggled to keep up with his long strides. She didn’t know the full extent of his injuries and he’d made it clear she wasn’t going to find out more from him. Snooping into his background seemed disloyal; she’d wait until he trusted her enough to explain. He limped a little, but as they continued along he seemed to walk it out somehow.


  First responders handled the chaotic scene appropriately, Kim noticed. Maybe this was a small town in the middle of nowhere, but officials performed as if they’d been well trained. Emergent needs had been attended to. Now they were processing the crime scene and handling traffic. No one seemed interested in the blanket or the body that lay beneath.


  When Otto and Gaspar approached, a plain-clothes official standing off to the side noticed. He was a slim man, maybe forty-five or fifty, graying chestnut hair and thick black brows. He didn’t ask if they knew the parties involved in the crash, but his tone was friendly when he said, “I’m afraid you folks are going to have to return to your car.”


  Gaspar waited for Otto to take the lead. Partly because stopping was her idea, but leading was also her job. She pulled out her badge wallet and held it in her left hand as she extended her right to shake, counting on the local guy to return her gesture automatically, which he did.


  “Looks like you have your hands full here,” Kim said, friendly too, slipping her badge back into her pocket. Now he’d have to request it if he wanted a closer look. Most times, they didn’t. All cops knew an FBI shield at a glance. Gaspar didn’t offer a glimpse of his. All cops knew FBI agents traveled in pairs.


  “Chief Paul Brady, New Hope PD,” he said, a voice that might sing tenor in the church choir. “You must have been diverted here, huh? Sorry to interrupt your work, but thanks for coming so quickly. Rest of your team on the way?”


  Brady’s words jolted her spine like a taser strike. Why would a local chief call the FBI on a traffic fatality? Sure, headquarters was only a couple of hours away, but the FBI’s jurisdiction didn’t include traffic crashes under normal circumstances.


  Kim injected her tone with cooperative officiousness. “Why’d you call us?”


  Chief Brady said, “I didn’t initially. Witnesses said carjacking. Never been common around here and I hadn’t heard the term for at least a decade.”


  Carjacking wasn’t FBI jurisdiction, either, but Kim didn’t say so. She figured Brady for a guy who had to tell a story in his own way and his own time. “Uh, huh.”


  Brady stuck his paws inside his jacket pockets. “The thing kinda snowballed. First caller reported a rear end collision. I sent a patrol unit out here to process that. A minute or two later, second caller said road rage. Said a huge guy got out of the truck with a shotgun. I quick dispatched another unit. Third caller said the truck driver bashed the Prius’s window with the shotgun butt, dragged the woman out of the Prius and beat her with the gun like it was a club.” Brady wagged his head back and forth as if he couldn’t believe road rage would lead to such savagery, even though he knew it had. “When my officers arrived on the scene, they found the woman battered, the guy dead on the ground, and the boy screaming inside the car. That’s when I grabbed my coat and dashed over here.”


  Gaspar shivered in the cold dampness, scowling as Brady’s tale unfolded too slowly. Her partner wasn’t interested in explaining things to annoyed colleagues arriving any moment. Kim knew because she felt the same way.


  But she needed to see the big guy under that blanket. She didn’t actually believe Reacher was lying under there. Not really. She didn’t believe he’d been in New Hope at all. Not yesterday or ever. But one quick look would settle it and she was ten feet away and she wasn’t leaving until she knew for sure.


  Gaspar prodded Brady to get to the relevant facts supporting FBI jurisdiction. “Domestic terrorists? Contraband in the car? She killed him with an illegal weapon? Guy’s a Native American?”


  Brady’s scowl matched Gaspar’s now as the alpha males squared off. Kim intervened to avoid a stalemate, which would be worse than a skirmish at the moment. “You’d know everybody in town, Chief. Who are these folks?”


  Maybe Brady didn’t want a skirmish, either. “Well, see, that’s the thing. The Prius is a rental from West Virginia. The F-150 is a Maryland rental. We ran the plates. Both were picked up a week ago using a corporate credit card. We’re running that down now, but we keep hitting dead ends on the paper trail.”


  “No ID on the deceased?”


  “None.”


  “The woman?”


  “Says her name is Jill Hill, but she has no ID, either.”


  “What about the boy?” Gaspar asked. “He looks like a little man who knows his name and address to me.”


  “He is all of that,” Chief Brady’s mouth lifted in a slight grin. “Cute kid. Charmed every one of us. He says his name is Brook and he’s asking if the giant went to climb the beanstalk.”


  


  3.


  KIM NODDED AND TOOK a deep breath. “Let’s go see what you’ve got before any more daylight gets away from us.”


  She began walking toward the body, leaving chief Brady and Gaspar no choice but to follow. The F-150 and the Prius were almost bonded together at the crumple, meaning they had to walk around. Kim made her way through small openings between official vehicles attempting to block the crime scene from gawkers. Various personnel were milling around while they waited for the FBI to take over. Kim had no intention of doing so. Her immediate plan was to confirm that Reacher was lying dead under the blanket. Or not.


  Depending on how this went, Kim might or might not want to leave. Less than a minute later Otto and Gaspar stood beside the hulking mound. Her body hummed as if she was electrically connected to a power source. This could be him. The assignment would be over. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that; nor did her feelings matter. It was what it was.


  Gaspar asked a paramedic to remove the cover.


  When they lifted the blanket, Kim required only the briefest glance to settle her questions. She glanced at Gaspar. He nodded.


  His face was a mess. His nose was pulped and his cheekbones smashed. Hair was fair and long, hung over his ears and below his collar. He had the thick neck and heavy shoulders of a bodybuilder. His thighs bulged inside indigo jeans. He wore heavy work boots on his feet. The shotgun remained clutched in his right hand. Dead eyes stared at nothing. His forehead was red and swollen and might yet bruise, even though his heart had finally ceased pumping not long after he cracked his skull open on the pavement’s edge. Bad luck, falling just there, where frost had heaved the pavement to a sharp edge harder than the guy’s head.


  No doubt he seemed like a giant to the boy. He was about 6’2” tall, maybe 220 pounds. The man really was huge. But not big enough to be Jack Reacher.


  While she dealt with the adults, Gaspar approached the remaining eye-witness. Kim pulled out her smart phone and snapped a few photos before she asked the paramedics to replace the blanket. She noticed the deepening dusk and glanced at her Seiko to check the time. Soon, the official FBI team would arrive. She hoped they were bringing sufficient lighting. In another thirty minutes, they’d be working with only insufficient ambient light to process the scene.


  She turned her attention next to the woman. Jill Hill. The name sounded silly enough to be real, but Kim figured it was more likely made up on the spur of the moment when someone asked and Jill wasn’t prepared with a better lie. Because she had the phone out already, she snapped a few pictures of Ms. Hill, too.


  Ms. Hill shivered under the blanket the paramedic had wrapped around her. Her blonde hair was matted with blood, probably from a scalp laceration. Scalp wounds bled like faucets. An effort had been made to wipe the blood from her battered, swollen face, but her broken nose was going to require surgery. Maybe her cheekbones were broken, too. It was hard to say given the lighting conditions. When she watched Kim, her pupils were uneven and nonreactive.


  Kim was no doctor, but like all FBI agents she’d had extensive emergency first aid training. And what she saw alarmed her. She waved Chief Brady over and reported quietly, “She needs to be transported now.”


  Brady said, “We didn’t think she was emergent. We were waiting for FBI to make the call.”


  Instead of asking why again, Kim said, “Now’s the time.” She understood the protocols for concurrent FBI jurisdiction. But if Jill Hill died for killing this man, Kim wanted that to be a decision made by the justice system and not the result when law enforcement failed to provide treatment.


  Gaspar had crouched low, eye-to-eye with the boy, engaged in lively conversation. He was an adorable child who looked maybe a little familiar. Blonde curls, dancing blue eyes, sweetly cherubic cheeks, and a bubbly smile accentuated by a heart-shaped full mouth. Kim noticed only one odd note: Whatever happened here seemed not to have troubled him overmuch.


  Kim tapped Gaspar on the shoulder. He looked up and she tilted her head toward the Crown Vic. He nodded agreement. They’d been here too long. The unmistakable whap-whap-whap of a helicopter, no doubt bringing the FBI agents actually assigned to the case, grew louder. If they hurried, they could be gone before the official team disembarked.


  The boy glanced at Kim and popped up wearing a drooling grin. “I’m Brook! You’re tall as me!” he said, clearly delighted to find at least one adult occupying space near his vertical dimension.


  Kim felt her back stiffen, raised to her full 4’11” height and straightened her shoulders before she teased, “In your dreams, Bucko!”


  He giggled as if this was the funniest thing any adult had said to him today. Which, sadly, it might have been. He offered her a high five. She slapped palms with him, somewhat chagrined to realize that his hand was not so much smaller than hers.


  Gaspar had struggled out of his crouch. “We’ve gotta go, buddy. I had fun talking to you.”


  Young Brook shook hands solemnly with each of them. Then he giggled his glorious laugh and waved while in a singsong voice he said, “Ta-ta! See you in the funny pages!”


  “You bet,” Kim replied. Where have I heard that phrase delivered just like that before?


  They hastened toward the Crown Vic, not only because of the cold, but because the whapping chopper blades had stopped.


  Chief Brady stepped into their path before they reached the Crown Vic. “We sent a couple of cars to collect your team. They should be here shortly. We’ll let you get right to it. Meet up later in my office?”


  “That works,” Kim said. “But you never told me why you called the FBI in the first place.”


  Briefly, Brady’s brows joined over the bridge of his nose in puzzlement before enlightenment struck. “Why did we know about the kidnapping, you mean?”


  Kidnapping?


  “We recognized the kid from the classified BOLO.” Brady chuckled like a proud papa. “He looks exactly like his grandfather, don’t you think? What a charmer. This kid is likely to be president instead of vice president when he grows up, huh? He’s already got the wave and the farewell line down pat.”


  


  4.


  KIM FELT ABOUT TWO BEATS behind while she made the connection. Of course, the boy was former Vice President Brook Armstrong’s grandson. That’s why his farewell words seemed so familiar. Otto and Gaspar had been living so far under the radar, they didn’t even know about the kidnapping. Agencies would have been advised officially, but a media blackout would have been imposed until sometime later as a matter of national security. Kids of politicians were protected from the bright world spotlight. But FBI agents would have known.


  Gaspar must have been similarly behind the curve because he didn’t immediately jump in, either. Half a moment later, they completely lost their opportunity to leave undetected.


  Chief Brady’s gaze moved and fixed at a point beyond. “Here’s your team now,” he said.


  Otto and Gaspar heard the lead agent speak behind them as she approached and moved into their line of sight. “Susan Duffy. Chief Brady?”


  Brady nodded and shook hands and delivered a succinct summary, “Agent Otto here has already sent one injured woman to the hospital. One dead. And the boy is with one of my officers.”


  Perhaps Duffy decided to be discreet for the moment. She said, “Otto and Gaspar can catch me up, Chief. My team will come with you to the crash site. There’s another chopper and team on the way to collect the child. I’ll be right there.”


  When Brady and the other agents moved out of earshot, Duffy’s congeniality disappeared. Her tone was as cold as the frigid wind. “Why are you here?”


  Kim might have attempted conciliation if she hadn’t felt like a complete fool. She hated being ignorant of a major alert for the entire national security team. And Duffy knew too much about Otto and Gaspar already. Belligerence was called for. “Same reason you are. Reacher. Where is he?”


  Duffy didn’t flinch. “You’re confused, Agent Otto. Building the Reacher file is your assignment, not mine.”


  Gaspar intervened. “You can do better than that. Maybe this kidnapping isn’t our case, but it’s not yours either, is it? You didn’t tell Grady you’re BATF, so he wasn’t expecting you. Which means Reacher must have called you and that’s why you’re here. What are you worried about?”


  Duffy seemed to consider things for a moment or two longer than necessary. Probably running the possible scenarios through her mind, deciding how much to reveal, what to conceal. Kim recognized the signs.


  Duffy said, “Our team was deployed to assist with apprehension of kidnapping suspects and the continuing commission of federal crimes.”


  She’d chosen the option Kim would have selected and that was a comfort because it made Duffy predictable, which was the best thing an adversary could be. Kim would bet a month’s salary Duffy’s answer wasn’t true, but it was vague enough. The kind of thing Duffy could maintain long enough to do whatever it was she’d come here to accomplish.


  Gaspar raised his right eyebrow in response.


  Duffy bluffed again, probably because they were in no position to challenge her bluff. “You can check with my superiors if you like before you brief me on exactly why you’re here. I’ll wait.”


  Gaspar shrugged like a man who’s played more than one hand of poker, too. “We were in process of our assignment when we approached what we thought was a traffic crash with bodily injury. We stopped to help. Now that you’re here and in charge, we’ll head out unless there’s something we can do for you?”


  Before Duffy had a chance to reply, an officer from Brady’s team walked up, “Agent Duffy? The medical examiner wants to see you before they transport the body. Please come this way.” Duffy simply followed; Otto and Gaspar tagged along.


  The medical examiner was standing beside the covered body when they approached. “We’ve followed protocols, Agent Duffy. Is there anything special you want me to check before I go?”


  “Identifying marks? Scars? Anything?” She asked, as if she thought there might be. Kim realized Duffy hadn’t seen the body. Yet, she didn’t seem to be thinking Reacher had found his match at long last and finally lost. She didn’t seem worried at all.


  “Unfortunately, no,” the doctor said. “I’ve taken extra cheek swabs for DNA in case you have anything to compare at some point. But there is something I wanted to show you.”


  The medical examiner knelt down beside the body. Duffy tensed slightly and Kim wondered why; she already knew the dead man wasn’t Reacher. Did Duffy know who the guy was?


  He removed the blanket. He turned the burly man’s head to the side exposing his ruined skull. “Cause of death appears to be blunt trauma to the skull caused by hitting the broken concrete. The curious thing is how his head landed here with sufficient force to cause this much damage.”


  “He’d fall pretty hard, wouldn’t he?”


  The doctor wagged his head. “I can show you the computer models later, but the short answer is that’s unlikely. “


  Gaspar asked, “Meaning what?”


  “Meaning he was pushed and pushed hard.”


  Kim felt what was coming in the same way she’d feel vibrations on a train track before the train appeared. Maybe Duffy felt it, too.


  The doctor gestured toward the burly man’s forehead. “See the redness and swelling here? If he’d lived, he’d have a hell of a bruise tomorrow. He was hit with considerable force and weight, which knocked him backwards at significant velocity. When he hit the concrete the blow was much stronger than a simple slip or push and fall.”


  Duffy’s face was a mask of objectivity. But Kim wanted firm, unshakable answers. “Could the woman have hit him hard enough to cause this?”


  “I don’t know for sure, but in my opinion, no. She’s been described to me as slight and five feet, four inches tall. That makes the leverage wrong. I doubt she could have wielded any weapon with sufficient force to knock this guy down in this way, particularly in her weakened condition after he had already attacked her.” He wagged his head again, “I don’t see how any normal-sized woman could have done it.”


  “So you’re saying someone else killed this guy?” Kim asked, to be clear.


  “That’s how it looks,” he said.


  “What knocked him down?” Gaspar asked.


  “Hard to say. Something unexpected, because the deceased didn’t see it coming and duck away. Something hard, heavy, strong. Not that shotgun we found lying there, for sure.”


  Duffy interrupted, “Thank you, doctor. Call me from the hospital after you’ve seen the woman, please.” She handed him her business card. Then she turned to face Kim. “Let’s get a cup of coffee. It’s freezing out here.”


  Otto and Gaspar walked behind Duffy the short distance back to the Crown Vic. As Duffy had foretold, a second, larger helicopter approached from the east, moving fast, rotors progressively louder, almost within range. Conversational tones became impossible.


  Once all three were seated inside the car, Kim turned toward the back seat; Duffy’s gaze met Gaspar’s in the rear view mirror. She said, “You’re looking thoughtful.”


  Gaspar started the engine and flipped on the heat before he replied, “Just thinking that what little Brook said to me makes a lot more sense now.”


  “What’d he say?” Kim asked, still watching Duffy. What was she thinking?


  Gaspar said, “Brook wanted to know why the giant killed the bad man.”


  Duffy’s scowl consumed her facial features like a plaster mask. “You’ve jumped to the wrong conclusions again. We need to talk before you get too far off the rails, which wouldn’t be a good thing for any of us.”


  Still, Kim examined Duffy’s reaction carefully, challenged. “You’re saying Reacher didn’t kill that guy?”


  Duffy’s sigh was barely audible over the rotors’ noise. “It’s not what you think, Otto.”


  Kim wagged her head with vigor. “Nothing about Reacher ever is.” Neither Duffy nor Gaspar heard.


  Gaspar’s near-shout barely traveled across the increasing cacophony. “Why don’t you enlighten us?”


  Duffy projected loudly, “That’s my plan. There’s a diner on Grand Boulevard about a mile past the police station. Head north. I’ll tell you where to turn.”


  Gaspar pulled the big car onto the northbound lane and joined the spotty traffic traveling now at normal speeds. New Hope was a tidy town populated with Disney-like storefronts and gaslights and lined with flower boxes still sporting fall mums in yellow hues. The sidewalks were swept clean. The only thing missing were shoppers, but given the weather and the hour and the excitement back at the intersection, an absence of pedestrians was not surprising.


  Three miles beyond the crime scene stood a freestanding red brick building with white Doric columns and an impressive double door. Once, it might have been a bank. Now, The New Hope Family Diner advertised breakfast all day. Duffy said, “Park in the side lot. There’s an entrance there.”


  Also in the side lot were a dozen vehicles of various makes and models. At the end of the row, Kim noticed a standard issue government black SUV with dark tinted windows all around the back. The driver was clean cut, well groomed, and infinitely patient.


  Duffy led the way inside the diner and chose a booth in the back away from the other patrons. Duffy sat with her back to the exit, leaving Kim and Gaspar the best position choice. Surprising, Kim thought, as she and Gaspar sat facing the door.


  After the waitress had taken their orders and delivered the coffee, Duffy said, “You’ve been out of the loop on this situation so let me fill you in first. The Vice President’s daughter and her husband are divorcing. The divorce is contentious and not going well for her.”


  Kim had heard the rumors. Sally Armstrong had been a wild child when her father was one heartbeat away from leading the free world. Substance abuse was alleged, but never admitted. Marriage hadn’t tamed her.


  Gaspar watched Duffy closely while drinking his coffee, but he asked no questions, which was odd for him. His behavior had been erratic since his wife called earlier. Kim continued to worry about his Miami issues, but she could only handle one major problem at a time.


  “Go on,” Kim said.


  Duffy said, “Six days ago, young Brook Armstrong III was kidnapped from his home in Arlington by his nanny, Jillian Timmer, and an unidentified man.”


  “Otherwise known as ‘Jill Hill’ and the dead truck driver I suppose,” Kim said.


  Duffy nodded. “Jillian had disabled the surveillance cameras, but she wasn’t aware of additional surveillance inside and outside the Armstrong house. As a result, the Vice President’s team knew fairly quickly that the two had abducted the boy. The kidnapping was well planned and well executed.”


  Gaspar wiped his hand across his face and made a strange, almost moaning noise. His voice filled with anger and accusation. “Meaning Jillian executed the kidnapping with the cooperation of one of Brook’s parents, and you were one of the people supposed to keep that from happening, and then the team lost visual contact before they could be apprehended, right?”


  Duffy’s annoyance flashed, but she tamped down her temper. The effort cost her. “After that, we worked around the clock to find the boy. None of us has slept more than four hours in the past six days. We expected a ransom demand, but it never came.”


  Kim quickly put the timeline together in her head. “So you were working the case three days ago, when we saw you in DC.”


  Pieces of the puzzle were clicking into place, but what did the full picture look like?


  Duffy had lowered her gaze and drank a few sips of black coffee before she continued. “We got a lucky break today. I received an anonymous tip—”


  Gaspar’s fist pounded the table, nostrils flared, a deep flush rose from is collar to his hairline. “Seriously? You expect me to believe that?”


  A few diners glanced toward their table, maybe alarmed, maybe curious about the fuss. Duffy cleared her throat and continued as if he’d never spoken. “I received an anonymous tip a few hours ago. Brook was seen riding in a vehicle involved an insignificant rear end collision here in New Hope. While we put everything in place to pick him up here, the truck driver got out of hand. You arrived before we did.”


  “What a load of crap,” Gaspar said, angrier than Kim had seen him in their brief time as partners. Was he angry because of Duffy’s lies? Or was it something else?


  Duffy’s eyes flashed anger now, too. But she remained seated. She drank coffee and, like Kim, waited for Gaspar to settle down. When he did, she handed them a hand-held video device.


  “Press the play button,” she said.


  


  5.


  OTTO AND GASPAR WATCHED the scene unfold on Duffy’s video like a silent movie. The video was obviously spliced from images captured by several sources. The early segments were recorded by drones without soundtrack and maybe some kind of interior vehicle cameras. Later portions contained some sound and a bit of dialogue, indicating they were recorded by traffic cams and maybe other sources. The images were good enough. Clear enough to confirm some things. Not clear enough for others.


  The sign advising sixteen miles to New Hope’s city limits was four miles back on the road before the video’s start. The hitchhiker was hunched into his jacket like cold and damp and heavy November air chilled his bones even as he trudged westward along the road’s uneven shoulder at a warming clip. Stinging wind assaulted his face so he kept his head down.


  Nothing to see, anyway. The bleak landscape was less welcoming than any Kim had traveled before, which was quite a feat. He probably felt the same.


  Experience must have told him to keep moving until, maybe, the right vehicle came along. A farmer or trucker could have offered him a ride; maybe that’s how he reached this point. Otherwise, he’d walk another four hours before he found hot coffee and a decent diner and, if he could muster a little luck, a warm bed for the night.


  He’d made such trips before and Kim figured he expected more long walks down empty roads toward new towns in his future.


  But Kim recognized him immediately because she’d seen him twice before. She recognized his clothes, too. The same heavy work boots probably kept his feet warm enough, dry enough. The brown leather jacket’s collar was turned up and his hair covered his ears, but a cap and gloves would have improved things, weather-wise. Indigo jeans and a work shirt surely weren’t sufficient. She wondered why he didn’t wear something warmer, at the very least.


  “That’s Reacher, isn’t it?” Kim asked. A test for Duffy. How far could she be trusted?


  Duffy replied, “Can’t see the face.”


  Which wasn’t exactly true, but Kim figured Duffy knew the value of plausible deniability, too, and maybe Duffy’s response was better than an affirmation for now.


  “Why was he there?” Kim asked.


  “I’m not a mind reader,” Duffy said, a little huffily this time.


  So she doesn’t know why. And she’s pissed off about it. Interesting.


  Reacher looked less like a guy down on his luck and more like a threat, but there was nothing he could do about his travel costume then, even if he’d cared about fashion, which he probably didn’t.


  Kim wondered aloud, “Why he was headed to New Hope along that lonely road this afternoon? He was already here yesterday. Where did he go and why was he coming back?”


  No one answered. Maybe someday, Kim would have the chance to ask him. She felt her stomach churn at the thought and controlled it by turning her attention back to the video.


  Heavy clouds threatened to snow blanket the countryside again before nightfall. He could have slept outside. He’d done it many times before when he was in the army. But maybe he had a plan for a room in New Hope, although everything she knew about him said he wasn’t much of an advance planner.


  “There,” Gaspar said, pointing with his chin, one eyebrow raised. “See it?”


  She did. He’d picked his head up. His stride hesitated briefly.


  Kim said, “He heard the car approaching when it was far behind him. Good ears.”


  “He’s got years of training and sharp reflexes. And it was probably just quiet enough out there. The engine would’ve sounded small and weak and foreign. You can almost see him thinking it through, knowing he’d have trouble scrunching his six-foot, five-inch frame into the passenger seat.”


  Or maybe he was expecting the Prius all along because Duffy told him what car Jillian was driving, Kim thought. Maybe that’s why he was there to start with.


  Gaspar said, “Alternative rides weren’t thick on the ground. He probably figured nothing more suitable was likely to pass before nightfall.”


  A few moments later, Reacher had turned to face oncoming traffic and stuck his right thumb out, walking slowly backward, waiting. Kim recalled too clearly the biting wind that scraped her corneas. Must have been the same for him and caused his eyes to water, too.


  He’d have watched through watery haze while the blue vehicle steadily narrowed the distance between them without slowing. Some optical trick might’ve made the car seem smaller as it came closer, which made no sense at all, but Kim had experienced that, too.


  He blinked until his vision cleared, maybe. He saw a female at the wheel, alone in the Prius. Blonde hair. Nice face. Gorgeous eyes. Dark sweater. Maybe mid-thirties. Kim was shocked by Jillian’s face. The face Kim saw after Jillian was viciously attacked by the truck driver, wasn’t recognizable as this same woman.


  Jillian glanced toward Reacher as she passed without slowing. Now, he blinked the water out of his eyes and closed his lids briefly.


  “He couldn’t have been surprised,” Kim said. “What woman in her right mind would pick up a guy looking like him?”


  Gaspar replied. “No woman should pick up any hitchhiker, Sunshine. Not even you. And I don’t care how good a marksman you are.”


  Kim didn’t bother to defend against his challenge because she agreed with him on principle. But if Jillian had followed her first instincts and simply kept going, she’d be dead now. Maybe she’d known that. Maybe she knew that violence is a process, not an event.


  After the Prius passed, Reacher turned to face westward again and resumed trudging, his head down against the frigid wind once more.


  Less than five minutes later, he must’ve heard the puny engine’s unmistakable whine again. He glanced up and saw the same driver behind the wheel. Maybe he wondered why she’d changed her mind. What did he think? Probably some misguided act of Christian charity or something?


  The car passed him again, made a U-turn, returned and pulled up alongside. Jillian lowered the passenger side window and he bent over to speak to her. It was then he would have seen Brook belted into a booster seat on the passenger side. Young Brook’s head was barely as high as the window’s edge.


  “What’s going through his head now?” Kim asked, as if she was talking to herself.


  “He’s thinking she’s either very brave or very foolish,” Gaspar said. “What’s she thinking?”


  “Maybe she figured the boy would provide a level of security. She couldn’t possibly have known whether he would hurt her or the boy, right? Was she stupid? Crazy? Both?”


  Gaspar shrugged. “To him, her motives didn’t matter. Hers was the only car he’d seen in the past hour and he was cold and tired and hungry. The only thing that mattered to him at the moment was getting somewhere to bunk in for the night rather than sleeping outside in the snow.”


  The boy grinned. His eyelids seemed heavy. A bit of drool dampened the side of his smile. Blue eyes widened when Reacher doubled over to stick his head in the window.


  The boy said something. Reacher smiled at him, tried to look less menacing. No success.


  Jillian shouted from the driver seat against the wind rushing in around him through the open window. Maybe she asked where he was going or maybe she just suggested he hop in. Impossible to tell from the silent video.


  He said something. Pointed toward the town twelve miles ahead. He waited and she watched him a couple of moments, trying to decide, probably. Maybe he was mildly curious about her next move. If a normal man had had any reasonable option, he might have allowed her to keep driving, collecting nothing but a story to tell her girlfriends about the hulking, menacing hitchhiker who’d flagged her down on the way into town.


  He reached back and opened the passenger door quickly, maybe worried she’d come to her senses and speed away. He folded himself into the back seat awkwardly; his bulk barely allowed him to close the door.


  The boy tried to turn around and look at him, but the seatbelt held him firmly in the federally certified and approved safety restraint system. Kim was glad the restraints worked because he should have been in the back seat. Brook wiggled a little bit before he gave up and asked his questions without eye contact.


  Kim could see the child’s lips moving, but she couldn’t hear his words. “What did he ask about, do you know?”


  Gaspar grinned. “He told me the whole thing, blow by blow. He wanted to know if Mr. Giant had a beanstalk they could climb. But it was a short conversation. Long on questions from young Brook and short on answers from the giant.”


  Jillian reached over and ruffled the boy’s curls in a gesture as old as motherhood itself. She maybe asked him to be quiet and play with his toys. He seemed to do that and Kim saw no signs of unhappiness from either the woman or the boy. Had Reacher assumed Jillian was Brook’s mother? A reasonable, if incorrect, assumption.


  Jillian glanced into her rearview mirror to meet his gaze and spoke to him. Whatever he replied satisfied her because she turned her attention back to driving and soon had the car moving steadily westward again.


  “What did she say to him?” Kim asked.


  Duffy said, “I don’t know. Maybe she’ll be able to tell us when we have a chance to question her.”


  Reacher closed his eyes and dropped his chin to his chest.


  Apparently, he wasn’t in the mood for conversation. After a few contortions, he slouched further down onto the backseat.


  “Is he sleeping?” Kim asked aloud.


  “I would be,” Gaspar replied.


  Twenty-one minutes later the car had stopped at the intersection of Valley View and Grand Parkway, waiting for the traffic signal. The boy must have dropped something; Jillian seemed to be searching on the floor or maybe between the seats.


  The traffic light changed to green, allowing westbound traffic to proceed. But the little car didn’t move immediately.


  Gaspar said, “This would have been the point where witnesses reported the first long horn blast from the F-150 immediately behind her car. Another long one, then two shorter blasts followed, Brady said.”


  “We’ve got spotty sound from here on out,” Duffy said. She reached over to turn up the volume.


  On the video, Jillian stopped searching for the toy and sat up abruptly. She slid the transmission into gear. Kim could see her lips moving as she spoke silently. Maybe she said, “Okay okay okay. Keep your shirt on. We’re going.” Or something like that.


  Jillian pulled the vehicle through the intersection making a right turn and curving narrowly moving into the far right lane, allowing the angry truck driver plenty of room to pass. Kim heard his revved engine amid traffic sounds from other cars in the intersection. Jillian’s Prius floated side to side in the truck’s wash as it sped past.


  And that should have been the end of it. In a more civilized age, it would have been. But not this day. Because whether Jillian knew it or not, violence is still a process, not an event, and the day wasn’t finished yet.


  Instead, Jillian continued her steady stream of nervous chatter, but whatever she said inside the car was inaudible through the available surveillance microphones and the image wasn’t the right angle for lip reading.


  But the horns, the lost toy, Jillian’s agitation, and probably a hundred other things altogether flipped a switch of some sort and the boy began to squall while still safely belted into his car seat.


  Jillian glanced over, maybe to comfort the child. In the split second she was distracted, she didn’t see the F-150 stop abruptly in front of her and the Prius slammed into what must have felt like hitting a brick building.


  From the back seat, her passenger had no warning and no opportunity to brace himself. The impact threw him onto the floor in a jumble of boots and knees and elbows. Maybe his head took a resounding whack against the padded front seat.


  Brook cried harder and Jillian panicked, yelling now, probably near hysteria, which fed the boy’s squalling and the cacophony inside the car must have reached decibels assaulting all ears.


  The truck driver moved swiftly from inside the F-150’s cab to standing beside the Prius holding his shotgun by the barrel like a club or a baseball bat.


  Kim and Gaspar watched Reacher struggle to extricate himself from his tortured position in the foot well. When the truck driver smashed Jillian’s window, Reacher must have heard the sound of breaking glass and felt the rush of cold air into the cabin.


  Jillian screamed and the boy continued screeching and while Reacher was still struggling to get up off the floor. The truck driver’s angry tenor shouted, “What the hell is wrong with you, bitch?”


  That was the point where the truck driver opened Jillian’s door and hauled her out and threw her hard against the car.


  Gaspar pressed the pause button on the playback to give them a moment Reacher didn’t have at the time to think through the situation.
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  BY THE TIME REACHER was able to assess the situation, chaos reigned. The Prius’s front end had smashed into the rear of the oversized F-150 and crunched like an accordion. The burly driver, outraged, unrelenting, held Jillian by the arm and shook her, screaming angry words Reacher, still in the back seat, couldn’t quite hear, either. The boy continued his hysteria in the front seat and the little car’s horn, which had sounded constantly since the collision, blared as if its battery might last forever.


  The truck driver raised the shotgun and brought the butt down on Jillian’s shoulder hard enough to knock her out of his grasp and drop her to the pavement.


  In a flash, Reacher propelled from the back seat, over the wrinkled car hood, and when the burly guy raised his shotgun club again, Reacher grabbed the gun barrel, stopping the swing at the top of his arc and causing the burly guy’s weight to shift and pivot on his left foot.


  Surprise caught the burly guy off guard for a moment, but a moment was all Reacher needed. Briefly, their eyes met and the truck driver’s bulged as if he was being squeezed by a bullwhip around the stomach.


  That was when the burly driver made his final mistake. He faced Reacher full on and snarled a threat that seemed to faze Reacher not at all.


  Out of the blue, Reacher head-butted him full in the face. Came off his back foot, thrust up the legs and whipped his head forward and smashed it into the guy’s nose, like hitting him in the face with a bowling ball.


  His legs crumpled and he hit the floor like a puppet with the strings cut.


  And his head cracked on the concrete’s jagged edge.


  When the truck driver went down and stayed down, Reacher moved swiftly to Jillian’s side. He helped her to her feet, steadied her inside the Prius, then knelt to talk with her, watching her face carefully, maybe looking for the non-reactive pupils Kim saw hours later. They exchanged a few words the microphones didn’t catch, but it seemed like a brief and gentle disagreement.


  Jillian waved toward the moving traffic. A few vehicles had slowed and some had stopped. A man held a cell phone to his ear. A woman dressed in nurse’s garb approached to help. Jillian glanced at Reacher once more and a long look communicating something unspoken passed between them.


  More cars slowed, stopped, and people came to help.


  Reacher stood, turned, and walked northward along Grand Boulevard’s gravel shoulder. In the final moments of the video, his image was grainy, indistinct. Perhaps another drone camera’s capture or maybe Duffy had cut the sound.


  Reacher seemed to have a cell phone held to his ear. Then he dropped it onto the pavement and crushed it with the heel of his boot before he turned, stuck out his thumb, and waited for a ride.


  The video ended. Silence reigned while the three agents mulled things over.


  Duffy said, “I’m going to the restroom. I’ll be right back.” She picked up the video player and left the table.


  Gaspar said, “I have to call Maria.” He left the table, too, and Kim heard, “Alexandre? How is she?” before he moved through the front door of The New Hope Family Diner in search of a better signal.
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  KIM REMAINED SEATED, TRYING to make sense of the puzzle picture and Reacher’s jumbled profile as Duffy’s video destroyed the working hypothesis she’d formed in her head.


  Several things that had been mysteries a few hours ago were now solved. Duffy had done Reacher a favor three days ago when she warned Otto and Gaspar to stop digging for Reacher’s records. Reacher probably came to New Hope to return that favor.


  He figured somehow that Jillian Timmer and Brook Armstrong were hiding here. Reacher discovered or deduced a connection between Jillian and New Hope, even if Duffy didn’t know what it was yet. Maybe she or Kim would find the connection, but it didn’t really matter now that the kidnapping was resolved and Reacher had obviously moved on.


  Maybe Reacher had planned to kill the truck driver and maybe not. Either way would no doubt have been fine with Reacher.


  The confounding point was his motivation. Was it possible that all he wanted was to release Jillian from the man’s hold and help Duffy return Brook to his family?


  Gaspar returned to the table, smiling a little, Kim thought. “Maria doing better?”


  “She’s got a ways to go, but thank God for Alexandre and Denise. They’re staying with her, helping with the kids until I can get back. I’ll tell you about it later. Where’s Duffy?”


  Kim looked out into the parking lot and noticed that the black SUV with the tinted windows and government plates was gone.


  THE END
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  Dear Friends,



  Welcome to Licensed to Thrill: A Diane Capri Sampler, a bonus book of special extras from me for you. Our team has selected each item with one goal in mind. We want you to enjoy reading Licensed to Thrill as much as we enjoyed creating it for you. But I’m telling you right up front that gifting you this volume is a plot. Not only are we giving you some great stuff here, we’re hoping these samples will entice you to read more of my books in the same way chocolate candy stores ply you with tasty morsels at the mall and wineries waft open glasses under your nose. Fiendishly clever, isn’t it? Exactly.


  You know I’m a recovering lawyer, right? Which means I’m a little skeptical about things and you might be, too. So if you’re new to my books, I thought you might like to discover for yourself why Margaret Maron, the Edgar, Anthony, Agatha and Macavity Award-winning Mystery Writers of America Past President, says: “Diane’s expertise shines on every page.” And Library Journal raved “...tense legal drama with courtroom overtones, twisty plots, and loads of atmosphere. Recommended.”


  We start with a gift copy of Fatal Enemy, featuring the new heroine I really love—Jess Kimball. She’s a fiery woman, driven by her own past to fight for crime victims the justice system failed. Jess reminds me of Jack Reacher, only female, smaller, and nicer. Like Reacher, Jess is alone in the world wherever she goes. But unlike Reacher, Jess is on a mission only she believes in, only she can complete. You’ll find out what happened to Jess in Fatal Enemy and you’ll see exactly what I mean. In Jess’s shoes, could I do what she’s done? Could you?


  I hope you’ll love Jess Kimball as much as I do because her story continues in my bestseller, Fatal Distraction. We’ve included the opening chapters here for you to sample. When Fatal Distraction opened on Amazon as the #3 Bestselling Legal Thriller, only behind John Grisham, you can’t imagine how thrilled I was! (Why? Hang on a moment—I’m getting to that.)


  But first, speaking of Jack Reacher, Licensed to Thrill also includes opening chapters from my runaway bestseller, Don’t Know Jack. The success of Don’t Know Jack has been especially exciting for us because publishing Don’t Know Jack was a big risk. We had no idea whether readers would love the concept and the stories or not. Jack Reacher is a beloved man in many reading circles, as you may know. His fans are exceptionally protective. No one loves Jack Reacher more than I do. So when we published Don’t Know Jack, I knew I was sticking my head in the mouth of the lion, to be sure. I had my passport ready in case I needed to flee the country ahead of the lynch mob! (Sure, I’m joking—but not a lot!)


  But we knew we had a good concept, a good story, characters I loved (and some I loved to hate!). I hope you’ll see right away why #1 worldwide publishing phenomenon Lee Child calls my work, “Full of thrills and tension, but smart and human, too.” And why Lee gave the series an enthusiastic two thumbs up when he said, “Kim Otto is a great, great character. I love her!”


  Don’t Know Jack kicked off the Hunt for Reacher series and garnered #1 Bestseller spots on the Mystery, Hard-boiled Mystery, Police Procedural, Women Sleuths, and Legal Thriller lists both in the U.S. and U.K. I stopped holding my breath and put my passport back in the drawer. Whew! Close call.


  We hope you’ll be a Kim Otto and Carlos Gaspar enthusiastic reader, too. We hope you’ll want to finish Don’t Know Jack as well as the two bestselling short stories in the series, Jack in a Box and Jack and Kill. As long as readers enjoy the books, I’ll be licensed to keep ‘em coming!


  We’ve included even more bonus material for you, too. My Justice Series of suspense mysteries were praised by reviewers and readers as well, but I was especially pleased when the mystery reviewers at Romantic Times awarded Wasted Justice their coveted “Top Pick.” Who knew? What a rush!


  Here in Licensed to Thrill, you’ll find samples from all five of my Justice Series novels, including Due Justice, Twisted Justice, Secret Justice, Wasted Justice, and Raw Justice. Of course, we’re offering you these samples because we hope you’ll be just as hooked on the Justice Series as on the rest of my work.


  Licensed to Thrill includes the Behind the Book dialogue between me and Lee Child at a Manhattan cocktail party that instigated Don’t Know Jack; an excerpt from Lee’s Reacher Report sharing his views on the book; a fun blog post entitled “Diane Capri Reveals Lee Child (not Jack Reacher?)”; and finally—remember what I said about John Grisham? Well, I’ve never met the man, but he started me down the path to actually writing fiction instead of legal briefs. It seemed fitting to include my tribute article originally published in the prestigious masterwork Thrillers: 100 Must Reads, edited by my friends Hank Wagner and David Morrell. You know David, right? The creator of Rambo?


  If you enjoy what we’ve included here, you can find more articles, interesting stuff, and the lowdown on my website any time. I hope you’ll stop by. It would be great fun for me to talk to you and learn a bit more about you. Speaking of that, I’d be thrilled if you’d consider joining our Capri Club. Chat with us and other readers. Let me know what you like to read—and what you don’t. We’ll see what we can do. Visit us at DianeCapri.com or join us on Facebook at: DianeCapriBooks. Find additional contact links below in the Author’s Note section.


  If you would like to be kept up to date with infrequent emails including release dates for Diane Capri Books, free offers, gifts, and general information, please sign up for our mailing list. We don’t want to leave you out! Sign up here: http://dianecapri.com/contact/


  So there you have it. Lawyers don’t lie, you know. Hand-to-heart, I’ve shared the whole truth and nothing but the truth on this very special volume we’re calling Diane Capri: Licensed to Thrill. I really hope you’ll love it (and I told you why). Thank you for reading and see you next time between the covers!


  Enjoy!


  


  When Life Hands You Lemons,


  Make Martinis—With a Twist!



  The Diane Capri Story


  LIFE WAS HUMMING ALONG on all cylinders for a while. Born in Alabama, I grew up in a small German-American farming town north of Detroit, where I lived a book-filled childhood and followed most of the rules. Graduated from Wayne Law School cum laude and served as an editor of the Wayne Law Review. Ranked in the top 1% of lawyers nationwide, and practiced law throughout the U.S., representing clients from around the world. While I published millions of words during my legal career, most of them were nonfiction. Never drank gin martinis, shaken or stirred.


  Always an insatiable reader with a keen interest in crime fiction, particularly mystery and suspense, I spent the travel years on airplanes and in hotel rooms. I put the time to good use by learning fiction craft when not practicing law, but friends pointed out that my fiction files contained only desire and incomplete projects. Too true. Grisham and Turow and many other lawyers hit the fiction world long before me.


  But in 1995, one shocking phone call destroyed my thriving law practice. My largest client was overwhelmed by product liability lawsuits and filed for bankruptcy protection, blasting a gaping hole in my by-the-book life and leaving me with an uncollectable debt besides.


  Pelted by these lemons, gin martinis were a viable option. But I don’t like gin. I’ve been called a Pollyanna and perhaps that’s true, because I was sure I could find a better answer. Like what? Well, I loved that creation story about the famous author who got fired at age forty and became Lee Child.


  Of course, I hadn’t heard that story in 1995 and he wasn’t famous then.


  I had heard the one from the medical clerk who wrote A is for Alibi to kill off her ex-husband and become Sue Grafton. I didn’t have an ex-husband, but more than a few folks had recently made my list of jerks the world could do without. Hmmm....


  I’d been through Travis McGee’s adventures a dozen times, never tiring of exploits that traveled along smoothly on Boodles Gin. I’d moved to Florida and adored everything about the Sunshine State. The hours to write what I loved instead of what paid the bills now stretched endlessly ahead and I figured it was now or never.


  So sure, Pollyanna, why not?


  You’re thinking I acquired a taste for gin martinis, killed off the bad guys, finished the book, and lived happily ever after? Um, not exactly.


  After a series of false starts, I challenged myself to finish Due Justice in the style of stories I loved to read, put my head down and went to work.


  Due Justice and the three books that followed are suspenseful Florida mysteries set in the legal world. Rather than a strapping, muscular boat-bum like McGee, my hero is Federal Judge Wilhelmina Carson, a strong woman who drinks Bombay Sapphire Gin and delivers true justice along with a splash of humor. The Willa books quickly found a publisher, an audience, and acclaim as well, under the author name M. Diane Vogt.


  So, not Lee Child or Sue Grafton, but there I was, up and running, humming along on all cylinders again. All’s well that ends well? Not so fast.


  You guessed it: Another fusillade of lemons.


  Slammed by lawsuits, my publisher failed and bankruptcy followed. A legal quagmire swamped my career. Again. And this time, it swallowed my books, too.


  Quick! Juice those lemons! Shaken? Stirred? Who cares? Bring on the martinis and keep ‘em coming! Except Pollyanna doesn’t like gin, as it turns out. Nor is she a loner.


  We all get by with a little help from our friends and writers are some of the most generous people anywhere. I’d long been active in Mystery Writers of America, Sisters in Crime, Romance Writers of America, and other writing organizations. The friends I’d made there encouraged me to get back to work.


  While Judge Willa was literally being held hostage, I wrote two new thrillers, one featuring Florida lawyer Jennifer Lane, Raw Justice, and the second starring victim’s rights advocate Jess Kimball and her good friend, Florida Governor Helen Sullivan, Fatal Distraction. These books featured ramped up suspense and increased body counts, mostly within the bounds of the law. Sue Grafton was right about literary revenge. Very satisfying. Easier on the liver than gin martinis, too.


  While I was writing Fatal Distraction, I was invited to join International Thriller Writers at its inception. Shortly thereafter, I became a member of the ITW board along with my friend, the #1 International Bestselling author, Lee Child. Later, I served as Executive Vice President. It was a great experience and I can highly recommend enjoying everything ITW has to offer for readers and writers alike.


  At a cocktail party in New York in 2009, without a martini in hand, Lee and I discussed one of the great existential questions: Where the hell is Jack Reacher between exploits, anyway?


  The answer was unknown, which inspired me to write a series of suspense novels answering the inquiry with Lee’s blessing. The first of those novels is Don’t Know Jack, introducing FBI Special Agents Kim Otto and Carlos Gaspar.


  Thankfully, readers enjoyed the tale. Readers made Don’t Know Jack, a bestseller, allowing the short story single, Jack in a Box, to quickly follow. All of my books are now enjoying wide readership again, proving there is life after the law.


  I hesitate to tempt fate by saying we’re humming along. Yet, The Hunt for Reacher Series is great fun. We travel behind Reacher and discover what happened to the people left behind in his wake. Another short story followed the first, titled Jack and Kill. The second novel, Get Jack Back, is scheduled for release in early 2013, publishing gods willing.


  Readers ask me whether Otto and Gaspar will find Reacher at some point. My answer is: sure, whenever Reacher wants to be found.


  And then what?


  Who will win the inevitable confrontation? My money’s on Otto. I’ll understand if you feel differently. After all, Reacher’s bigger, stronger, meaner, and much less anxious. So what? The bigger they are, the harder they fall.


  For now, I’m still a snowbird. We live in perpetual summer, dividing our time between homes in Northern Michigan and Florida. Still married to my one and only husband. Still love dogs, writing, sunshine, warm temperatures, gourmet food, dark chocolate everything, dry red wine, convertible cars and my very large extended family.


  I never developed a taste for gin.


  I’ll always love Willa Carson, Jenny Lane, Jess Kimball, and reading Travis McGee. I hope you’ll always enjoy them, too. But these days, I’m busy on The Hunt for Reacher.


  Want to come along? Bring vodka—life will supply the lemons.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  JESS KIMBALL SWITCHED THE Glock’s grip to her left hand, raised her right to rub her sore neck and stretched her shoulders. Her body seemed to hum at the cellular level. She felt fatigued, yet buzzingly alert. She hadn’t been in the same room with Richard Martin for more than a dozen years. Worse things than Richard had happened to her since she’d seen him last. He’d find out soon enough that she wasn’t a gullible sixteen-year-old anymore.


  Dressed crown to sole in black, sitting as still as the furniture, Jess was indistinguishable from her surroundings. Ambient light was non-existent in the quiet neighborhood, where crime should’ve been non-existent. The microwave clock glowed 3:00:15 a.m. providing the room’s only illumination.


  Jess leaned back, ankles crossed, heels propped on the kitchen table, and settled in to wait through the remainder of the third night. A bouquet of Stargazer lilies stood across the room but their fragrant perfume filled the air like oxygen. Richard was allergic to Stargazers. Jess appreciated the subtle torture although she hadn’t planned it.


  Man, she hated custody battles; the children always lose. But this custody dispute was different, more vital. She couldn’t refuse to help this time because the victim was Richard Martin’s daughter. Knowing Richard as she did would make the difference between success and failure.


  As malevolent a bastard as ever drew breath, Richard was far from stupid. He would try to steal Anna until someone stopped him. If not tonight, then tomorrow or another night soon. Jess felt it, yes. Instinct and preparation had saved her life before. She wouldn’t ignore them now. But hunches were not enough.


  Her throat was parched, but she couldn’t risk a trip to the faucet for water. Time seemed stagnant even as the clock reflected 3:10:21 a.m. Combating boredom, her thoughts wandered again to Richard when she’d been in lust with him. Inside the ski mask, her face burned now with a different heat. He’d been her first romance when she was sixteen and seeking love wherever she could find it. She’d felt as treasured as a rare art object for about three weeks. The warning signs were there if only she’d been sophisticated enough to recognize them. She wasn’t. She’d made a significant mistake a long time ago, and it had defined her life evermore.


  Undisclosed petty crimes and scandals had blown the Martin family into her town and serious crimes hastened them away a year later. Richard had turned eighteen as his crimes escalated. He’d have gone to prison. A chill ran through her as she recalled how narrowly she’d escaped his bondage when Richard’s parents rushed him to a new jurisdiction moments before his arrest for grand theft auto.


  Jess stretched again, shifted the gun purposefully at 3:12:46 a.m. She noted its heft increasing with the slightest attention paid during the passing seconds. Show yourself, Richard, you coward.


  Richard never knew that he’d left her pregnant with Peter. Nor had he cared. Jess’s embarrassed adolescent pride kept the news from him at first. Later, when she realized his miserable domination for what it was, she concealed Peter from Richard and vowed she always would. Not that he’d ever looked back. Jess was grateful for that much.


  She’d never told anyone who’d fathered her son. Nor would she. When people asked, she simply said she didn’t know. If pressed for more details, she said she’d been raped by an unknown assailant who was never apprehended, which was technically accurate but not true. She’d been a minor back then and Richard was not, so what he’d done was statutory rape and he’d have gone to jail if anyone had bothered to report his crime. But she’d been a willing participant in his seduction. Still, “rape” described precisely how she felt when Richard tossed her aside like a used rag. Maybe that was when anger’s spark lodged firmly in her gut and flamed whenever Richard’s name was mentioned.


  So far, the rape answer had sufficed. No one ever tried to hunt down a man Jess Kimball couldn’t find for herself. People assumed an investigative journalist of her stature, coupled with her national crusade for victims’ rights, made Jess infallible as a prison-trained bloodhound. Which was true.


  3:23:07 a.m. How much longer should she wait tonight? At least until dawn. She’d promised Betsy. And then she’d be back tomorrow. Richard had told Betsy he was coming, simply to terrorize her further. Jess would be waiting for as long as it took.


  Jess inhaled deeply, drawing the Stargazers’ fragrance into her lungs and remembered how she’d watched Richard’s life from afar. Memories heated her temper and chased away the last of the early morning chill. He’d cut a wide swath through a long list of gullible girls and later, gullible women. None of them were foolish enough to deliver his child afterward, but each one bore invisible scars Jess could easily discern just the same.


  Until seven years ago when Richard seized sexier, younger, naive, sensitive and fragile Betsy. She never stood a chance.


  Jess had contacted Betsy back then, tried to warn her before she married him, but Betsy’s inexperience prevailed. Thus began the destructive tango that led them all here.


  All these years later, Jess felt grateful to have escaped Richard’s cruelty but guilty, too. Survivor guilt was what the psychologists called it. Irrational perhaps, but real enough. She shrugged; she supposed Richard had to marry someone eventually. He wasn’t a man who’d remain single forever and Jess couldn’t save all the Betsys in the world. She prayed silently, Just this one, please.


  Jess wagged her head back and forth and stretched her neck, attempting to push the fatigue and the memories away. But her stress had long ago settled into knots harder than obsidian. She needed to stand, walk out the tension, but she couldn’t risk being discovered. Failure was not an option. Not this time. She tried to focus on something other than her screaming muscles.


  She couldn’t keep her gaze from the microwave clock. Only 3:34:17 a.m. Would this night never end?


  Betsy had never asked why Jess agreed to help her and thus spared the lies. Betsy didn’t know Richard had fathered a son or that Peter was kidnapped. Betsy presented Jess with a second chance to save Betsy and her daughter before Richard destroyed them as he’d destroyed Jess and Peter. Maybe Betsy had forgotten her worth, but Jess would not. Nor would she allow Richard to harm Peter’s half-sister. Someday his sister’s DNA would help Jess prove Peter’s identity. When she found Peter, he’d have both his sister and his mother.


  Jess avoided the ultimate question her son was sure to ask one day: “Why did you put my father in prison?”


  At 3:54:17 a.m., as if her thoughts had conjured him, she heard Richard’s heavy tread on the squeaky plank decking. Every nerve stood at attention while she remained as still as the lilies.


  Jess pressed the remote button to activate the security camera outside the back door. The night vision would record every moment in an eerie green glow. She’d have the one thing she needed to nail the bastard—evidence.


  She blended with the darkness and waited, holding the Glock in her right hand, ready to use it. But not too soon. Jess knew the law inside out. Only when Richard left the premises with Anna would he be guilty of kidnapping. Only then. Not a moment before.


  Should she be forced to confront him earlier, he’d claim he wasn’t taking Anna anywhere. A court would agree. Betsy was the custodial parent, but Richard had bought and still owned this house. Technically, he wasn’t trespassing and he could visit whenever he chose. His twisted lies and intimidation had persuaded Betsy to excuse his behavior repeatedly.


  Not this time. Jess would have irrefutable evidence and she’d use it effectively, just as she had when he stole that Jaguar all those years ago.


  So Jess had to allow Richard to accomplish the crimes he’d come to commit instead of interrupting him in the act as Betsy had done twice before. Kidnapping would send him away for life, if there was any justice at all in the world.


  But a just world would have locked Richard Martin up long ago before he raped Jess. A just world would never have taken Peter. The only just world Jess believed in was the one she created herself.


  Watching the microwave clock, she timed him. Richard spent exactly twelve seconds forcing the lock and opening the back door. She smiled again. He should have tried his old key. She’d made sure it would work, just in case he proved less predictable than she’d expected. Overconfidence kills, that much she knew. But she knew him better than anyone else. Maybe better than he knew himself.


  The security alarm began its incessant bleat the moment Richard opened the door. Jess breathed silently, disturbing the air as little as possible. He had the instincts of an apex predator at the top of the food chain and the top of his game. He would sense her presence if she made the slightest sound.


  He crossed the tile to the alarm panel next to the refrigerator. He rapid-punched the six numbers of his wedding date, the code he and Betsy had chosen when he still lived here. Before their bitter divorce.


  The alarm stopped well within the window of acceptable Miami PD response time.


  He turned toward the next goal of his mission, never glancing in her direction. So predictable.


  Arrogance was always Richard’s Achilles’ heel. It simply didn’t occur to him that anyone would be watching. Jess grinned again inside the black ski mask she wore over her head and face.


  Richard climbed the stairs and covered the short distance to the first door on the right while Jess watched from the shadows. He paused. The nightlights she’d placed illuminated him enough that the camera would record perfectly.


  As if he followed Jess’s script, Richard wore no head covering. He showed his face to avoid frightening his daughter if she awakened, to keep her quiet and not arouse her mother in the room down the hallway. Betsy’s sheer terror tomorrow morning when she found Anna missing was much of what the sadist wanted to accomplish. He wanted Betsy off balance and afraid. Which she was almost all the time.


  Every move Richard made reinforced Jess’s sense of justification. She hadn’t been near him since she was a child herself but she was satisfied that he really was the bastard she believed him to be. Reassured, she felt free to follow through without remorse.


  Richard glanced around, maybe confirming that Betsy still slept soundly, that Miami PD hadn’t received the silent alarm. After a moment, he opened the door to Anna’s room and crept inside.


  He emerged shortly with the sleeping girl in his arms. Anna was dressed in white pajamas. Strawberry curls framed her cherubic face and cascaded down the back of his arm. Partly because she always slept soundly, and partly because Jess had given her a mild sedative before bed, the child didn’t stir. She hated leaving the girl in Richard’s arms even a moment. Jess hoped Anna would never know anything about this evening and would sleep straight through.


  Richard eased the door almost closed, leaving it as Betsy had when she saw her daughter last so that she wouldn’t know Anna was gone until she saw the empty bed. Bastard. He descended the stairs in silence but for a stifled sneeze.


  Jess waited. Her right hand held the Glock firmly pointed in Richard’s direction. She’d shoot him only if he forced her to. But shoot him, she would. He’d be a fool to believe otherwise.


  She knew Richard. If he saw her before she was ready, he would do something stupid. Something that might hurt Anna. The child’s safety was paramount. Jess steadied herself and remained invisible as long as possible.


  Richard snuck out the back door and closed it without a sound. Only then did she move.


  Jess activated the tiny camera she wore in a pendant around her neck, waited until she heard the creaking boards under his feet and three sneezes in a row before she hurried silently out behind him. A cool breeze brushed across her eyes and lips, the only uncovered parts of her body.


  She followed Richard off the property and onto the street where he’d parked a dark SUV. A less arrogant man might have noticed he was being followed. Richard did not. Now. Now he’d taken Anna in the eyes of the law. Jess wasted no time gloating.


  He was bent over, placing Anna in the back seat when Jess came up behind him and pressed the Glock briefly to his spine before she widened the distance between them beyond his arm’s reach.


  “Move away from the car. Much as I’d like to shoot you . . . .” She allowed her husky voice to trail away. Disuse and fear had stolen the moisture from her mouth, but she refused to acknowledge it. She moved her tongue imperceptibly seeking saliva.


  Richard stepped back, cavalierly raised both hands palms out, as if he was play-acting with a child.


  “Turn around,” she said, quietly, hoping not to awaken Anna. He complied. He saw the gun, pointed now at his chest. He smirked.


  “Smile,” she said, picking up the pendant and pointing the micro camera directly toward him. “A picture’s worth a year of testimony, isn’t it?”


  She snapped three photographs of Anna sleeping in the vehicle, too. Each image would be date and time stamped. Evidence. The more, the better.


  She’d argued with Betsy and her sister, Bette, for hours about the next part of their plan. Betsy had cried, said she didn’t want her child’s father incarcerated. She wasn’t desperate enough yet.


  But Jess knew Betsy would be more desperate later; it was a mistake not to finish this now, once and for all. Richard would never give up as long as he drew free breath. Letting him go was a stupid mistake. Yet this was not her decision to make.


  The breeze had picked up force and dried her eyeballs each time it brushed across, yet she refused to blink. Too much could happen in the blink of an eye. Peter was stolen in what seemed just such a quick moment fifteen years ago.


  Jess held the gun steady and waited for Richard to make his move. Maybe he would give her the excuse she needed to do what should be done. Could she shoot him if she had to? In a New York second.


  Released and alone, Richard would steal his daughter again, not because he loved her, but because he owned her. Anna would never be safe from him. Ever. He should have gone to prison long ago for battering his wife. Or when he stole Anna the last two times. But Betsy had refused to testify against him. Now, Jess had proof, when Betsy needed it. But it would have been so much better if Betsy had agreed to Jess’s final solution. Jess knew Richard was a fatal enemy, not a mere opponent.


  Richard stared at Jess, wary but unafraid. He seemed to know her, but not recognize her simultaneously. His puzzlement was almost comical.


  Jess’s slender frame was indistinguishable from a slight man’s in these clothes. And she held an equalizer pointed at his heart. Did he recognize her voice? Maybe, although they hadn’t talked in years and he’d been through a lot of women since then.


  She could almost see him calculating his next move and five moves after that, like a chess match. Richard had always been good at strategic games.


  Jess said what she’d agreed to say. “If you ever set foot in the state of Florida again, the video of tonight’s escapade will be delivered to the U.S. Attorney’s office. You’ll die in prison.”


  He smirked again. He wasn’t afraid of her. He was a fool.


  Jess’s hand itched to smash the gun into his face at least, but she kept calm. The video would be her shield, not his sword against her, no matter how much she’d rather finish this now.


  “Move to the front of the car,” she said.


  He sidled to the center in front of the grille, well lit by the streetlight and far enough away. Her gaze never leaving him, the gun steady, Jess bent down and lifted the little girl. Anna stirred, but didn’t waken. Jess almost cried when she smelled Anna’s fabric softener and baby shampoo scents.


  Bastard.


  When she was sure Anna was secure in her grasp, Jess distanced herself from Richard’s SUV.


  “Get in and drive away,” she instructed, her tone harder this time, annealed with years of hatred.


  Hands in his pockets, Richard shrugged, sauntered around to the driver’s side and opened the front door. Instantly, the car alarm sounded. Impossibly loud repeated long blasts of the horn invaded the suburban nighttime, blasting Jess’s ears.


  The cacophony awakened Anna. When she saw the black-clad apparition holding her, she began to cry and kick, yelling “Let me go! Let me go!”


  Jess struggled, grabbed her tightly to keep her from taking them both down to the ground, but the gun’s steady aim didn’t waver.


  “Hush, Anna,” Jess whispered close to her ear. “It’s Aunt Jess. It’s okay. Be quiet now.”


  “Aunt Jess?” the astonished child cried, tears and screams coming to a shaky, tentative halt. She pulled the ski-mask off Jess’s head in one quick grab exposing her hot face to the cool morning breeze.


  Richard now had one leg into the SUV, his weight shifted toward the driver’s seat. He pressed the key fob to silence the blasting horn, and then flashed his sardonic smirk again. “Nice to see you again, Jess. You didn’t grow up much, did you?”


  She stiffened and extended the gun, her intention clear. “Don’t forget what I told you, Richard. No contact. Go.”


  He moved his head slowly, side to side, smirk firmly affixed. “Think again, little girl. I’m taking orders from you?” He laughed, slid into the SUV, started the engine, rolled down the window, and aimed a stare of pure hatred her way.


  Jess shivered imperceptibly. She’d made an open enemy of a distant one. Somehow, he would prove he controlled her, too, along with everything else in his world, no matter what the cost.


  She felt hot fear coursing through her entire body and a quick flash of insight. Could he be the one who’d stolen Peter? She’d investigated and rejected the possibility long ago because Richard didn’t know Peter existed. Had she been wrong?


  She couldn’t speak. She held the gun steady, pointed at his head.


  All pretext of the gentleness he’d shown his daughter gone, he said, “You’ll be sorry you screwed me, Jess. Count on it.”


  The SUV’s powerful engine roared louder than a six-pack of Blue Angles as he sped away in the quiet darkness of the early suburban morning.


  She watched his taillights recede to red pinpoints and disappear around a corner before she whispered aloud.


  “I’ve been sorry about that for years and years.”


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  THE NEWS FROM THE amber alert Internet subscription service flashed across her computer as she worked on revisions to her most recent investigative article for Taboo Magazine. She ignored the alert several times until she reached a logical stopping point. A domestic violence call in a Miami neighborhood. Every nerve in her body vibrated the instant Jess read the address. Eyebrows gathered at the bridge of her nose reflecting her pain when she squeezed her eyes shut and covered her face with both hands in the only brief moment of regret she allowed herself now. More pain would follow, as it should.


  Her fingers shook as she worked the keys for information, hoping she was wrong while certain she wasn’t.


  The first officer at the scene found a woman shot and a five-year-old girl missing. An amber alert went out at 4:15 a.m. Jess glanced down at the clock on the screen. Twenty-Five minutes ago. Wasting no time on useless recriminations, she left immediately.


  Thirty minutes later, she reached Saturn Circle, a few houses scattered around the cul-de-sac bordering Lake Tarpon. Miami P.D. cruisers blocked the Dolphin Avenue entrance. Jess parked the rental and slipped her Glock under the front seat. She had a license to carry, but no need to make this tense situation worse.


  She grabbed her laptop and approached the first officer she saw.


  “Hey, Randy,” she said, as powerfully as she could muster simply to avoid startling him in the darkness. She showed her ID. She’d been working in Miami for several weeks on another story. The cops she’d met were helpful and sympathetic. No one wanted to help crime victims within the bounds of the law more than Jess did, and she always made sure local law enforcement knew that. They were all on the same team, she felt.


  Officer Randy Wilson wagged his head, rubbed his neck. “Sorry. No media inside. What’s your interest, anyway?”


  Jess met his steady gaze. “Betsy Martin is a crime victim. I came to offer support.”


  “She doesn’t need it,” Randy told her, too bluntly.


  Jess released her breath in a long exhale, closed her eyes. The news hit her hard in the gut, even though she’d expected it, really. Pressing a man like Richard as hard as she’d done was dangerous. She’d known it at the time, but she’d thought the stakes were worth it. A short moment of guilty mourning was all she permitted herself for now. Plenty of time for remorse later, too.


  “Suspects?”


  “Nasty divorce. Custody problems with the daughter.”


  Jess nodded to draw him out, not trusting her voice to remain steady just yet.


  “Bet on the ex,” Randy said. His tone conveyed the disgust only the well-informed would feel. “Real piece of shit. Restraining orders, my ass.”


  Nobody needed to tell her how inadequate the law was at protecting women from men like Richard.


  “Can I go up?” While my legs will still carry me?


  He shrugged again, nodded, as if to suggest there was no harm she could do at this point. “Why not?”


  “Who’s primary?” she asked.


  “Jerry Schmidt. Missing persons.”


  Jess shivered in the morning’s cool breeze, wishing she’d pulled her sweater from the back seat. She made her way down the short street to the brick colonial at the end. She saw two unmarked cars, an ambulance, and people milling around. Officers, crime scene technicians, photographers.


  A couple of detectives interviewing a woman, maybe one of the neighbors, maybe the one who’d called in the gunshots. Tallish woman, mid-forties probably. Hair gathered at her nape. Very pregnant. She made a mental note to interview the woman later, if she needed to.


  Jess walked up the sidewalk to the threshold and stared into the open front door.


  Betsy Martin’s body lay on the tiled foyer floor, clad in a neon yellow nightgown, eyes open, frozen in surprise. Two entrance wounds were visible in her chest and abdomen. Lots of blood had pooled. Bullets probably severed the femoral artery. No way Betsy would have survived, even if she’d been found immediately. The thought was little comfort. Betsy’s body had been there a while, long enough for all the blood to have congealed. Jess closed her eyes briefly and offered a silent prayer. For Betsy, Anna, and herself.


  She moved carefully through the foyer. A few feet inside, Jess caught Detective Schmidt’s attention.


  “I heard you were in town again,” he said, a question in his tone that she’d answered too many times before. Why? That’s what he wanted to know.


  “Betsy Martin was a friend. I thought maybe I could help you find Anna,” she said. She might have told him the whole story if Betsy was still alive. Now, that’s all he needed to know.


  He sized her up as if he’d never seen her before, although the two had worked together on a case last year. He might have sent her packing except time was of the essence and an abducted child was their number one priority. He waved toward the body. “Not a pretty scene.”


  Jess glanced briefly at Betsy, but she’d already seen more than she wanted to.


  “There are security cameras throughout the house and grounds.” She pointed to the camera hidden in the wall sconce on the side of the front door. When his eyebrows rose in question, she nodded to convey a certainty she couldn’t voice. “They might help.”


  Schmidt seemed to consider something, but after a few moments he said, “We’re not through processing yet. Don’t touch anything else.” He let her pass.


  Jess focused on the work. She moved carefully through the kitchen, Anna’s room, Betsy’s room, and the door that led outside to the attached garage. She located the surveillance cameras she’d insisted Betsy install and removed the memory cards. The cameras recorded in a loop, replacing images every three days. Maybe they’d get lucky.


  One of the techs gave her permission to set up on the kitchen table where she’d waited for Richard Martin on that dark night last year. The bright kitchen lights blazed now, bathing modern steel appliances and glossy surfaces that reflected harshly. Uniformed personnel from multiple agencies moved about as if choreographed by Broadway. No mingling, no collisions, but rising noise levels as equipment was moved in and out, evidence was collected, and the crime scene was both secured and processed. No time wasted, either.


  Jess opened her laptop, booted up, and slipped the memory card from the kitchen camera into the slot first. The images downloaded quickly. She and Detective Schmidt watched video of the dark kitchen, but nothing more.


  “It was a long shot,” he said, by way of forgiveness.


  Methodically, Jess downloaded data from the other four and continued searching. “Look there.” She pointed to the screen. The intruder had come in through the garage door.


  “Who is it?” Scanlon asked, as if he truly couldn’t guess. A test, perhaps.


  “Richard Martin.” No surprise and no doubt about it, either. He’s a bold bastard, she reminded herself. She swiped a palm across her eyes.


  Together, they studied the digital images on the laptop screen. She felt a sick deja vu as she watched Richard invade the house, disarm the security system, climb the stairs, enter Anna’s room and return carrying the sleeping girl, as he’d done the night Jess had watched him from this very kitchen chair.


  “Dammit!” she muttered. She should have forced Betsy to turn Richard in last year. If she had, Betsy would be alive now; Anna wouldn’t be missing.


  “Look,” Schmidt pointed to the image.


  She shook off her scolding and watched Richard reach the bottom of the stairs, his body twisted to the right, toward the garage door this time instead of the back patio.


  Almost instantly, bright light flooded the foyer with the flip of a single switch at the base of the stairs.


  Camera three had captured the entire scene.


  Eerily, Betsy stood alive very near the same location she was laying dead now. “Richard!” her voice screeched like an outraged Valkyrie even from the laptop’s inadequate speakers. Jess winced.


  Anna awakened, looked around, sleepy-eyed, disoriented.


  “Daddy?” she said, as if she was surprised to be held in his arms. Which surely she was. He hadn’t seen her in fourteen months, and the last time was under harrowing circumstances.


  “Put her down, Richard! Don’t you dare take her out that door!” Betsy’s panicked screech instructed.


  “Okay.” He chuckled, changed direction and strode past her, toward the front door instead.


  Betsy grabbed his arm, jerking it from under Anna’s legs.


  Richard grasped the child tighter, held her close to his chest. Then, in a quick jerk, he yanked his right arm from Betsy’s grasp, reached around his back, slipped a .38 from his belt, and shot her twice. The entire maneuver swiftly executed, as if he’d practiced it until muscle memory supplied all needed direction.


  Betsy fell to the floor like a crumpled doll.


  Anna screamed, “Mommy! Mommy!” and began to thrash wildly.


  Richard held onto the frightened girl despite her screaming, thrashing panic. He strode through the front door and out of camera range. Anna’s screams faded as he moved further away from the house.


  The screen next reflected the empty foyer captured by the fixed lens of camera three. The scene was grisly enough; the authentic sounds were overwhelmingly heartbreaking. Jess could hardly bear to hear it, but neither could she show her feelings to these men or turn away. Betsy endured the pain; Jess served merely to witness.


  After an excruciating lifetime of seconds, Betsy’s ever-fainter groans simply stopped.


  Moments of stunned silence followed from the gathered professionals.


  Schmidt laid a hand on Jess’s shoulder, perhaps as small comfort. “We’ll get a warrant and an APB. Any idea where he’s taken the girl?”


  Numb, she said, “He’s a Canadian citizen. Lives in Toronto. Wealthy.”


  Schmidt sighed, resignation showing in the slump of his shoulders. “If he gets her to Canada before we catch him, that’s a big problem.”


  “Why?”


  “Canada won’t extradite him for a crime that carries the death penalty. And we won’t waive the death penalty unless he pleads guilty and accepts a life sentence.”


  Jess’s despair suddenly overwhelmed her. She blinked back tears. “I can see that happening all right.”


  Schmidt nodded. “Sarcasm won’t help. There are some alternatives. None are perfect and they all take time.”


  “You’ll understand if I don’t think spending the next two years cutting through bureaucratic red tape to get Anna back through channels is a great solution.” Her voice broke. She took a few deep breaths to steady herself. Falling apart wouldn’t help Betsy. Or Anna. Or Peter. Jess tried desperately not to think about Peter.


  She cued up the last of the video again and checked the time stamp on the image. “He’s been gone more than six hours. By private plane, he could easily be in Toronto already.”


  “Private plane?” Schmidt asked.


  Jess nodded. Richard wouldn’t have risked a commercial flight.


  “We’ll check the airlines to be sure,” Schmidt paused, ran a hand over his bald head. “Otherwise, I’m afraid we’re done here, Jess. He’s gone six hours. We won’t find him inside this country.”


  “But you’re going to try.”


  “We’ll try.” He blew a long, frustrated stream of air out of his nostrils. “Of course, we’ll try. Is the girl an American citizen?”


  “What the hell does that matter?” If Jess sounded like she was spoiling for a fight, it’s because she was. The idea of beating Richard to a bloody pulp sounded perfectly delightful at the moment. If he’d been standing in the room, she might have tried it. Most of the others present would have piled on, she was sure.


  “We’ve got a lot of unsolved cases on the books, Jess. More coming in every day. We can’t spend our resources tilting at windmills. We’ll turn it over to the Feds if we can’t do anything else.” He paused.


  “But?”


  Gently, Schmidt said, “But we have to face reality. For Miami PD, this case is probably closed.”


  Jess felt a slow burn rising from her toes to the top of her hair. Every nerve ending alert. Betsy dead. Anna missing. Richard Martin gone.


  Case closed?


  Not a chance.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  AFTER THE FIFTH LAP, cold rain pelting her body, punishing her for screwing up, Jess began to feel a bit better. Although her college racing days were long over, running still cleared her head. The rain slid over her wet skin. She completed a turn around the track and kept pounding, one foot and then the other. She used the steady rhythm that allowed her mind to strategize. The problem wasn’t finding Richard. Despite what Schmidt had said, locating Richard would be fairly simple. Jess knew where to look. She’d been watching him for years.


  Extracting Anna from Canada was another matter entirely. A much knottier problem. Every solution she tested got pounded to bits by her feet on the cinders.


  And if she managed it, somehow, then keeping the girl away from Richard in the future seemed impossible. Hadn’t Betsy tried to do precisely that and ended up dead?


  Jess had briefly considered becoming a lawyer, years ago, after college. But the authorities searching for Peter, and their failure to find him, left her disillusioned and angry with the law’s all-consuming workload as well as its compromises and failures. The system focused on the rights of criminals, in Jess’s view, when it should be more concerned with crime’s victims.


  All these years later, she was glad she’d chosen investigative journalism instead. She’d quickly discovered she loved the work. It satisfied her in a way she’d never expected while she searched for Peter. And it allowed her to work privately for crime victims’ rights when she wanted to, unencumbered by the rules lawyers and law enforcement teams were required to follow.


  The lifestyle suited her, too. She traveled to research her stories, but she carefully selected worthy subjects and fashioned solutions for victims that protected them as much as possible. People like Betsy Martin and her sister, Bette. The work funded her search for Peter and fueled her resolve. She’d made the right choices, after a rocky start. Every day she prayed she’d turned her life around before it was too late for Peter. But had she?


  Jess frowned and shook rainwater from her eyes and Peter from her thinking. Focus. Richard would never leave his child alone unless he was in prison or dead. There was no middle ground for Anna. Jess must resolve that problem, too. She needed a permanent solution.


  Jess ran, one foot and then the other, pounding the cinders, lap after lap, ignoring the wind and rain that chilled her. Her plan resolved, she finished by walking twice around, allowing the icy rain to drench her body. The cool air now felt refreshing because she knew what she was going to do. Maybe her plan wouldn’t work. Maybe she’d end up like Betsy. Maybe Richard would win once more. But she had to try. For Peter. She dropped her gaze to the ground and headed into the showers.


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  JESS WAITED LONG ENOUGH for Richard to relax into complacency and Anna to regain some composure before she flew from Miami to Buffalo. At the airport she rented an anonymous-looking grey sedan. She’d rejected a non-stop flight to Toronto. Although faster and easier, she’d be dependent on flight schedules for the return. Since 9/11, airport security had become irritatingly problematic. She’d be required to prove Anna’s identity, which would make them easier to stop and trace. No, driving into and out of Canada was best.


  Reluctantly, she rejected buying an untraceable gun on the streets of Buffalo. Taking a gun into Canada was a serious crime. Canadian citizens weren’t allowed to carry concealed weapons. Even owning them was severely restricted. If she was caught she’d be arrested and probably imprisoned. Anna would certainly be returned to her father. No, the risk was too great. She’d take Anna away from Richard permanently using guile alone. She refused to fail again.


  Jess drove to Lewiston, New York, and checked into a mom-and-pop motel. She rented the room for two nights. Tomorrow, she’d test her plan. The following day, she’d execute it.


  She slept lightly for four hours, then dressed casually in khaki slacks, pink shirt, blue blazer, and running shoes. She fluffed her curly blonde hair and studied herself in the mirror, pleased by the guileless soccer mom effect she’d created.


  It was dark at five a.m. as she drove toward the Lewiston-Queenston Bridge. If he thought about her at all, Richard would expect her to take the shortest route to and from Toronto. She intended to oblige. Drive time was seventy-five minutes, baring construction or heavy traffic.


  The border crossing went well. Off season, during the week, the area was almost deserted both ways. Very few travelers meant only one of the two customs booths were open. As in most of the small tourist towns, the Canadian customs officer simply asked her name, nationality, where she was going and when she planned to return. She’d offered the typical tourist’s response for a visit to Niagara Falls and paid the toll. He’d waved her through without asking for ID. May the return be so easy, she thought, wiping the sweat from each palm onto her slacks.


  She reached the private school where her research revealed Anna was enrolled. After circling the block twice to be sure Richard wasn’t lurking and didn’t have Anna under surveillance, she parked in front. She had a clear view of the playground while waiting for 10:15 a.m. It nagged her that Richard seemed to have allowed Anna out of his control. Was he that sure of himself? Had he arrogantly assumed Jess had given up? If so, he didn’t know her at all. That thought comforted more than the alternatives.


  At 10:20, a young woman led twenty energetic children out the door to the playground. Jess spotted Anna. When she saw the little girl with the strawberry curls for the first time, Jess’s eyes teared. She wiped her eyes with her fingers, willing the tears away. No time for sorrow now. She pushed all emotion aside as luxury. The job demanded her full attention.


  Anna seemed quiet and unfocused, but functional. Eyes dull and heavy-lidded, she stood apart from the other children clutching a rag doll under her left arm and sucking her right thumb.


  A low flame of denied anger began in Jess’s stomach. Anna’s parents had been locked into their own rage, unable to put Anna’s life first. The child would never be normal again. Anna was a victim of a tragic struggle. All Jess could do now was try to mitigate the damage. And get the bastard responsible. And maybe, someday, make it up to her by uniting her with her brother.


  Richard Martin was no kind of father. Never to Peter, and not to Anna, either. The knowledge soothed Jess’s guilt only slightly.


  Like every good investigator, she’d analyzed the risks, then constructed Plan A and Plan B. Plan A: she and Anna returned home without Richard’s interference, luring him back into the U.S. where authorities would arrest him. Plan B provided an alternative if Richard attempted to thwart her. He would be dealt with at the border crossing. At least, in theory.


  Yet again, she regretted the decision she’d had to make about the gun and prayed her alternative would work, even though it could cost Jess her own life. She’d no alternatives left.


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  AS ALWAYS BEFORE EXECUTING the final stages of any plan, Jess slept fitfully. Finally, at 4:00 a.m., she gave up the effort. She dressed again in yesterday’s costume and launched Plan A.


  Jess arrived at the school two hours early and parked down the street, waiting for Anna’s arrival. Just before nine, a station wagon stopped. A young woman helped Anna out of the back seat, and held her hand as they walked to the school’s front entrance. The woman was gentle with Anna, but Anna demonstrated no affection when they parted. Anna walked into the school, slowly and alone, dragging the rag doll with her. The woman returned to the station wagon and left.


  Jess felt anger’s slow burn ignite in her gut. Teeth clenched, muscles tense. She willed her breathing and heartbeat’s slowing, even pace. Anger now would only interfere with her performance. Another luxury for later.


  When the children entered the playground for recess, Jess left her car and strolled over. She called to Anna twice. The child looked up. A broad grin slowly lit her face. Anna loped toward her.


  “Aunt Jess!” she said, crying as Jess picked her up and hugged her, too tightly. She felt thinner inside her clothes. Jess’s sadness, followed by hot anger, returned and she allowed herself to feel, just briefly.


  Within a few moments, Jess had explained to Anna’s teacher that Anna had a dentist’s appointment and produced a forged note from Richard allowing her to take the child. The teacher looked at Jess carefully, but released Anna, probably in part because Anna continued to hold onto Jess as if she never wanted to let go. Less than fifteen minutes after Jess first saw Anna on the playground, they were driving toward Lewiston. So far, Plan A seemed to be working.


  Constantly checking the rear view mirror, she retraced the route she’d taken the day before. Anna, securely belted in the back seat, had returned to her subdued behavior. She talked quietly to the rag doll she’d brought along with her. About an hour into the drive, her eyelids closed, her chin gently touched her chest and she fell into the rhythm of sleep. A bit of drool slid from the corner of her mouth onto the doll’s head. She was so young, so sweet. So undeserving of this mess. Jess clenched the steering wheel so tight her hands cramped.


  Was Richard controlling Anna with medication of some kind? Another thing to despise him for. Jess glanced at her watch. Just like yesterday, she was right on time. Even the weather cooperated.


  When they approached the border crossing, Jess located the passports, prepared to show them if she had to. She’d seen no sign of Richard or anyone following her for the entire return trip, which worried her.


  Richard was crazy, violent, controlling. She’d expected him to know where Anna was every second, and to come after her. Or at least, Richard should have learned Anna was abducted and reasoned that Jess would take the shortest route back to the U.S.


  So far, she hadn’t seen Richard. But her senses were on alert. She’d finally learned never to underestimate him. There was something she’d missed. Somehow, she believed, when they reached the border, he’d be there. Then what? She’d already decided. Plan B. Could she pull it off?


  Supremely focused now, she drove over the bridge without noticing the spectacular views of Niagara Gorge. At the U.S. check point, the line of vehicles moved swiftly through a single open kiosk. She looked into the cinder-block customs building, which also housed the duty free store. She saw one officer behind the counter, and one clerk in the store waiting on a customer.


  While she watched, the customer carried a bottle of liquor in a plain brown bag to the rusty battered panel van waiting in line in front of Jess’s vehicle and got in. The panel van belched smoke when it backfired, and its muffler had long ago surrendered to the rust belt.


  Mid-week, off season, at lunch time, the entire area was relaxed, thinly patrolled and almost deserted. She hoped this would make Richard more obvious, if he appeared and tried anything.


  Jess mentally rehearsed the lie she’d tell if the customs officer asked her more than routine questions. Yesterday, the process was casual, easy, intended to encourage tourism, not to thwart a kidnapper. Would it be the same today? Please, God.


  Two cars ahead passed through the checkpoint. Only one more ahead of her. When the panel van jerked toward the kiosk window, Jess pulled up and waited at the yellow line. The van blocked her view of the officer.


  She glanced around the entire vicinity and saw nothing unusual. Then, looked again toward the duty-free store. She saw a lone figure, vaguely familiar, standing outside.


  Could it be?


  Richard.


  He’d shaved his head and wore sunglasses. But it was him. Definitely. He couldn’t disguise his arrogance.


  She didn’t know how he’d found her, but he had and she wasn’t surprised. She’d expected him, knew he’d come. But how?


  A tracking device on Anna somewhere? Regular calls to the school just to check on his daughter?


  However he’d managed it, he was here now. She had to move. Adrenaline made her heart pound and sweat bead on her brow. No choice now. Plan B.


  Stay calm.


  Checking the rear view, she realized she’d have to move forward. An eighteen-wheeler six feet behind blocked any alternative, even if she’d wanted to leave the line and return deeper into Canada. Which she didn’t. What she needed to do was leave the country. Now.


  The officer in the kiosk seemed to be chatting too long with the occupants of the panel van. But she couldn’t see the officer and he couldn’t see her. She tapped the steering wheel impatiently with her thumbs.


  Mimicking the guy who’d joined the van earlier, Richard strolled toward her car. Quiet panic fluttered in her chest as she watched him. Did anyone else see? He reached her car door, looked directly into her eyes as if to mesmerize her, grasped the handle, and lifted it.


  The locked door didn’t open. He glanced then into the back seat where Anna slept, covered by the blanket Jess had brought, still holding the doll. The normal sarcastic smirk creased his face. Insight struck.


  It was the doll. That’s where he’d hidden the tracking device.


  Bastard. You think you’re so clever. We’ll see.


  Jess lowered the back window and Richard stuck his left hand on the top of the glass, gripped as if he might pull the glass out. His right hand gripped the passenger door handle.


  “Go away, Richard, while you still can. If you try anything here, border patrol will kill you. Your choice.”


  He laughed. “I’m touched that you’d care. Truly. But you’re kidnapping my daughter, Jess. Do you really think they’ll take your side over mine?”


  While he held onto the glass and the door handle Jess punched the accelerator. The car leaped forward. Richard lost his balance. She slammed the brake. The car’s quick jerk threw him to the ground. Her actions, and Richard’s, were blocked from the customs officer’s view by the panel van, which moved forward now, slowly, through the open gate.


  Maybe surveillance cameras saw him. Surely, the border guards would protect her and the child. She hoped.


  The officer inside the booth waved her ahead. She released a breath and eased to stop next to the booth, left hand on the wheel.


  “What’s your citizenship, ma’am?” the kindly old officer asked.


  “U.S.” She glanced in the right side mirror. Richard had risen from the ground. His stare carried a malevolence she could feel. Bastard. Go away. While you still can.


  The customs officer glanced into the back seat now, too, where Anna slept. At the same time, he noticed Richard, hands in the oversized pocket of his sweatshirt, standing too close, not moving, saying nothing.


  The officer became more alert. “How about the child, ma’am?” Another officer came out of the building, hand on his gun, waiting.


  They had seen Richard try to enter her car. It was working. Plan B was working. Thank God.


  “U.S., too.” Small rivulets of sweat tickled her armpits. Let us go, Richard, and live to try again.


  “Picture I.D., Ma’am?”


  Jess reached into her handbag, retrieved the passports and handed them to the officer. He examined the blue jacketed folders. “Your name is Jessica Kimball? And hers is Anna Martin?”


  “Divorce,” she said. Richard simply stood there. What was he thinking? Was he willing to die to thwart her?


  The big truck behind her seemed to breathe fire through its roaring engine when the driver tapped his accelerator impatiently. Jess felt the heat rolling toward her.


  The officer glanced at Richard again. Maybe experience, or training or something gave him an uneasy pang. Now, his full attention was focused on the situation. “Do you have the child’s birth certificate?”


  Jess furrowed her brow with mock consternation. “I didn’t think you’d need it.”


  He closed the passports and gestured toward the building. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. Park over there and go inside where they’ll verify your identification.” Then he nodded at Richard, who stood stock still, feet braced shoulder width apart, hands still inside his big front pocket. “Do you know him?”


  Now. Plan B. Now was the time. Do it!


  She took a breath. Exhaled. “He’s got a gun.”


  Before the officer could react, Richard slowly extracted his hand from the sweatshirt, and pointed the gun at her head.


  “Get down! Get down!” the officer shouted, squatting beside the car’s engine block, the only place safe from gunfire.


  In that instant, Richard chose death.


  The deafening noise of shots rang out. Bullets entered the rear glass. One grazed Jess’s arm as she fell sideways. Another exited inches from where her head had been an instant before. The pain seared through her as blood soaked her blazer and ran down her arm. Anna began to scream.


  Border guards acted immediately. They shouted for Richard to drop his gun. He didn’t.


  A guard shot and hit Richard in the leg. He went down, and kept shooting.


  Bullets tattooed the back of the sedan. Anna’s screams intensified.


  Idiot! You’ll hit Anna!


  After an excruciatingly long few moments, the customs officer in the booth drew his weapon, and two additional officers ran out from the building. “Drop your gun! Drop your gun!”


  Jess looked into Richard’s eyes. Either of them could have changed things at that moment.


  But they didn’t.


  Plan B. She jammed the accelerator to the floorboard. The sedan lurched forward, broke through the wooden gate, and raced onto American soil.


  Richard shot at Jess’s car again. As she’d known they would, the guards returned fire.


  Jess mashed the brake, jerking the sedan to a stop behind the solid walls of the U.S. Customs station. Applying pressure to her throbbing, bleeding arm, she managed to open the back door and unsnap Anna’s seatbelt. She slid the hysterical child onto the pavement and held Anna close, shielding her, until the deafening gunfire stopped.


  In the brief silence, Anna’s screams became wailing sobs. Jess struggled to rise while holding the girl despite the searing pain in her arm, and stumbled back to view the scene at the kiosk. Richard lay on the ground, blood running from his mouth, lifeless eyes staring straight at her. Her first thought was, Thank God.


  Jess’s anger flared. He’d chosen to die rather than let Jess take Anna. He’d intended to get all three of them killed. Instead, Peter’s father breathed life no more.


  At that moment, Jess felt no remorse. Maybe she would be sorry some day, when Peter asked, “Why did you let them kill my father?” But not now.


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  A FEW DAYS LATER, Jess joined Bette, who sat watching Anna on the Land of the Dragons playground. The family resemblance was unmistakable. Both were clearly from Betsy Martin’s gene pool. In Anna, Jess saw some hint of Richard too. How could a wonderful child have emerged from two such damaged parents?


  The woman Jess had seen outside Betsy’s house the night of the shooting was there, too. Maria Gaspar’s youngest daughter and Anna were friends. Both girls were on the playground.


  “She looks happy, doesn’t she?” Bette asked, with a wistful tone. Anna was in counseling and taking medication which the psychologist hoped would help her to work through the traumas she’d endured at her parents’ hands.


  To reassure her, Jess said, “Don’t worry so much. She’s young. With luck and love, she won’t remember most of it.”


  A tear rolled down Bette’s cheek. Her lips quivered. “She won’t have much to remember about her mother.”


  Jess closed her eyes against tears of her own. She had risked her life so that Anna might thrive. Now, all she could do was hope. “It’s up to you to keep Betsy alive for her.”


  “We’ll help, too, Bette,” Maria said, giving Bette’s shoulders a hug and meeting Jess’s gaze over Bette’s bowed head. “Carlos has been like a father to Anna for a while now, anyway.”


  Jess nodded her agreement to this imperfect arrangement. Together, they watched Anna climb the rope ladders and slide down the dragon’s tail, laughing when she landed on her butt in the sand.


  “Betsy was so smitten. And he loved her, too.” Bette stopped, bewildered. “What went wrong?”


  Jess rubbed her sore arm to stop its pulsing. Like Richard’s effect on Anna, Jess’s wound would hurt for a long time and leave a permanent scar. Jess needed no reminder of the hole in her heart where Peter lived, but welcomed the pain and would welcome the scar, too. She’d narrowly escaped Richard twice. She never intended to forget that, or to make the same mistake again.


  She rejected sweetening the truth. To defeat Richard forever, Bette must do her part. “Betsy knew he was dangerous before she married him. She ignored her instincts and deceived herself. I’ll help you, but the best thing you can do for Betsy now is to make sure Anna doesn’t repeat that pattern.”


  And I’ll be watching.


  THE END
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  The future is not in the hands of fate, but in ours.
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  PROLOGUE


  Thornberry, Florida


  Monday 2:00 p.m.


  EVEN AS HUMID JULY heat strangled the small central Florida country church, its sanctuary overflowed with bodies drawn by scandal’s stench like vultures to carrion. Whether they were genuine mourners or nakedly curious, Governor Helen Sullivan had lured them with her only son’s open burial service, hoping to unmask her son’s killer, for only then could Eric rest in peace.


  Since the death of her son and his best friend Ryan Jones three weeks ago, media of every stripe had branded sixteen-year-old Eric a drunk driver, spoiled by indulgent parents, ruined by wealth and privilege. “Governor’s Son Kills Best Friend in Early Morning Crash,” read the worst of the headlines, though none granted Eric any presumption of innocence as they fueled the scandal.


  Publicly, Helen had not contested the lies; instead she implemented today’s desperate plan.


  While lines of strangers filed past her husband and Helen, Special Agent Frank Temple of the Florida Department of Law Enforcement stood close by, hands within easy reach of his weapon, scanning the church, seeking anything unusual or out of place. Valencia County Sheriff MacKenzie Green’s deputies stayed in constant visual and electronic contact with Temple’s security detail.


  After filing past Eric Sullivan’s reconstructed body, the spectators approached his parents. “I’m so sorry,” they said. Or, “He’s in a better place.” A few dared to pat Oliver’s shoulder or caress the governor’s arm.


  “Thank you,” Helen responded each time, accepting full blame with every false condolence.


  Be strong, she thought, standing rigid behind her black veil, braced against waves of grief renewed by those few offering sincere compassion. Helen had lived her entire life in Thornberry, the small town in Valencia County some forty minutes northeast of Tampa, not far from Lakeland. In this thin slice of old Florida, threatened by the ambitions of politicians and developers and largely populated by residents holding fast to their simpler way of life, people chose to think the best of their neighbors. To these friends and colleagues, Helen could not trust herself to speak with composure, so only nodded and endured.


  But most spectators came from more remote locales and for ignoble reasons. She studied each stranger in turn, divining whether they paid only mock respect, committing features to ineradicable memory using all six senses. She noted and analyzed their features, the dark perspiration circles under arms and on shirtfronts, makeup melted and congealed in creviced faces. Body odors mixed with deodorants and perfumes thickened the heavy air and forced short, rapid breaths, leaving her asthmatic lungs starved for air and her balance unsteady. She paused her mission only to raise her inhaler to her mouth or wipe her palms on her husband’s soaked linen handkerchief.


  During a brief pause between attendees, Oliver put his hand on her shoulder and directed her attention to Ryan’s grandparents, who sat in a pew with a tall, sandy-haired man Helen didn’t know.


  “I don’t see Milton,” Oliver whispered.


  Milton Jones, Ryan’s father, was consumed with misdirected grief that pierced Helen’s heart all the more because of their long shared history. She’d spent the better part of four years helping Milton while his wife Ruby died of cancer. His sorrow had been endless then, and seemed bottomless now.


  Helen looked around the church. “Over there,” she gestured by inclining her head, noticing that Milton’s wrinkled suit barely touched his scrawny limbs. He looked as fragile as an incompetent scarecrow amid the murder of crowing reporters.


  Milton had already granted several interviews to the tabloid press and scandal shows. They’d flattered him seeking to learn what Helen refused to reveal. He’d used each as an opportunity to blame Eric and Helen for Ryan’s death, vicious accusations that remained without rebuttal.


  Neither Milton nor the public knew that the crash was not Eric’s fault—that he had not ignored or missed the stop sign. Within the first forty-eight hours investigators found an inexpensive but sophisticated tracking device on the bottom of Eric’s vehicle, purchased with cash and therefore untraceable. A partial fingerprint on it matched none in law enforcement databases.


  Shortly after that, Helen’s friend, Sheriff Mac Green, found the killer’s video camera mounted at the crash site. Helen flinched each time she watched the monstrous semi mash the CRV’s passenger side and wrap the smaller vehicle around its bumper in a deadly embrace, knowing a few seconds more and the CRV would have crossed State Route 50 safely, and Eric and Ryan would be alive. The sick bastard had recorded Eric’s murder in sharp hues and high-fidelity sound, every second of the fatal crash meant to torture his parents with vivid images they could never escape.


  Two things became crystal clear from the discovery of the video:


  First, the perpetrator had deliberately removed the stop sign, pulling it out of the ground before the crash and putting it back again after. The tracking device must have been used to signal the precise timing required to make the governor’s son’s crash most likely to occur.


  Second, the man who’d murdered Eric and Ryan was cunning and dangerous.


  She only hoped he wasn’t clever enough.


  Oliver had begged her to release the truth, but Helen thought otherwise: By keeping the nature of the crash secret, she sought to inflate the killer’s hubris, enticing him to come closer and gloat, to reveal himself here at the funeral today.


  As a mourner murmured, “Eric looks so good,” Helen let herself glance at her son in his casket, his smooth, childish jaw and curly brown hair so like her own, as unruly in death as in life. Each glimpse of Eric’s innocent face fueled her rage, her determination, and held despair at bay.


  It did not, however, keep her from worrying about Oliver. Eric’s death had crushed his spirit; maintaining his silence when every instinct Oliver possessed urged him to defend his son weighed especially heavy.


  Only two years older than she, Oliver seemed to have aged a decade in the three weeks since their son died. His suit, too, hung loosely on his frame. Weary lines furrowed his brow and fatigue seeped from every pore. His plain gold wedding band glinted in the light when he raked broad, flat fingers through his sun-bleached hair.


  Still, Oliver touched each mourner in turn, kindly offering comfort and accepting rote sympathy from strangers. “Thank you for coming,” he said, meaning the words. Or, “Helen and I appreciate your support.”


  Helen looked away from the coffin and extended her hand to the next mourner before realizing who it was. Startled, she tasted something warm and salty flood her tongue. She lifted the damp handkerchief to her lips, her gaze firmly focused on Ryan’s father.


  Milton Jones swayed on his feet, the scent of poorly metabolized alcohol emitted from his skin. Patches of stubble had escaped his razor along the knob of his Adam’s apple. The well-dressed, sandy-haired stranger she’d seen earlier with Ryan’s grandparents now stood by Milton’s side.


  “You could have prevented this,” Milton said more loudly than necessary. His voice carried beyond their immediate circle to the sanctuary’s far reaches.


  “Milton,” the man accompanying him cut in, “this is not the time. Please.” He put one palm on Milton’s shoulder and reached out with the other to shake Oliver’s hand, then Helen’s. “I’m Ben Fleming, Milton’s grief counselor. He’s distraught. Please forgive him.”


  Milton shook Fleming off, glaring drunken hatred at Helen. “My boy would be alive if Miss Helen here wasn’t up in Tallahassee making enemies every chance she gets.”


  “Ben’s right. That’s hardly fair, Milton,” Oliver intervened in the same gentle way that he handled all living things. “Our Eric’s gone, too.” His voice cracked and he stopped a moment to gather his composure.


  “I loved Ryan,” Helen managed to say after a long, uncomfortable silence, all too aware of eavesdroppers.


  Milton stared at Helen as if he’d never seen her before. “My boy is dead.” His voice broke as his eyes filled and tears spilled onto his hollow cheeks. “You’ll pay for this, Helen. Don’t think you won’t.” His last word ended on a keening sob that shook his entire body before Ben Fleming steadied him and moved him away from Helen.


  Frank Temple, who’d stepped forward protectively, seemed to relax a little as he retreated to his place close behind her, once again scanning the church.


  Oliver squeezed Helen’s hand and released it, then left to follow Milton and Ben Fleming. Helen watched as her husband approached them, put a comforting hand on Milton’s arm, and murmured gentle words that she knew would not soften the hard lines of Milton’s judgment.


  The way Oliver addressed Fleming so familiarly, by his first name, she wondered if Oliver already knew him and where they might have met.


  Helen returned to the line of hungry spectators as the next unpermitted hand touched her arm. She raised her chin a bit higher, grateful for the black veil that provided the only privacy she’d experience today.


  Photographs, she knew, were already being posted from cell phones to the internet, to be beamed around the country and the world.


  After a long career as a prosecuting attorney and five years as Governor of Florida, she’d learned the hard lessons of public life. The press had dubbed her “The Iron Cowgirl,” and she tried not to care. Better to be reviled as cold and unfeeling than to let them suck on her grief like an exotic aphrodisiac.


  At last, the organ played the first strains of “Amazing Grace.” Ushers stopped the unending parade and encouraged people to take their seats for the service. One escorted Helen to her place next to Oliver in the first pew.


  The grief counselor, Ben Fleming, approached the dais and closed Eric into the casket, then adjusted the blanket of white roses over the center. Had Oliver asked him to do so?, Helen wondered. Fleming’s performance of these small courtesies for Eric, his careful attention to the final details, demolished her defensive shield. Helen closed her eyes, squeezed hard.


  Oliver made no attempt to hide the tears that tracked down his wind-chapped cheeks. He managed to thank Dr. Fleming for his kindness as Fleming walked past then Oliver engulfed Helen’s hand in both of his. The gesture spiked grief in her breast, and once again she squeezed her eyelids to hold back tears, grateful for the black veil.


  Pastor Rickard delivered a eulogy as eloquent as any Helen had ever heard. Tears flowed freely from Oliver and the true mourners while Helen remained stoic. She used her inhaler again, but it wasn’t asthma that stole her breath. She glanced down at the damp handkerchief, surprised to see its milky white softness tinged pink. She noticed the pain inside her cheek for the first time and realized what had caused it.


  After the service ended, the congregation rose and turned to watch Pastor Rickard precede the pallbearers who carried her son down the aisle. Spectators stood on every inch of the carpeted floor around the entire church.


  Oliver took her hand and placed it through the crook of his arm. They walked down the aisle they had traveled together full of hope on their wedding day.


  As planned, Frank and Mac remained positioned near Helen, but not too close to discourage the killer from approaching her if he wanted to. The less protection she appeared to have, the more likely he would risk coming near and somehow revealing himself.


  At least she’d hoped he would when they planned this trap an eon ago. Now it seemed that she’d failed Eric yet again.


  Ushers controlled the flow of spectators, allowing each pew to file out behind the Sullivans in an orderly fashion.


  When Helen and Oliver reached a point about seven pews from the exit, she saw Milton Jones step out in front of them, staring them down. He didn’t move, even as they drew face to face. Oliver stepped ahead to shield her, but Milton blocked their exit as if to inflict another difficult confrontation.


  Helen began to sense something seriously wrong. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Frank Temple bulling his way toward them from the crowded nave. Teeth clenched, she swallowed the metallic-tasting blood in her mouth.


  “Please move out of the way, Milton,” Oliver said.


  “Eric was stinking drunk. He wouldn’t give up the keys.” The hatred pulsed from Milton’s body in waves Helen could feel. “‘I’m the governor’s kid. Nobody can stop me.’ That’s what he said.”


  Milton’s red eyes streamed but his voice was loud and manner belligerent. Helen looked around, alarmed. Ben Fleming had seemed a calming influence on Milton. Where was he now?


  She saw Frank Temple pulling closer gradually, as if wading through waist-high molasses. The other agents and deputies deployed around the church were separated from Milton by the mass of spectators stuffed into the crowded sanctuary.


  Oliver tried to placate Milton again. “You know how sorry I am, but this is not the—”


  “It’s your fault!” Milton raged as he snapped his arm from behind his back and extended it, training a handgun at Helen’s face.


  From his closer position, Oliver acted on instinct, shoving Milton’s frail wrist aside milliseconds before he pulled the trigger.


  Helen heard two quick gunshots so deafening her ears seemed to implode.


  A sharp stinging burn seared her left shoulder.


  She lost her balance and fell on top of the spectator-filled pew next to her.


  Chaos erupted.


  Those close to an exit ran to the door. Others scrambled over one another to follow. The rest hunkered down, hands over their heads, too frightened to move.


  Helen’s muffled ears scarcely registered the crowd’s panic. She thought she heard several agents shouting, “Drop the gun!” “Get down!” “Drop the gun!”


  Oliver fell upon Milton and knocked him to the floor.


  But Milton was desperate too, and more determined. He pushed Oliver hard enough to free his arm. Two FDLE agents and one Valencia County deputy now stood on empty pews, weapons drawn and trained on Milton from shooters’ stances.


  Helen sensed more than saw Frank Temple reach her side to shield her. She struggled to breathe, the suffocating precursor to an asthma attack constricting her throat.


  Milton whipped the gun toward his own head as if to shoot himself.


  “Drop the gun!” two deputies shouted at once.


  “Don’t!” Oliver shouted over the noise of the panicked crowd. “Think about Ruby. She wouldn’t want you to do this. You know she wouldn’t.”


  Oliver’s rushed words seemed to register with Milton, for even from behind Frank Temple’s bulk Helen saw Milton hesitate, maybe a bit unsure. Looking straight into Oliver’s eyes, Milton lowered the gun a few centimeters. A moment’s hesitation. It was going to be all right.


  Swiftly he pointed the gun at Oliver’s chest and pulled the trigger.


  At the same moment, gunshots rang out from three directions over the heads of the cowering spectators.


  When the shooting stopped, despite the searing pain in her shoulder and the lack of oxygen to her lungs, Helen managed to rise to her knees and crawl into the aisle.


  Milton Jones, becalmed by death on the carpeted sanctuary, lay next to Oliver’s bleeding body.


  Without conscious volition, Helen screamed.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Three Years Later


  Tallahassee, Florida


  Thursday 3:00 p.m.


  JESSICA KIMBALL FOUGHT THE weight of time. Left unoccupied, her mind would dwell on Peter. Only purposeful activity distracted her. She reviewed her notes once more before her interview with Governor Helen Sullivan commenced.


  “Come on. Let’s do this already,” she whispered. Her right leg seemed to bounce of its own volition, the only outward indication of her impatience.


  The fine December day had inspired someone to leave the windows open in the Governor’s mansion. A cool draft prevented the crackling fire in the fireplace from heating the room and carried the cacophony of angry protestors inside. Jess pulled her lightweight grey sweater off her shoulders and slipped her arms into the sleeves.


  She’d entered the mansion through the front door, with her photographer Mike Caldwell filming the mob’s shouts and threats and objects flung while she strode past. Something had connected with her left thigh, but she’d deflected the pain as she would ignore the bruise. Both were irrelevant.


  Safely inside, Jess curbed the adrenaline and settled deeper into the soft red leather upholstery, couched in Governor Sullivan’s inner sanctum while David Manson’s Abolition Project crazies remained most definitely on the outside.


  Manson had followed her to Florida seeking increased attention for his anti-death-penalty efforts by coasting along Jess’s unbroken victims’-rights winning streak. He’d never bested her, although he rebounded after every defeat with renewed vigor.


  Jess believed her success came because she worked hard to stay on the side of the angels. Never had she undertaken an equivocal case, nor would she. Too many crime victims needed her support to waste her efforts on the undeserving. Above all, everything she did was for Peter.


  Now Jess’s investigative spotlight shone on tomorrow’s execution of Tommy Taylor, dubbed the Central Florida Child Killer. Years ago, Taylor had unspeakably tortured four of his five murder victims before authorities apprehended him. Revulsion flooded her body. Child killers were the most despicable criminals Jess could imagine.


  “Where are you, Helen?” She said. Her question did not manifest the governor. The continuing delay heightened her tension and caused her to reexamine her work.


  As always, Jess arrived at her opinions and chose this case only after months spent completing the thorough due diligence her conscience and readers demanded. She trusted her process because it had never failed her. Mentally, she ticked off the steps, making check marks on her note pad.


  She’d reviewed thousands of pages of text from case files and appeal records, and then discussed the evidence in depth with every investigator and attorney who had handled the case.


  She’d learned everything possible about each victim and had spoken several times to every surviving member of the victims’ families.


  Perhaps most heartbreaking was Taylor’s own mother, destroyed by the knowledge that her son was guilty of slaughtering children, even she agreed that he should pay for his crimes.


  Finally Jess had interviewed Tommy Taylor himself, and now she had no doubts about his guilt. None whatsoever. No normal person does what Taylor did to those kids; or deserved to live afterward.


  She glanced at her watch. Yes, the governor was about ten minutes late. Nervous perspiration chilled her. She laid her forearms across her chest and rubbed her arms a moment, then doodled a few quick strokes on her pad until the continuing noise jerked her attention back to Manson’s followers.


  Jess tried to afford them the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps they didn’t know that Manson exploited abolition of the death penalty only as a convenient philosophy his audience idealized.


  Like Manson, though, these protesters defended death-row inmates based on the media value of their stories, rather than by the merits of their cases. To Jess this amounted to excusing depraved indifference to innocent human lives for the sake of publicity. Manson didn’t care about justice any more than he cared whether death row inmates were innocent, guilty or from Mars.


  Thoughts of David Manson brought to mind her missing son again. Manson’s phony idealism had almost drawn Jess in once. Through hard experience, she’d learned how he worked.


  Manson had used her search for Peter to further his own agenda, which Jess would never forgive nor forget.


  To this day, David Manson hung around her like an albatross, but she recognized him for the vulture he was, feeding on the world’s evil and manipulating young idealists to grab attention, or even incite violence, when it served his purposes.


  An inner door opened and Helen Sullivan walked toward Jess, hand extended, apologies offered and accepted. Jess noted Helen Sullivan’s girl-next-door freckles made her appear remarkably young for her age.


  Three years after her son’s murder, Sullivan might have looked worn out, but instead she projected vigor, competence and strength. She was dressed in a somber blue suit and plain pumps; a somewhat old-fashioned double strand of pearls rested at her taught neck. Facelift? Jess wrote on her pad. Politics was a glamour business these days, too.


  The two women settled down to business. Jess placed her digital recorder next to the Governor’s cell phone on the low coffee table between them. Jess held a stenographer’s pad on her lap, ready to jot her impressions with a blue felt-tip in the left column as they talked. She reserved the right column for quotable phrases she might grab while completing the final paragraphs of the magazine article she’d been writing for months.


  The only thing missing from the room was Mike, his video camera rolling. After a few posed pictures of the governor at her desk, Mike had been asked to leave by Governor Sullivan’s chief of staff.


  On a different day, Jess might have argued. She’d come to depend on video, which often helped her nail her final drafts with accurate details she might have missed. But the interview was too important to her story and this was her last chance to complete it before Taylor’s execution. Jess was packed for Colorado to follow a lead on Peter, her own missing son, immediately after Taylor was pronounced dead. She had no time to waste. Her notes and the voice recorder would have to suffice.


  Jess admitted, too, that she admired Helen Sullivan and didn’t want to alienate the governor, whose coping skills fascinated Jess.


  She could relate all too well to Helen’s lost child—Peter had been kidnapped ten years ago and never found, although finding him remained Jess’s personal obsession to this day.


  For now, seeking justice for victims like herself and Helen Sullivan in a society more focused on protecting the killers kept her soul alive while she searched for Peter. Barely.


  But what, Jess had long wondered, enabled Helen Sullivan to succeed—to excel and not merely cope—on a daily basis when parents of murdered children so often lost their faith in everything, including life itself?


  Helen’s poise rivaled Queen Elizabeth, some said, speculating that Sullivan was cold and unfeeling, but Jess rejected that explanation; Helen Sullivan was more complicated than that.


  Jess began the interview as pleasantly and lightly as possible. The governor’s answers were candid, almost charming. After the first few softball questions, though, Jess couldn’t help asking about the no-camera rule: “Why won’t you allow me to videotape this interview?”


  If Jess had hoped to catch Sullivan off guard, she failed. The governor answered Jess’s question without blinking an eye, but her diction changed. She became precise, controlled, rehearsed.


  “Because despite what Mr. Manson seems to think, Tommy Taylor’s execution is not a side show. Video images of the countdown to a man’s final breaths are inhumane. They imprint indelibly on a mother’s mind.”


  Jess immediately understood Helen’s position—she, too, had seen the horrible video of Eric Sullivan’s last moments on earth and recalled every frame. But as a mother, Jess disagreed: For her, not seeing the images of Peter’s kidnapping was infinitely worse. Her imagination produced powerful, terrifying images whenever she closed her eyes. She’d have preferred knowing exactly what had happened to Peter instead of being tormented by questions that could never be answered.


  Jess didn’t push but instead tested Sullivan’s poise with a more provocative question. “The execution of Tommy Taylor is set for Friday at six p.m., twenty-seven hours from now. Yet, you’re attending a ball this evening to celebrate the end of your final term as Governor. Doesn’t that seem in poor taste to you?”


  Sullivan remained still, hands clasped in front of her, holding a linen handkerchief embroidered with her husband’s initials. She didn’t look away or avoid the question. Nor was she provoked to rash comments.


  “Executions are difficult for all of us. It wasn’t right to avoid the problem by leaving for my successor, and the date and time couldn’t be set until after the appeal process was exhausted. There was simply no alternative.”


  Too controlled, Jess wrote on her pad. She gave the effort one last shot, not really knowing what she was trying to accomplish but operating purely on instinct. Something told her there was an issue to uncover here, and Jess needed to know she’d looked under every rock before she allowed a man’s life to be extinguished. Even if doing so got Jess thrown out into the cold with Manson.


  “Some people say you’re too close to this case, Governor. You were on the team that prosecuted Taylor for the fifth murder, the one for which he will be executed.”


  Sullivan waited for Jess to finish the question. Much too cool, Jess thought, watching closely as she tried again to get a rise out of the self-possessed woman.


  “They say that you believe Taylor had your son killed as an act of vengeance,” Jess said, “payback for his death sentence.”


  Was there a slight tension in the clasp of Helen’s hands that hadn’t been there before?


  “Is that true?” Pen poised, recorder running, Jess waited. Eventually, Sullivan would talk, and what she didn’t say might be as powerful as the carefully crafted answer she might eventually offer.


  The murder of Eric Sullivan and Ryan Jones remained an open case. Law enforcement agencies might well know more than they could prove about the unsolved crime, which meant that Helen could be motivated by knowledge about Eric’s killer that had never been made public.


  After several empty seconds, Jess cleared her throat. Governor Sullivan blinked, seeming to realize where she was once again after being captured by her own thoughts. When she did respond, her stilted statement suggested another rehearsed answer.


  “I was a junior member of the prosecutor’s team when Mr. Taylor was tried for the murder of Mattie Crawford. The question of my disqualification to act on his case as governor was fully explored during his appeal process and decided by the courts. The suggestion that I might be disqualified is incorrect on both the facts and the law.”


  Another question transparently dodged with a prepared response.


  By reputation, Jess was a bulldog interviewer who never, never gave up on a sensitive question in pursuit of truth. She opened her mouth to rephrase, but something about the set of Governor Sullivan’s face stopped her words before she voiced them. Instead, Jess asked a question she’d designed to support the final paragraphs of her article and wrap everything up.


  “Why do you think justice is best served by Tommy Taylor’s execution, Governor? Why not issue a pardon?”


  Before Sullivan could answer, the cell phone on the table rang. She glanced down at her watch, apparently surprised to notice it was already past four o’clock.


  She said, “Excuse me, please,” picked up the phone, stood and walked into the adjoining private chambers. Jess reached over and pressed the off button on the recorder and settled in to wait by reviewing her notes.


  During the research phase of the case, Jess had learned that the cell phone was never far from Governor Sullivan’s right hand. Its omnipresence was, by tacit agreement, ignored by the press because it seemed cruel to comment. But everyone knew that the phone connected Helen Sullivan directly to her husband who’d kept an identical one with him at all times since being released from the hospital three years ago.


  Oliver Sullivan’s gunshot wound had healed without serious complications, but he’d suffered a severe stroke following the surgery to remove the bullet. Through months of physical therapy, Governor Sullivan had remained by his side as much as possible.


  Now Oliver spent most of his time at their cattle ranch, some forty miles from Tampa in Thornberry, where he’d grown up next door to his high school sweetheart Helen Carter. The ranch was and always had been their only private residence.


  Almost fifteen minutes later, Sullivan returned to her seat across from Jess.


  “I’m sorry for the interruption,” the governor said, then frowned over the noise from Manson’s protestors that had increased in volume, suggesting more people had joined the group outside.


  Regular chanting, difficult to discern at first, became clear with repetition: “DNA. DNA. DNA.”


  Manson must have arrived, Jess thought, kicking the protest up a few notches by his very presence. The five o’clock news would be starting soon and Manson would find some way of ensuring the journalists deemed his spectacle worthy of air time tonight. He’d started a countdown to Taylor’s execution and would stop at nothing to provoke constant attention until Taylor died.


  Jess watched as Sullivan glanced over at Florida Department of Law Enforcement Special Agent Frank Temple and inclined her head. Temple, who typically kept within ten feet of the governor, opened the room’s door and invited Jess’s photographer Mike join them.


  Now what’s that about? Jess wondered as she turned the recorder back on.


  Mike quickly set up his camera and began shooting as the chanting from outside grew louder, angrier.


  “Do you hear that, Governor?” Jess asked, knowing the video would pick up the chants as clearly as she could hear them. “The Manson Abolition Project is saying that Taylor didn’t kill Mattie Crawford. They say you should stay his execution pending new DNA evidence. Why have you chosen not to do that?”


  Jess knew the facts surrounding Manson’s DNA argument, but Sullivan’s detailed knowledge of the case would impress the magazine’s reading audience with the level of care the Governor exercised when dealing with a stay of execution request.


  Sullivan leaned forward in the chair, raising her voice a bit to be clearly heard. “Because there is no new evidence to test. They claim that newer DNA techniques used on the old evidence might reveal Mr. Taylor’s innocence, but they’re wrong. Everything was tested before the trial and twice more during his appeals.”


  “Could newer techniques reveal a different result?”


  “They might,” Sullivan acknowledged. “But only if there were any new evidence. I’ve granted a stay of execution twice before to allow the defense to find such evidence. They haven’t found it. Mattie Crawford’s family deserves our consideration too. They deserve closure for the long, painful process of moving on with their lives.”


  Sullivan stopped a few moments, cleared her throat, and raised her voice to be heard over the chanting. “We can’t wait any longer for evidence that may never be found and, if it were found, would no doubt confirm what the prior tests already revealed and two juries already concluded: Mr. Taylor was Mattie Crawford’s killer.”


  To be fair and objective, Jess raised the obvious counter-argument. “But many ask what the rush is. If Tommy Taylor is guilty, he can be executed later. You’re not concerned that the next governor will pardon him, are you?”


  Sullivan looked at Jess for a long moment before settling back into her chair and refolding her hands on her lap. If her composure had slipped a bit earlier, she had herself well under control now. She glanced briefly toward Frank Temple, for what? Assent?


  Jess leaned in closer to hear every word.


  “You and I have worked together before, Jess. We don’t agree on these death penalty cases, do we?”


  Jess held her stare. “No, Governor, we don’t.” And most of the country sides with me, she thought but did not voice.


  Helen nodded. “Right now, you’d think I’m committing political suicide by admitting that I don’t support the death penalty, especially when I’ve managed to avoid that answer in the past. Wouldn’t you?”


  The chanting outside grew louder and seemed to be moving in a sound wave closer to the room where they sat. “DNA. DNA. DNA.”


  Jess noticed Frank Temple reach into his pocket and pull out a cell phone. He pushed a button and held the phone to his ear. She read the slight furrow in his brow as concern, but not alarm. He pushed a button, and dropped the phone back into his pocket, then moved closer to Sullivan, but remained out of the camera’s view.


  What was going on?


  Jess turned the question back on the governor. “I take it you don’t think so?” She was almost shouting to be heard over the protesters’ racket.


  “I’ve worked within the legal system my entire career,” said Sullivan, looking directly into the camera, “and I believe in it, even though the system is not infallible. But the older I get, the more I understand that we don’t know everything. Crystal balls are rare. We don’t see all the nuances. We make mistakes, some impossible to correct, for which we can never atone. We can’t bring people back to life.” Sullivan glanced down a moment, but quickly returned her steady gaze toward Jess, who had all but gasped.


  Emboldened by Sullivan’s candor, Jess pressed harder: “Tell us why you’re going out of your way, then, to ensure Tommy Taylor is executed before you leave office, Governor.”


  Although her run for the U.S. Senate hadn’t been confirmed, speculation had been rampant for weeks that Sullivan would declare her candidacy tonight. Everybody knew she had the full weight of the party machine behind her. Helen Sullivan was the people’s politician. Voters in this state loved her, perhaps more so since her son was killed and she’d continued to serve selflessly, but it seemed foolhardy to test that devotion when she didn’t need to.


  Again Jess wondered what made this woman tick. Why? She jotted on her pad.


  Sullivan’s straight posture and squared shoulders projected strength, invulnerability. If Jess’s question angered her, she gave no outward indication but simply nodded again.


  “Fair question. If Governors made the decisions of office based only on our personal opinions, the job would be too hard, Jess. No decent human being could survive the weight. We’re not God. The people didn’t elect me to substitute my own judgments for the laws on the books. I promised I would follow the law because it’s the right thing to do, and—” her breath caught momentarily “—it’s the only way I can carry the load.”


  “DNA. DNA. DNA.”


  The crowd seemed to be directly outside the window, on the lawn. But Jess knew that was impossible. Security would have stopped the protestors long before that point. Manson must have some sort of amplification system set loud enough to deafen them. The volume pulsed stronger than a rock concert. Jess could feel the vibrations as voices shouted, “DNA. DNA. DNA.”


  Jess kept her tone raised to be heard over the din. “Are you saying governing isn’t a matter of individual conscience?” As Jess awaited the governor’s answer, she lowered her eyes to avoid the naked pain in Helen Sullivan’s gaze.


  “To answer you simply, Jess,” said Helen, “those who govern must abide by the law. Despite our best efforts, humans sometimes make mistakes in its application. That is what I would change if I could.”


  Helen glanced toward Agent Temple, perhaps concerned about the rising volume of the protesters, before she continued. “But the law is all we have to separate us from the criminals. I intend to enforce the law of the State of Florida as long as I have the job. That’s exactly what I have done and will do until my term ends next week. I have to. It’s who I am: a woman who does the job she’s elected to do, whether she likes it or not. In the end, that’s all I have to offer.”


  Governor Sullivan’s last words were almost lost in the deafening explosion that seemed to shake the entire room. As the floor vibrated, the walls moved, and a heavy picture fell onto the floor, breaking its frame and glass into pieces.


  Agent Temple rushed toward Sullivan, simultaneously pulling out his service weapon. He grabbed the Governor’s arm and almost lifted her from the chair, pushing her in front of him toward her inner chamber. He opened the door, pushed her into the room, and swept inside behind her.


  Jess squeezed the arms of her chair until it stopped rocking, then she knelt on the floor next to Mike, her photographer. He’d fallen and the skin over his eye was bleeding where the camera’s viewfinder had struck him during the explosion. A rivulet of blood trickled down the right side of his face.


  In the deafening quiet, she asked, “Are you okay?”


  “I think so,” he said. He wiped the blood off with his hand, glanced at it, then looked around the room at the chaos. “But what the hell was that?”


  Purchase Fatal Distractionto continue reading ...
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Monday, November 1


  4:00 a.m.


  Detroit, Michigan


  JUST THE FACTS. AND not many of them, either. Jack Reacher’s file was too stale and too thin to be credible. No human could be as invisible as Reacher appeared to be, whether he was currently above the ground or under it. Either the file had been sanitized, or Reacher was the most off-the-grid paranoid Kim Otto had ever heard of.


  What had she missed?


  At four in the morning the untraceable cell phone had vibrated on her bedside table. She had slept barely a hundred minutes. She cleared her throat, grabbed the phone, flipped it open, swung her legs out of bed, and said, “FBI Special Agent Kim Otto.”


  The man said, “I’m sorry to call you so early, Otto.”


  She recognized the voice, even though she hadn’t heard it for many years. He was still polite. Still undemanding. He didn’t need to be demanding. His every request was always granted. No one thwarted him in any way for any reason. Ever.


  She said, “I was awake.” She was lying, and she knew he knew it, and she knew he didn’t care. He was the boss. And she owed him.


  She walked across the bedroom and flipped on the bathroom light. It was harsh. She grimaced at herself in the mirror and splashed cold water on her face. She felt like she’d tossed back a dozen tequila shots last night, and she was glad that she hadn’t.


  The voice asked, “Can you be at the airport for the 5:30 flight to Atlanta?”


  “Of course.” Kim answered automatically, and set her mind to making it happen.


  Showered, dressed, and seated on a plane in ninety minutes? Easy. Her apartment stood ten blocks from the FBI’s Detroit Field Office, where a helicopter waited, ever ready. She picked up her personal cell and began texting the duty pilot to meet her at the helipad in twenty. From the pad to the airport was a quick fifteen. She’d have time to spare.


  But as if he could hear her clicking the silent keys, he said, “No helicopter. Keep this under the radar. Until we know what we’re dealing with, that is.”


  The direct order surprised her. Too blunt. No wiggle room. Uncharacteristic. Coming from anyone lower down the food chain, the order might have been illegal, too.


  “Of course,” Kim said again. “I understand. Under the radar. No problem.” She hit the delete button on the half-finished text. He hadn’t said undercover.


  The FBI operated in the glare of every possible spotlight. Keeping something under the radar added layers of complication. Under the radar meant no official recognition. No help, either. Off the books. She didn’t have to hide, but she’d need to be careful what she revealed and to whom. Agents died during operations under the radar. Careers were killed there, too. So Otto heeded her internal warning system and placed herself on security alert, level red. She didn’t ask to whom she’d report because she already knew. He wouldn’t have called her directly if he intended her to report through normal channels. Instead, she turned her mind to solving the problem at hand.


  How could she possibly make a commercial flight scheduled to depart–she glanced at the bedside clock–in eighty-nine minutes? There was no reliable subway or other public transportation in the Motor City. A car was the only option, through traffic and construction. Most days it took ninety minutes door to door, just to reach the airport.


  She now had eighty-eight.


  And she was still standing naked in her bathroom.


  Only one solution. There was a filthy hot sheets motel three blocks away specializing in hourly racks for prostitutes and drug dealers. Her office handled surveillance of terrorists who stopped there after crossing the Canadian border from Windsor. Gunfire was a nightly occurrence. But a line of cabs always stood outside, engines running, because tips there were good. One of those cabs might get her to the flight on time. She shivered.


  “Agent Otto?” His tone was calm. “Can you make it? Or do we need to hold the plane?”


  She heard her mother’s voice deep in her reptile brain: When there’s only one choice, it’s the right choice.


  “I’ll be out the door in ten minutes,” she told him, staring down her anxiety in the mirror.


  “Then I’ll call you back in eleven.”


  She waited for dead air. When it came, she grabbed her toothbrush and stepped into shower water pumped directly out of the icy Detroit River. The cold spray warmed her frigid skin.


  * * *


  SEVEN MINUTES LATER, OUT of breath, heart pounding, she was belted into the back seat of a filthy taxi. The driver was an Arab. She told him she’d pay double if they reached the Delta terminal in under an hour.


  “Yes, of course, miss,” he replied, as if the request was standard for his enterprise, which it probably was.


  She cracked the window. Petroleum-heavy air hit her face and entered her lungs and chased away the more noxious odors inside the cab. She patted her sweat suit pocket to settle the cell phone more comfortably against her hip.


  Twenty past four in the morning, Eastern Daylight Time. Three hours before sunrise. The moon was not bright enough to lighten the blackness, but the street lamps helped. Outbound traffic crawled steadily. Night construction crews would be knocking off in forty minutes. No tie-ups, maybe. God willing.


  Before the phone vibrated again three minutes later, she’d twisted her damp black hair into a low chignon, swiped her lashes with mascara and her lips with gloss, dabbed blush on her cheeks, and fastened a black leather watch band onto her left wrist. She needed another few minutes to finish dressing. Instead, she pulled the cell from her pocket. While she remained inside the cab, she reasoned, he couldn’t see she was wearing only a sweat suit, clogs, and no underwear.


  This time, she didn’t identify herself when she answered and kept her responses brief. Taxi drivers could be exactly what they seemed, but Kim Otto didn’t take unnecessary risks, especially on alert level red.


  She took a moment to steady her breathing before she answered calmly, “Yes.”


  “Agent Otto?” he asked, to be sure, perhaps.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “They’ll hold the plane. No boarding pass required. Flash your badge through security. A TSA officer named Kaminsky is expecting you.”


  “Yes, sir.” She couldn’t count the number of laws she’d be breaking. The paperwork alone required to justify boarding a flight in the manner he had just ordered would have buried her for days. Then she smiled. No paperwork this time. The idea lightened her mood. She could grow to like under the radar work.


  He said, “You need to be at your destination on time. Not later than eleven thirty this morning. Can you make that happen?”


  She thought of everything that could go wrong. The possibilities were endless. They both knew she couldn’t avoid them all. Still, she answered, “Yes, sir, of course.”


  “You have your laptop?”


  “Yes, sir, I do.” She glanced at the case to confirm once more that she hadn’t left it behind when she rushed out of her apartment.


  “I’ve sent you an encrypted file. Scrambled signal. Download it now, before you reach monitored airport communication space.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  There was a short pause, and then he said, “Eleven thirty, remember. Don’t be late.”


  She interpreted urgency in his repetition. She said, “Right, sir.” She waited for dead air again before she closed the phone and returned it to her pocket. Then she lifted her Bureau computer from the floor and pressed the power switch. It booted up in fourteen seconds, which was one fewer than the government had spent a lot of money to guarantee.


  The computer found the secure satellite, and she downloaded the encrypted file. She moved it to a folder misleadingly labeled Non-work Miscellaneous and closed the laptop. No time to read now. She noticed her foot tapping on the cab’s sticky floor. She couldn’t be late. No excuses.


  Late for what?


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  AT PRECISELY 5:15 A.M. the cab driver stopped in front of Delta departures at McNamara terminal. Fifty-five minutes, door to door. So far, so good, but she wasn’t on the plane yet.


  She paid the driver double in cash, as promised. She ignored the cold November wind and pulled her bags from the car and jogged inside as quickly as she dared. Running made airport officials nervous. Airports were touchy places in America these days, particularly those close to known arrival and departure points for terrorists. Detroit-Wayne Metro had two strategic advantages for the bad guys. Proximity to the Canadian border allowed rapid deployment once they entered the country, and they could easily blend in. Greater Detroit was home to more people of Arabic descent than any city outside the Middle East. Which was the very reason Otto had requested the Detroit deployment: more opportunity for advancement on the front lines.


  Right then she thought she would have been better off somewhere else.


  She slowed to a walk. There were cameras everywhere. She was under the radar, but she wasn’t invisible.


  She approached the checkpoint and looked for her contact. She saw a man with Kaminsky on his nameplate, manning the crew line, putting each crew member through the same screens as the regular passengers. He was focused intently on his work.


  Come on, come on, come on.


  She willed him to notice her. When he did, she ducked under the rope and walked up to where he stood. She said, “You’re expecting me.”


  He said, “Correct.”


  He glanced at her credentials and passed her along, with her bags, and her electronics, and her gun, around the outside of the metal detector hoop. Behind her a passenger called out, “Hey! What’s so special about her?”


  She thought: Shit. Now someone will remember me if they’re asked, for sure. She didn’t glance back to give the guy another look at her face. She just jogged the last hundred yards to the gate, where another TSA agent waited, blocking the entrance. She flashed her ID. He nodded and stepped aside. The moment she crossed the threshold, he closed and locked the door behind her. She rushed through the tunnel and stepped onto the plane. The flight attendant closed and sealed the door behind her, the jet way retreated, and the plane backed away. The pilot had only a ten-minute delay to cover up.


  Should anyone ask.


  She found her seat in first class. The seat next to hers was empty, as was the seat across the aisle. Probably not by chance. She stowed her bags and buckled her seatbelt low and tight. She laid her head back and closed her eyes. She gripped the armrests until her fingers hurt.


  God, she hated flying.


  Experts said fear of flying was irrational. They were fools. Kim knew too much to believe that nonsense. Planes made powerful weapons and they were no match for Mother Nature. And she was in a bad way to start with. The acid in her stomach had boiled up the night before, when the untraceable cell phone had arrived. She unclenched one hand long enough to slide an antacid between her lips. She pressed it with her tongue to the roof of her mouth, and as it dissolved, she tried to calm her racing pulse. She kept her eyes closed until the plane was safely in the air and she could breathe again. She asked for black coffee and opened her laptop to find out why the hell she was headed to Atlanta.


  She had two hours and thirty-eight minutes to learn everything she needed to know.


  * * *


  The encrypted file she had downloaded in the taxi was zipped. Inside, she found five separate documents. The first contained a short memo explaining her assignment. The other four files were identified by unfamiliar names: first, Carlos Marco Gaspar; second, Beverly Roscoe (Trent); third, Lamont Finlay, Ph. D.; and fourth, Jack Reacher.


  Jack Reacher’s file was the largest, and it ended fifteen years ago. The other three were brief resumes.


  She started reading.


  The assignment seemed straightforward enough: Complete background investigation on potential candidate Jack-none-Reacher. She’d handled dozens of these since she’d joined the Special Personnel Task Force. But this assignment was different in every respect. There was no indication of the job for which Reacher was being considered. Nor did the assignment memo explain the secrecy, the haste. Or why the boss was involved. Everything about it felt wrong.


  She was instructed to begin in Margrave, Georgia. Nothing further.


  The second document was brief but normal. It contained limited data on FBI Special Agent Carlos Marco Gaspar, her partner on this assignment. She’d never met Gaspar and the file told her very little about him. He was forty-four years old, married with four children, and he was currently posted to the Miami Field Office.


  The only odd note was the explicit direction that she was to take the lead, even though Gaspar was ten years more experienced.


  She’d never acted as lead on a SPTF assignment. Was this a test of her leadership ability? Was she being considered for promotion? No. Too soon. What, then? Another secret. She hated secrets unless she was the one keeping them. She popped another antacid and studied Gaspar’s official ID photograph, learning his face. Then she spent the next two hours reading, analyzing, and memorizing the limited information contained in the remaining three files.


  The more she read, the less comfortable she became, but she was already on security alert level red, and there were no higher levels in her system.


  She began with the candidate. His file was simply too thin. In her line of work, less was definitely not more. Where were Reacher’s tax returns? Credit card files? Property records? Criminal records? Had Reacher never bought a car? Rented an apartment? Owned a cell phone? Surfed the internet? Been arrested? What about banking records? Where did he get his walking-around money?


  There had to be more documentary evidence on Jack-none-Reacher, but she’d been allowed no time to do her own thorough preparation using the extensive tools available to the FBI. And she couldn’t call and ask for assistance. She was under the radar. Only two people were authorized to help her: one she hadn’t met yet, and one she couldn’t ask.


  She closed her eyes again.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  EVENTUALLY, AND RELUCTANTLY, SPECIAL Agent Kim Otto reached the only possible conclusion: Reacher’s file was deliberately thin. There had to be more. The rest was being withheld.


  Which made her nervous. What always made her nervous were the things she didn’t know. What you didn’t know could kill you. She could handle anything, but only if she saw it coming. Two antacids this time, washed down with the cold coffee she hadn’t touched. She pushed the button for the flight attendant to refill her cup. Then she copied and stored the limited data on Reacher to her own encrypted files. When she had access to the satellite again, she would send her private files to secure storage.


  Because too many people had access to FBI files. She had been burned before when confidential reports were acquired by unintended recipients who lived to tell about it. She never made the same mistake twice. In the field, she relied on memory alone. Her formal reports were carefully drafted and filed according to protocol, but her private records remained her own. It was impossible to be too careful.


  She copied the Roscoe and Finlay files, too. Straightforward information there, a bit unusual but nothing mysterious. None of it explained why Roscoe and Finlay had been selected as interview subjects, except one point of possible connection: Margrave, Georgia.


  Today’s destination.


  Fifteen years ago, Roscoe and Finlay had been present in Margrave. Reacher’s honorable discharge from the army was six months fresh back then. Whether Reacher had been in Margrave, and whether they’d all met there, and what had happened between them, were just three of the thousand questions Kim would need to answer. But something happened. The boss wouldn’t send her there otherwise.


  She glanced at her watch. There was still time before landing. She ran through the Reacher material one more time.


  Birth certificate (West Berlin 1960); education record showing attendance on military bases around the world, including one year in Saigon, Viet Nam. Kim read that fact for the tenth time before the taser charge she’d felt the first nine times lessened. Kim’s mother was Vietnamese; her father served in the U.S. Army in Viet Nam. No connection to Reacher back then, right?


  No. Reacher was a kid when Kim’s parents left the country; Reacher’s father was a Marine; Army and Marines hadn’t mixed much in Viet Nam. There couldn’t be any connection between them. But was Viet Nam the reason the boss had chosen her to lead this assignment?


  She pushed that new worry aside. No time to deal with it now and nothing she could do about it from 35,000 feet anyway.


  Reacher had graduated from the U.S. Military Academy at West Point (1984). Parents deceased (father 1988; mother 1990). One brother, also deceased (1997).


  At West Point and afterward, until he was honorably discharged, the file contained the usual batch of military forms crafted in army-speak. Uninitiated readers would need an interpreter to decipher the batch of acronyms. When Kim copied the contents of Reacher’s file into her own private documents, she included the full phrases and definitions, and studied them carefully, testing herself, building her knowledge. She’d labeled the section “Accomplishments,” but the title was far too benign when you knew what each entry meant. Reacher had investigated, arrested, subdued, and otherwise dealt with some of the most highly trained soldiers on earth, all of them capable of extreme violence.


  He had done it by matching their violence with his own.


  He was a killer.


  So what did the FBI want from him now?


  He’d been decorated several times, each for some form of extraordinary heroism or outstanding service or extreme military achievement. He had been wounded in combat and been given a Purple Heart. He’d been trained and won awards as a sniper. Summary: Reacher had handled whatever had come his way. He’d faced the enemy and come out alive. More than once. Kim imagined the type. He’d be confident, hard to persuade, manipulate or overpower. In no way like any other candidate she’d investigated before.


  No wonder the project was under the radar.


  And how the hell would she accomplish it?


  The pilot announced the initial descent into Atlanta. Not much time left for electronic devices. She kept on working. Reacher’s file contained no details on the situations he’d handled as a military cop. Those would have been filed separately at the time the investigations took place. Kim made a note to find them. The search wouldn’t be easy, but the years Reacher spent doing his job were the last that would have clear and complete records, and those records would be the only clues to his current activities or location. Understanding how he’d performed back then would teach her the man and his methods. And scare her out of her wits, probably, if she had any wits left by then.


  The file ended with Reacher’s army discharge papers, followed by a short memo stating that he’d been off the grid for more than fifteen years. No one knew where he was. FBI files, Homeland Security files, all were empty of references to Major Jack (none) Reacher, U.S. Army, Retired.


  No way, she’d typed into her notes. Can’t happen.


  Was he dead? In prison? Witness protection? Classified assignment? At a minimum, either Reacher himself or someone else didn’t want him found.


  Maybe he was unfindable.


  And maybe that was the good news.


  * * *


  TWENTY MINUTES FROM ATLANTA the plane started to bounce around like a steer on cocaine. Clear air turbulence, the pilot called it, but Kim didn’t believe him. More likely a fatal mechanical fault. She pulled her seatbelt as tight as possible. The belt failed to hold her securely in the wide seat. She would have some odd bruises tomorrow. If there was a tomorrow. Not that anyone would see her bruises. The Danish she’d eaten threatened to come back up. She wanted to grab the airsickness bag, but she’d have to crack her fingers away from the armrests to reach for it.


  Then the plane’s wheels bounced twice on the tarmac and skidded a long, loud, smoky distance before grabbing the runway hard enough to jerk her head off the seat and slam it back again. She breathed out and felt stupid, as always. Then her embarrassment doubled when she looked down at her lap and realized she’d never finished getting dressed.


  Kim waited curbside behind the wheel of a rented Chevy Blazer. She took a look at the airline’s web site flight tracking data on her personal smart phone. “Terrorist.com,” she called it, because constant flight status updates on any commercial flight were quick and easy to find. Agent Gaspar’s flight from Miami had just landed. He’d be with her soon. She ate the last antacid in the roll. When it melted, she washed the chalky taste away with a swig of black coffee.


  Then she opened her computer and stared one more time at Jack Reacher’s face, critically analyzing the full photo, committing every pixel to memory. The Army’s black and white regulation head shot suggested but didn’t confirm Reacher’s height, which was recorded at six-five, or his hair color, described elsewhere as fair, or his eye color, which was blue, or his enormous build, listed at two hundred and fifty pounds.


  Kim shuddered. On the inside she was one hundred percent lithe, lanky, formidable German, like her father. But on the outside, she was exactly 5’0” tall, like her mother, and she weighed 100 pounds on her fat days. Reacher was more than twice her size; she hoped she was more than twice as smart. Brains, not brawn, would have to be her weapon.


  Therefore she needed a better photo. An army photo wouldn’t do the job. People would remember Reacher. He wasn’t just memorable. More like unforgettable. But no doubt patriotism was still alive and well in Margrave, Georgia. Locals would say nothing negative about a man dressed in army green and gold and sporting a chest full of medals. Witnesses might even deny knowing him, even though it was a federal crime to lie to an FBI agent in the course of an investigation.


  Kim had been trained to observe witness reactions to photographs. Witnesses found it difficult to deny recognition, and harder still to lie effectively when confronted with a picture. People had trouble remembering names, but faces were imprinted in a different area of the brain, more easily recalled. So she would know if a witness recognized Reacher, even if they lied. She’d be able to tell. But failure was not an option, so she needed a different picture.


  She switched to the altered head shot she had created on the plane. She had cropped out Reacher’s army uniform and removed his hat in this version. Was her photo editing good enough to deny Reacher his unfair advantage?


  Then knuckles rapped hard on the Blazer’s side window. Kim closed her computer and looked at the inquiring face only inches from her own. She pressed the button to lower the window. Before she had a chance to speak, Special Agent Carlos Gaspar said, “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you. I tried to open the hatch, but it’s locked. Give me the key. I’ll toss my bags in and we can get on the road.”


  “Sure,” she said. She turned off the ignition, handed him the keys and stepped out of the truck. She met him at the rear of the vehicle, watching as he moved her bag out, placed his on the bottom, and then put hers back on top.


  A considerate guy.


  Very proper.


  She extended her hand in greeting and said, “Kim Otto.”


  “Carlos Gaspar,” he said, taking her hand in a firm grasp, neither too hard or too soft. A respectful handshake. Not at all macho. She liked him already.


  He said, “It’s about an hour to Margrave. I’ve been there before. I’ll drive.”


  “Actually, I prefer to drive,” she said. She felt uncomfortable with anyone else behind the wheel. Particularly someone she didn’t know and had never traveled with before. She had no idea what kind of driver he was. Her queasy stomach might not survive, and there was no way she was going to throw up in front of this guy. Not now. Not ever.


  “I’m a good driver,” he said. “And I’ll be faster, because I know where we’re going.”


  He opened the driver’s door and moved the seat back, for his longer legs.


  Maybe not so proper or respectful.


  Maybe he was going to be one of those overbearing Latino males.


  He was all the way inside the car now. He stuck his head out the window and asked, “Are you coming or not? We’ll have to hustle to get there on time as it is.”


  When there’s only one choice, it’s the right choice.


  She got into the passenger seat and Gaspar accelerated the second she’d closed the door.


  Purchase Don’t Know Jackto continue reading ...
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Tampa, Florida


  Wednesday 4:15 p.m.


  January 6, 1999


  I GREW UP OUTSIDE Detroit, where the weak were killed and eaten. Still are.


  Every morning during my high school years, my clock radio blasted me awake with morning news: Five men killed last night in Cass Corridor. Two hundred homicides this year.


  Like sports statistics, only bloodier.


  Somehow it never occurred to me to change the station.


  Even so, murder was far removed from my suburban life. Eventually I moved to Tampa for sunny charm, Southern hospitality, smiling grocery clerks, polite neighbors, small-town feel.


  And no crime. Ok, less crime.


  But lessons learned young stick with us. All those Detroit homicides proved one thing to me: You never see the bullet that gets you, even when it hits you right between the eyes.


  Of course, I didn’t think about any of this until long after the time to duck.


  Carly Austin ambushed me at home. I’d dashed home from work later than I’d planned. Preoccupied. Distracted. Too much to do, too little time to do it. And there she was. Waiting for me.


  Her mere presence was a shock; she’d been ignoring me for more than a year.


  I’d covered well; offered smiles, hugs. Asked her to join me for drinks. She feigned reluctance, but allowed me to persuade.


  Twenty minutes later we sat outdoors on the Sunset Bar patio. I played with the pink flamingo swizzle stick in my iced Bombay Sapphire and tonic, moving the lemon twist around the cubes, afraid to sip because the alcohol would do what alcohol does. The swirling gin, yellow lemon and white ice mesmerized, passed the time.


  Perfect late January afternoon. Warm and clear. Setting sun and rising full moon cast simultaneous glow on Hillsborough Bay, giving a mystical quality to my experience.


  I knew it was the atmosphere that made me feel this way because I hadn’t swallowed any gin. Yet.


  Carly’s visit was urgent in some way; she never came to me bearing good news or even minor trouble.


  I felt my muscles tense with anticipation and anxiety.


  Sought understanding. Gaze lifted. Watched my almost-sibling. What was the problem? Sure I could handle it, if only she’d tell me what it was. Too much drama. With Carly, always. If only she’d come tomorrow, when everything in my world was scheduled to be less tense. She had to know that today wasn’t the best time to commandeer my attention.


  Something was very wrong.


  Again I noted the setting sun reflected glistening orange that flattered her copper coloring; but her clothes were wrinkled and dark circles under her eyes showed through her concealer. Lipstick smeared. Bright pink blush on pale cheeks made her look more like Bozo than Garbo. Even her curly red hair was dirty.


  So not-Carly.


  More gin. Definitely. But not yet.


  I felt the familiar ambivalent emotions Carly always inspired. She was fiercely independent, but perpetually getting into some mess that I had to get her out of. I loved her, of course; she was the only sister I’d ever have. But I could strangle her sometimes. Gleefully.


  Stubborn as an elephant, she couldn’t be pushed. Believe me. I’ve tried.


  While I waited for her to speak I flashed back to the first time we met. Gathered around the bassinet, watching. Instantly beloved. Tiny face, flashing blue eyes. Red ringlets framed porcelain skin. Mom cooed over Carly’s little feet and perfect hands. Her brothers murmured in hushed wonder as they examined miniscule fingernails, perfect eyelashes. One of the boys, not quite ten and very clever, wanted to call her Curly, but his mother insisted on Carly, and his brother punched him in the arm whenever he refused to get it right.


  No one noticed me, Wilhelmina, standing off to the side, already five foot six and still growing. Nothing about me was petite or cute, then or now. I was gawky and awkward. Even my earlobes were big.


  The only things Carly and I had in common were red hair and double X chromosomes.


  And her family.


  My relationship with Carly was born in that minute. Conflicting feelings of awe, jealousy, irritation—and protectiveness. I’d always taken care of Carly and she’d always resisted. She thought she could take care of herself. Experience proved otherwise.


  I like to think we’ve both matured in twenty-nine years, but maybe not.


  She was all grown up now, but still 110 pounds and 5’2”. Carly’s style was anything but cute. Sporting brightly polished artificial claws and perfect makeup, she was a proud glamour hound. “It’s better to look good than to be good” is her personal creed.


  Maybe she can’t be good, or maybe she just doesn’t try. Either way, the result is the same: whirling dervish in a small, perfect package.


  I sighed loudly. Stopped playing with my watery gin and pushed it aside. As much as drinking would have helped, I’d need to keep all my wits about me to deal with Carly, and I was now dangerously short of time.


  Too soon, my husband expected more than six hundred guests to attend an AIDS research benefit here in his restaurant. It’s no secret that I hate these shindigs. Not my thing. At all. George might actually have been holding me captive when he extracted my promise to act as hostess. A thousand dollars a plate. Movers and shakers and poseurs showing up to see and be seen at what they considered their finest. I was hot, sweaty, and still wearing my work clothes.


  “OK, the suspense is killing me. I don’t know what it is you have on your mind, but it can’t be that bad.” Realizing I was sticking my neck out, I asked, “What’s up?”


  As if she’d been waiting for me to ask, Carly said, “It’s worse than anything you can imagine.”


  She said it quietly, with none of her usual bravado.


  Impatience deflated like a bayoneted blimp.


  “Hey, come on. I have quite an imagination,” I joked. “Just because you haven’t talked to me in a while doesn’t mean I don’t care about you.”


  The truth was that I cared too much. Always had. Never figured out how to toughen up my heart where Carly was concerned.


  She smiled a little, sheepishly; seemed to take the edge off.


  Carly slumped back in her chair and looked at the water. There were a couple of late afternoon sunfish sailors out, racing back and forth from Davis Islands to a spot 100 yards off the edge of our island, Plant Key.


  About a year or two later, or at least it seemed that long as I imagined myself forced to greet senators and celebrities wearing nothing but my underwear, Carly finally started to talk. I resisted the urge to cheer.


  “Did you see NewsChannel eight this morning?”


  “Why?”


  More silence.


  She picked up her white wine, took a sip, put it down, picked up the blue paper cocktail napkin, concentrated hard while she folded it into a fan. She never looked directly at me.


  I wondered if my deodorant would hold on another eight hours. Maybe I could skip my bath?


  “Did you see the news story on the drowning victim?” She finally asked, in a small voice.


  Drowning victim? Are you kidding me?


  Maybe he drowned, but I hoped he was dead before he went into the water.


  Frank Bennett had the report. He’d said pieces of a body were pulled out of Tampa Bay before dawn. The largest portion, the part the sharks hadn’t eaten, was found banging against the pilings of the Sunshine Skyway Bridge in Pinellas County. Hands and feet were bound together by clothesline and tied to heavy cement slabs. Face unrecognizable.


  By now, she had shredded the cocktail napkin into tiny blue pieces and dropped them all over the deck. I remember thinking foolishly that she’d need collagen on those frown lines next week if she didn’t relax.


  I nodded encouragement to keep the words flowing because I couldn’t fathom Carly involved in murder. The possibility didn’t surface.


  “Let me ask you a hypothetical question,” Carly said.


  That very second, I knew. She wasn’t looking for sisterly advice. Not the usual boyfriend trouble or help with credit card bills. Carly was involved in something much, much worse. My body shivered with visceral certainty even before my brain acknowledged.


  I should have stopped her right there. Should have cloaked us both with appropriate protections. I knew what to do. I knew how to do it.


  But did I even try to dodge the bullet I saw coming straight at me? No. So how much smarter had all those Detroit homicides made me?


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  Tampa, Florida


  Wednesday 5:05 p.m.


  January 6, 1999


  IT WAS LIKE WATCHING my own train wreck.


  Gooseflesh raised on my skin.


  Carly had set me up. I felt foolish for letting her get away with it. And I was scared for her. She’d manipulated me, which meant she knew she was in serious trouble. Why didn’t she take her guilty conscience to Tampa’s best criminal defense attorney? At least he would have been required to keep her secrets.


  Masterfully played, though. Showed up here without warning; protested my invitation to talk just strongly enough to establish reluctance. Didn’t volunteer information, but waited until I insisted she tell me. Forced me to press her until she relented.


  I might not keep her secrets, but nothing she told me could be used against her now. Under the law, she’d been interrogated in violation of her constitutional rights. It didn’t matter that she knew she had rights; it only mattered that I hadn’t warned her before she spilled her story.


  She must have used the technique hundreds of times before. Like a dumb street criminal, I had walked right into her game before I realized we were on the playing field. Call me crazy, but I wasn’t expecting to discuss murder in the moon glow.


  No matter. I am the law; a role that suits like second skin, as Carly well knows.


  Keeping score? Carly Austin, member in good standing of the Florida Bar, one; Wilhelmina Carson, United States District Court Judge for the Middle District of Florida, zero.


  Maybe she saw my dawning understanding and figured I might actually strangle her, for she perched on the chair’s edge, ready to run should the need arise. I’ll admit, shaking her silly appealed. I grabbed my biceps instead.


  Carly’s words rushed faster.


  “Hypothetically speaking,” she said—my teeth clamped painfully onto my cheek—“What if someone might know the identity of that body? Would they be required to go to the police? Tell who they think it is? Even if they’re not sure?”


  She stressed the word required to emphasize her legal question. One that posed serious risks to us both.


  And raised my temperature a good ten degrees. Hers, too, judging by her deeply crimsoned face. I appreciated the warmth.


  Just like she’d done all her life, Carly put me in a hell of a spot, even if she was telling me the whole story, which I was very sure she wasn’t.


  Carly’s usual style was to reveal only what she thought you needed to know. As a kid, she’d say, “If I tell you, I’ll have to kill you,” but that wouldn’t have been a funny line at the moment.


  Swiftly, my mind stepped through the logic.


  Knowing the dead man’s identity alone wasn’t enough to scare her so badly. She’d have handled that small issue on her own. One phone call to the police chief or even an anonymous 911 tip. Simple problem with a quick resolution.


  No, complications motivated her behavior.


  Whether she was required to disclose information about the identity of this body depended on how she obtained the knowledge—and who was asking. Consequences chased her here. But why? She didn’t kill the guy. Right? I was afraid to ask; she might tell me.


  Reporting Carly to the local police for withholding evidence or being an accessory to obstruction of justice and facing impeachment myself. Just great.


  Eyed the watery gin, tempted to drink it anyway and let it take the edge off, if it could.


  I said, “Let’s recap. A drowning accident. Hypothetical bystander may know the victim’s identity. Your question is: Does an ordinary citizen have a legal obligation to report unsubstantiated suspicion?”


  “I don’t know,” Carly said quietly. “I mean, let’s assume you don’t know for sure who it is, but you have enough facts to suggest a realistic possibility.”


  “The easy thing to do is make the call, isn’t it? Any decent citizen would volunteer whatever information he might have about the identity of a murder victim,” I told her. “Think of the man’s family, if nothing else.”


  She didn’t notice that I’d slipped into personalizing her facts. As always, Carly was totally focused on Carly. She was crazy not to call this in. She could lose her license to practice law if she handled things the wrong way. She could end up in jail.


  And I might be the one who had to report her. Neither one of us wanted that to happen. I ran my fingers through my hair and blew out a stream of frustration.


  Old annoyance elbowed concern aside. Carly was in trouble; she should tell me about it and stop acting like a cross between flaky child and super spy. How could I fix her problem if I didn’t know what it was? I love Carly, if love is a way to describe my feelings. And I’d do anything for her mother. But Carly doesn’t make it easy. Dammit!


  I watched as she calculated how much to reveal: keep me tethered, but not overplay her hand. Gamesmanship. Maybe she’d been AWOL from my life a while, but her methods sure hadn’t changed.


  “Carly?”


  “Well, hypothetically speaking, suppose you had been spending a lot of time with a guy and he missed an important meeting with you and for a month after that you were never able to get in touch with him,” she said, parceling out the information as if she was serving up expensive Kobe beef to a homeless woman.


  My patience snapped. “I know a number of people I haven’t seen in a month, but I don’t believe any of them have been submerged in Tampa Bay all that time.”


  What the hell. I reached for the gin and drank about half of it. Even with mostly melted ice water filling the glass, I felt it hit my stomach with a jolt. I should have had lunch.


  “Yes, but then stories started appearing in the paper about his disappearance.” Carly looked at the water for several moments. Voice so quiet I had to lean closer to hear, she said, “And the last time I saw him, he told me someone was going to kill him.”


  The effects of the gin evaporated as quickly as they’d settled over me. Years of listening to clients’ stories, sitting stone-faced in court while your theory of the case gets flattened by opposing counsel, then on the bench listening to all manner of ridiculous tales, I’d learned to appear cool and calm no matter what happened.


  But appearing cool and being calm are two different things. My pounding heart and racing pulse gave me the real story.


  I could feel my hands starting to shake, so I sat on them. I didn’t need what her mother calls my “inner wisdom” to tell me Carly believed, absolutely.


  She knew who he was; that he’d been murdered.


  Maybe she even knew who killed him.


  Oh, God, I prayed. But for what? To be wrong? To turn back the clock and let me erase this entire conversation?


  Merely knowing the dead man put Carly closer to murder than I wanted either of us to be, closer than I’d felt when I lived in Detroit and anonymous people were murdered every day.


  “Hypothetically speaking, who does the bystander believe the dead man is?” I barely recognized my own voice, and I wasn’t sure Carly heard me.


  I cleared my throat and said “Carly?” a little louder.


  Noticing the change, she turned her head and looked at me directly, unblinking.


  “Doctor Michael Morgan.” She thrust a small piece of newspaper toward me. “Here.”


  She’d been holding it crumpled up in her hand. The paper was wet, the ink smeared with her sweat. I flattened out the creases. The story was short, from the Tribune, dated about two weeks earlier. No pictures.


  DOCTOR MISSING


  
    
      Once prominent plastic surgeon Dr. Michael Morgan has been reported missing. Dr. Morgan lives alone and has become a recluse in recent years following his conviction on drug possession charges eight years ago.
    

  


  A few details followed, but nothing relevant.


  I realized I’d been holding my breath. I sat back in my chair and tried to breathe normally; Carly continued, looking straight through me.


  Dr. Morgan was a locally prominent plastic surgeon. Legendary. A boy wonder. Some said a genius. I’d never met him, but I’d seen his resume in my court files many times. Small town tax rolls listed entire populations in fewer pages.


  Morgan had been published more than once in every major American medical journal, authored two textbooks and done plastic surgery on three-fourths of Florida’s affluent citizens, males and females alike. He taught at the medical school; lectured on medical legal issues at the law school. In short, he was about as close to medical genius as they come.


  Cold sober now, I tried but couldn’t grasp the idea that Dr. Morgan had been so malevolently killed.


  Here in Tampa, murder sells for about five hundred dollars. At least, that’s the rate for carnies, drug pushers and street people. I don’t know about doctors. But Michael Morgan? What could anyone have had against him?


  I must have pondered too long. Carly rose, pushed her heavy rattan chair back from the table, and walked away. I figured she’d gone to powder her nose. We’d talk when she returned. Hash things out. Decide what to do.


  But she didn’t come back.


  After ten minutes, I went looking for her. The hostess said Carly left the building. I hurried outside to check the parking lot. No luck. No one around. Not even the valet.


  Hustled back into the house, through the restaurant and took the stairs two at a time up to our flat on the second floor. Ran through the den and to the window overlooking the driveway.


  Saw Carly’s gray sedan roll over the bridge from Plant Key to Bayshore Boulevard. Turned left, away from downtown, and lost sight of her between the palm trees and traffic.


  I stood there a while, staring toward her vanishing point in the swiftly darkening twilight.


  “Breathe in, breathe out; breathe in, breathe out,” I repeated to make my hands stop shaking as I slowly descended the stairs.


  How like Carly to get herself into disaster and dump it into my lap. I’d been rescuing her from herself most of her life, but this time she may have gotten into more than I could handle.


  For the first time, I noticed bustling activity in the dining room. Temporary staff my husband, George, hired to serve tonight’s fund-raiser worked purposefully.


  Carly was gone; I had no idea where. I called her cell, her home, and her office. Left messages. I could do nothing more tonight.


  Police Chief Ben Hathaway, along with everyone else who might be interested in Dr. Morgan’s disappearance, would be right here at George’s restaurant for the evening anyway.


  Besides, George was so nervous about this party that I had to do my part to make it a success. Rumors claimed Senator and Victoria Warwick, and Elizabeth Taylor, the actress and AIDS activist, might attend.


  Dr. Michael Morgan, and Carly’s involvement with him, whatever it was, would have to wait.


  If he was already dead, I couldn’t bring him back to life.


  Contrary to popular belief, judges know we are not gods.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  Tampa, Florida


  Wednesday 5:30 p.m.


  January 6, 1999


  I DRIFTED BACK TO the Sunset Bar, swallowed my gin and let the watery liquid relax me. The tension was chemically erased from my stomach and the rest of my muscles would feel it soon, too. Along with some heat. The January sun, near the horizon, no longer warmed. How much colder would the Gulf waters be this time of year? Well below comfortable body temperatures, that’s for sure. Hypothermia kills, too.


  George emerged from the kitchen, tossing words over his shoulder that I couldn’t hear. He wore his usual uniform: khaki slacks, golf shirt, and kilted cordovan loafers, sans socks. Today, the shirt was bright yellow. It set off his deep tan and dark hair like neon. Despite all the kicking and screaming about leaving Michigan, he’d become a perpetually comfortable Floridian about twenty seconds after we moved here. It’s culturally closer from Grosse Pointe to South Tampa than geography suggests.


  He spied me, came over and bestowed a kiss, which I returned more desperately, wanting to feel something solid having nothing to do with cold water, dead doctors, and missing sisters in trouble.


  Once released, he said, “Good, you’re home early. Take a quick walk through the dining room to make sure everything’s done?”


  “Just sit with me for a minute. I’m sure Peter has everything under control.”


  Peter, George’s Maître d’, could run the place with his eyes closed. A charity fund-raiser for six hundred people was no great challenge. He’d done it all before.


  “I’ve had a crush on Elizabeth Taylor since I first saw National Velvet. I want to knock her off her feet.” He wiggled eyebrows like Groucho Marx to force my smile. He’s not clairvoyant, but seventeen years of marriage have given him a sixth sense of my moods. He knows which buttons to push.


  “You act like all this is wildly important to you when you don’t really care whether they have a wonderful time or not,” I teased.


  “Every event we have here is important to me.” Then, he relented a little, “Just because I didn’t vote for our democratic senator doesn’t mean I want the Tribune’s food critic or the Times’ society pages trashing my party.”


  The Tribune or the Times find anything less than perfect? Unlikely as snowfall during a Tampa summer. George’s chefs have won the Golden Spoon Award five times and Florida Trend magazine removed his restaurant from the annual Best of Florida issue because nothing could compete.


  “Bring your drink. I’ll keep your mind off Elizabeth Taylor.” I leered, mocking him, and this time, he was the one who laughed.


  We moved to my favorite outside table. Wicker rockers invited us to kick back and enjoy the view. Sitting outside, watching either sunrise or sunset over the water, is one of the best things about living on Plant Key. I don’t care enough about the sunrise to get up for it. Now, if sunrise is the end of a perfect evening, well that’s something else.


  We sat quietly, words between us unnecessary. Maybe the best part of marriage is comfortable companionship every day. George has been the best friend I could ever have, although when we met I imagined lifetime romance and lust.


  Got that, too.


  Like most evenings, he chattered on about today’s events at the restaurant and asked what had happened in my courtroom. Both of us too keyed up to relax, albeit for different reasons.


  The sun disappeared at 5:49 p.m., one minute later than yesterday, one minute earlier than tomorrow. Normal Tampa sunset. No low clouds to create the spectacular effects we enjoyed in Michigan. No frigid January wind, either.


  George jumped up to complete his preparations. Guess after seventeen years, I can’t expect to compete with Elizabeth Taylor.


  As promised, I moved through the archway into the main dining room for a final inspection. The former ballroom comfortably held about thirty round tables. Tonight, decorated in fuchsia and white, with red and green bromeliads, bird of paradise and other tropical plants that grew in carefully cultured gardens here on Plant Key. White tablecloths; fuchsia napkins.


  Not the usual restaurant china, but Minaret’s best Herend china, Waterford crystal and sterling flatware. All came with the house when we inherited it from George’s Aunt Minnie; now set flawlessly in ten place settings per table.


  Something truly spectacular was the ice sculpture on the head table. An eagle, its wings spread, and spanning more than four feet, majestically demonstrated the strength most AIDS patients lacked. Too bad the eagle would melt before morning; it’s never cold enough to keep ice frozen in Tampa overnight. Something else to be grateful for.


  I walked the length of both dining rooms; examined the flowers and the table settings. If there were flaws in the presentation, I couldn’t find them. Nor had I expected to.


  I flashed an “OK” sign across the way; George surveyed everything personally and barely noticed my appreciation.


  Everything about our home is astonishing to me still. Often, I marvel that we actually live here. George claims we can’t be evicted, but is that true?


  George’s Aunt Minnie married into the grand old building and bequeathed it to her favorite nephew when she died. Minaret, as it’s called, was built in the 1890s to house Henry Plant’s family. Plant was constructing the Tampa Bay Hotel, now the University of Tampa, which he hoped would be a vacation Mecca for the rich and famous. He wanted to surpass his rival Henry Flagler’s magnificent Palm Beach construction.


  Henry placed Minaret to be admired like a sparkling solitaire presented on her private island.


  Originally too shallow for navigation and devoid of landmass, Hillsborough Bay was dredged to allow passage of freighters into the Port of Tampa. Henry Plant persuaded the Army Corps of Engineers to build the landmass for Plant Key at the same time they created Harbour Island and Davis Islands.


  Plant Key is marquis cut, about a mile wide by two miles long. Narrow ends face north toward Tampa and south toward the Gulf of Mexico. Key Bridge connects us to Bayshore Boulevard just north of Gandy.


  The locals, and New York society, dubbed the enterprise “Henry’s Ego,” but like everything else Plant did, his island and his home surpassed all expectations.


  Hard to fathom sometimes how much ostentatious wealth was accumulated and displayed in the days before income tax by those who were willing to live maybe just a bit outside the law.


  How lucky can one woman get? I have George, Minaret, a job I love, and I never have to wear parkas. Life is good. Damn good.


  Or it was.


  An hour ago.


  Before Carly’s bombshell.


  No time to dwell on that now. By concentrating carefully, I hoped to avoid thoughts of Dr. Michael Morgan, dead or alive, for the next eight hours. A foolish plan.


  PurchaseDue Justiceto continue reading ...
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Tampa, Florida


  Thursday 8:50 a.m.


  January 20, 2000


  THE BULLET THAT KILLED General Andrews was the same one that pierced my heart, although we were thirty miles apart when it happened and no blood soaked my chest. The damage was permanent, if not immediately obvious.


  The new millennium was off to a disastrous start.


  Thursday morning, two days before Andrews died, held the blessed promise of a return to normalcy. I had thrown myself back into my office routine, but I was entirely preoccupied by televised coverage of the most important national event since the war: Senate confirmation hearings for U.S. Supreme Court nominee, General Albert Randall Andrews.


  Once the hearings concluded that morning, I naively assumed, my husband would magically transform into the man I had loved and somehow lost. After seventeen years of marriage, another woman would have been easier for me to deal with than George’s passionate devotion to the greater good, working to defeat the Andrews nomination.


  Seated at the battered desk in my hideously decorated chambers in Tampa’s Old Federal Courthouse, I tried to focus on the draft orders that had been prepared by my clerks and appeared on my desk with the regularity of the daily sunrise. I signed the orders, again and again, methodically moving them to my outbox on the front of my desk where my secretary would pick them up.


  Like other United States District Court judges here in the Tampa Division of the Middle District of Florida, I had a never-ending, boatload of work that threatened to bury me long before I had a chance to die a natural death. Already, the workload made me feel much older than the thirty-nine years reflected on my driver’s license.


  Regardless of what time management methods I tried, I never seemed to get ahead. I rarely glimpsed the scarred surface of the old mahogany desktop I’d inherited from the little Napoleon who’d occupied this office before me.


  I read the draft order in front of me: Marital Privilege is a legal term that means one spouse cannot be required to reveal confidential communications from the other spouse. Marital privilege was a concept that didn’t apply to me at the moment because my husband, George, and I weren’t communicating at all. For example, I had no idea where he was that morning. I knew I couldn’t reach him very easily by phone because I had already tried.


  George was consumed with General Andrews and his confirmation hearings and I was consumed with desire for the entire process to go straight to hell and leave me and my marriage alone.


  Wilhelmina Carson, I wrote, pressing the pen so hard that a hole appeared over the dotted ‘i.’ I placed the executed order on the top of the outgoing pile.


  “Not since Clarence Thomas was appointed to the Supreme Court in 1991 has there been such a public display of outrage at a President’s choice,” the television analyst said. “Since General Albert Randall Andrews, formerly Tampa’s highest ranking Army officer, was nominated to join Thomas on the bench, the country has resided in a state of outrage over his offensive political and ideological positions on a variety of issues.”


  The hyperbole brought a smile to my lips that didn’t lighten my heart. I found it hard to believe that anyone was taking the Andrews nomination seriously. Andrews was a rogue. To my mind, he was such an unsuitable candidate that he should never have been nominated in the first place.


  Andrews was more obstinately opinionated than a cable television talk show host, and twice as vocal about it. There was no way he’d ever do the one thing required by the job: remain impartial and consider each case individually as it was presented to him. Once nominated, Andrews should have been summarily rejected.


  But that’s not what happened.


  The analyst continued reading from his prepared script. “Today, the crowd outside the Capitol building here in Washington, D.C. is larger than any of the earlier days of the hearings. . . .”


  I felt sorry for the protesters. It’s not easy to have the courage of your convictions after standing outside for nine days in January ice showers.


  At the beginning of the march, the protesters had been neatly organized, with the right to lifers on the left, the gays and lesbians on the right, and the anti-military group in the center, flowing out to the back. Today, the factions mingled into a single, huddled mass.


  Icy rain soaked the homemade signs they carried. Blue magic marker ink ran off onto their heads, giving them an even more defeated look. Many huddled near fires in old barrels to catch a small slice of warmth. Even the commentator shivered as ice water dripped off his umbrella in the cold. I shivered, too, remembering how it felt to be chilled to the bone by bitter January cold only too well. It was a visceral memory that might never be baked out of me here in the Sunshine State.


  I glanced out my window and saw clear blue skies, palm trees, and two homeless men across the street wearing short-sleeved T-shirts sharing a cigarette. It so rarely rains here in January that I leave the top down on my car for weeks at a time. The contrast between my world and the world I saw on television couldn’t have been more complete. This, at least, was a fact that cheered me.


  In the nation’s capital, despite the horrid weather, the protesters had come and waited and every day their numbers had grown. They chanted, picketed, sang songs.


  I shook my head and ran my fingers through my short auburn hair, causing it to stand straight up on top. The futility of their struggle would have persuaded me to quit long before now. I admired their determination. I liked to think I’d had that once.


  When I was young and idealistic. Not anymore.


  To do what these protesters were doing, what my husband had been doing, required the kind of conviction I no longer possessed. Before I was appointed to the bench, I practiced law long enough to learn that there are always too many sides to every story. I no longer believed in solid black and pristine white, self-evident truths and indisputable wrongs.


  In politics, the question has always been “what have you done for me lately?” General Andrews was probably finding that out now. It must have been a hard lesson for a popular war hero to learn.


  For almost an hour, the television commentators had rehashed the entire course of the hearings and predictions of the outcome, which ranged from promises of complete victory to devastating loss for both sides. Whether the nominee would be confirmed was alternately feared or cheered, depending on the speaker’s point of view.


  My patience had been stretched to the breaking point by the weeks of bickering. I was sick to death of the constant analysis and conjecture. I wanted the matter to end. Confirm Andrews’s nomination or not, but just finish the damn thing.


  Just before nine o’clock, the Supreme Court nominee’s limousine pulled up to the curb. The Capitol Hill Police personnel assigned to assure his safety surrounded the car and the passenger door opened.


  I glanced up from my work to see the first man step out of the car. It was Andrews’s personal secretary, Craig Hamilton, a pleasant little man almost a foot shorter than me, whom I’d met several times over the past few years.


  As he straightened up and rose to his full height of five feet, he looked around at the crowd. For just a second, I thought I saw something like shock on his face as he faced the angry, chanting mob.


  I thought again of Andrews. Why he subjected himself and his family to this abuse was a complete mystery to me. To what kind of man was the promise of power so seductive that he would struggle against hostile strangers to achieve it?


  Hamilton reached out to accept an opened black umbrella offered by one of the officers standing to his right while I watched, waiting impatiently for the real story to start.


  When Craig Hamilton stood to the side to let Andrews, the nominee, out of the car, I glanced down at my work.


  I heard a loud, quick pop, pop, pop over the noise of the chanting crowd. I jerked my head up to see Craig Hamilton crumple to the ground. He was quickly surrounded by police officers.


  Complete chaos followed instantaneously. My stomach recoiled in horrified impotence as I grabbed the remote control to turn up the volume on the set.


  My other hand flew to the phone to call George, but just as quickly withdrew, as if the receiver was hot to the touch. George wouldn’t be answering his cell phone. He’d be on his feet, rushing to help Craig Hamilton in any way possible. I hoped George wasn’t in Washington, D.C. right now, but wherever he was, my anxiety told me, he was involved.


  The screaming drew my secretary, Margaret, into my chambers.


  “Willa, what’s wrong?” she asked as she hurried over to me.


  She put her hand on my shoulder and looked directly into my face. I realized that the screaming that drew her had been my own.


  I closed my mouth and patted her hand. I nodded to the television set. Margaret watched with me as we saw falling bodies everywhere. I heard no more shots, but they could have been fired. “Just like Jack Ruby,” Margaret whispered, referring to the man who shot Lee Harvey Oswald, right in front of God and everybody, on television after President John F. Kennedy was assassinated.


  Americans have a long history of trying to solve political problems with guns. Presidents Lincoln, King, Ford and Reagan, among others, had all been targets of assassination attempts.


  Being younger than Margaret by thirty years, my thoughts jumped to the attempt to assassinate President Ronald Reagan. The thought that sprang, unbidden, to my mind and flew out of my mouth was, “Just like Jim Brady.”


  Like Jim Brady, Craig Hamilton was in the way between the killer and his target.


  I moved to one of the ugly green client chairs on the front side of my desk, where I’d get a better view of the small screen. Margaret continued to stand. Our gazes were glued to the television set now as the small picture divided into three sections. A commentator was featured in a small box on the top on the screen. Another small box reflected the real time events.


  On the rest of the screen, a replay camera panned the front lines of the crowd. Involuntarily, I drew a quick breath when the camera spotted a man with a gun making his way up to the curb toward the waiting limousine.


  The instant replay showed Craig Hamilton step out of the car. I watched in appalled fascination as the shooter raised his arms while holding a hunting rifle. The rifle recoiled three times as the shooter pulled off the three shots that hit Hamilton’s chest. Watching felt nothing like viewing a Hollywood movie. This was too vivid, too close to home.


  As both a judge and the wife of an influential member of the Republican party, I’m accustomed to seeing people I know on television. But viewing friends and colleagues being shot and trapped in a car by an angry mob was surreal, a familiar scene grotesquely transformed.


  When we saw the shooter wrestled to the ground and taken away in handcuffs in a matter of seconds, Margaret said, “Thank God.”


  The picture returned to the unfolding events. We watched as Craig Hamilton was quickly placed on a stretcher and moved to a waiting helicopter.


  “Please let him be wearing a vest,” I whispered.


  General Andrews’s famous temper would make him want to get out of that car and beat the shooter to a bloody pulp. Apparently, his handlers knew better than to let him do that. So he and his wife remained inside the limousine until the Capitol Police reinforcements marched into the street, up to the car and surrounded the passenger doors.


  We saw countless replays of the shooting, ostensibly for viewers who’d just tuned in. After a while, the breathlessness I’d felt when Craig Hamilton went down began to recede.


  “Will they stop for today?” Margaret asked me about an hour later. “Surely, the hearings can be rescheduled while they have a chance to sort this all out?”


  More comments and discussion continued among the various commentators and official spokespeople as they debated the idiocy of continuing before they knew if the shooter had acted alone.


  At least once before in the current public memory, the assumption had been made that a lone shooter had killed a president, and speculation about that continued to the present time. Had Oswald acted alone? An overwhelming majority of Americans thought not. We might never know. And no one was anxious to repeat the mistake of rushing to a conclusion too quickly.


  I said nothing to Margaret, but I hoped that the hearings would not be rescheduled. These hearings had caused so much disruption in the country and in my life that I wanted them over. Now. Of course, I wanted the matter handled safely and responsibly, but if the hearings were finished, then maybe everyone could go home and calm down.


  While we waited for something more to happen, thoughts raced through my head with the speed of light. I could see the general’s wife, Deborah Andrews, in the back of the limousine with him. She would be terrified. Deborah was a gentle soul, not meant for the line of fire. Long before now, the challenge of living with her husband had driven her to alcoholism and back.


  When Deborah chose to marry the man she called Andy, she couldn’t have known she’d be subjected to the glare of media scrutiny, pummeled by questions, even shot at. What would she do to save her marriage when forces beyond her control seemed determined to wrest happiness from her grasp?


  I thought about my own marriage and knew I’d be no better suited as a human target than Deborah was. Even though we weren’t communicating very well at the moment, I knew George would never put me in any situation that might hurt me, physically or otherwise.


  George considered it one of his missions in life to take care of me. While his protectiveness was stifling sometimes, he tried not to smother me with it.


  “George is perfect,” all my friends tell me. Maybe. George was a banker when I married him. Now he owns and operates Tampa’s finest five-star restaurant, handles our investments, and plays the very dangerous game of national and local politics. All our friends love George because of his courtly ways and outgoing personality, but they haven’t had to try to live with him lately.


  Considering the same question I’d posed about Deborah, I wondered what I would do to save my marriage if forces beyond my control snatched George away, and I pushed the question behind a door in my mind, and closed the door firmly, hiding the thought from view.


  Instead, I focused on what Deborah Andrews must be feeling right now. Was she thinking about the privileges of marriage as she sat in the back of that limousine, waiting to hear whether she’d be marched through the cold rain into the Capitol building to sit by her husband as he faced his accusers under the hot television lights?


  The Deborah Andrews I’d known might have coveted marriage, but would never desire the role she was now playing. All the country loved a war hero, but they didn’t have to try to live with him.


  A good marriage improved a woman’s life in every way.


  But a bad marriage was too often lethal.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  Tampa, Florida


  Thursday 1:00 p.m.


  January 20, 2000


  THE MORNING CREPT PAST, events unfolding too slowly. I left the television’s sound muted, while Margaret and I waited by returning to work, although I checked from time to time for an update on Craig Hamilton’s condition.


  Except for a couple of telephone calls which I successfully ignored from the Chief Judge, the man we call “CJ” and who is the bane of my professional existence, my office was curiously quiet. I was able to make good progress on my orders. The stack in my outbox grew steadily. Margaret provided a tuna sandwich on white with iced tea for me, so I worked straight through lunch, marking time.


  About 2:30 in the afternoon, Margaret, who’d been listening to the radio at her desk, came in and turned the volume up on the television set.


  “After several hours of negotiation, the local authorities have agreed to allow the Senate confirmation hearing to resume,” the analyst repeated.


  Awash with ambivalence, I didn’t know whether to rejoice or curse. The decision seemed foolhardy to me. The general might still be in danger. Why proceed now? On the other hand, I’d been wishing for the end of these hearings and I wanted them to finish. I was willing to take some risks to make that happen, and apparently, so was General Andrews. I put down my pen and gave my full attention to the news.


  A dreadful déjà vu feeling overcame me as I watched General Andrews’s limousine arrive again. If anything went wrong now, if the shooter hadn’t acted alone I couldn’t finish the thought, even knowing that my tension was far less than the stretched-tight nerves those on the scene must possess.


  The analyst continued to whisper. “An almost invisible General and Mrs. Andrews are being hustled out into a thick corridor formed by uniformed police officers holding open, black umbrellas against the pelting sleet.”


  The protective parallel column of policemen resembled a human caterpillar as it slithered up the Capitol building steps and slipped inside.


  The cameras picked up inside the Senate, showing us the Judiciary Committee already seated befitting their ideologies, Democrats on the left, Republicans on the right. The room must have been heated to boiling by hot lights and hot tempers. I could almost feel the electricity in the large room. I peeled off my sweater and tried to get more comfortable.


  “The questioning of a Supreme Court nominee is done by seniority, alternating between the parties,” the analyst told his viewers.


  “More like watching a slow-mo tennis match,” Margaret said, talking back to the television as we resumed our places in the ugly green client chairs again. My gaze was glued firmly to the set, volume up, attention sharply focused. I wiped my sweaty palms against the napkin left over from lunch.


  “If he is confirmed, Andrews will make law in this country until he dies or retires,” the analyst continued. “We are now close to the end of the process. The decision made by this committee, whether or not to recommend a full Senate vote on General Andrews’s confirmation, may change the course of our history for the next thirty years.”


  The tuna sandwich I’d eaten earlier now rebelled in my stomach. I’d wanted the vote to be over, but I worried that a victory for Andrews would be a hellish descent into backroom politics for George and the effective end of my easy-going husband.


  His immersion in this cauldron of political soup had changed him, it seemed, at the molecular level and when he eventually emerged, I worried he’d be someone totally different, someone I didn’t know and might not want to be married to.


  I’d told none of this to Margaret, but she must have noticed when my attention wandered because she pulled me back to the present, saying, “Warwick is about to open the hearings.”


  Senator Sheldon Warwick was the powerful Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, the senior senator from Florida and my brother’s boss. Warwick was also one of our neighbors. But most significantly to me at the moment, he was my husband’s local political nemesis. Warwick’s mere presence on the small screen set my teeth on edge.


  Margaret turned up the volume on the set, and we heard Warwick’s oratory. “I’d like to express my personal sympathy and the committee’s sympathy to Craig Hamilton’s family and to General Andrews, who narrowly missed being killed this morning.”


  The crowd in the gallery buzzed.


  Warwick didn’t wait for quiet to return, but raised his sonorous voice. “Before the decision was made to resume and finish the hearing today, we were informed that Craig Hamilton was wearing a bullet proof vest at the time he was shot. Fortunately, this has been standard procedure for controversial witnesses and their staff during these hearings. Mr. Hamilton’s doctor reported that he is in severe pain. He suffered two cracked ribs and serious bruising. He is, I’m happy to tell you, expected to fully recover.”


  Margaret and I said simultaneously this time, “Thank, God.”


  The gallery, too, buzzed a little louder with this news and Warwick had to wait a few minutes until he could calm them back down to a quiet roar.


  As he always does to me, Warwick sounded more than a little insincere when he asked formally, for the record, “Would you like to delay today’s questioning, General? The country would certainly understand.”


  The question was posed merely to manipulate the public’s perception, I knew. Warwick, a political animal who would stand for reelection soon, clearly wanted to be perceived as deferential to his party, the nominee and the process. Warwick was a Democrat. The President, a member of Warwick’s party, had nominated Andrews to the court. For these reasons, Warwick meticulously followed protocol and made a clear written record of everything that occurred.


  Nor would he show any disrespect toward a war hero. Warwick was a powerful man, and he hadn’t gotten where he was today by being stupid. Regardless of his personal feelings, and George had told me that Warwick didn’t approve of Andrews, Warwick had behaved perfectly during the hearings and would continue to do so, as surely as most of us behave well when we’re being watched by our bosses.


  Andrews sat ramrod straight, like six feet of tall, cool granite, prepared for another round from his own personal firing squad, prepared to dodge bullets by moving only his lips.


  “Look at that guy,” Margaret said, referring to Andrews. “He’s so stiff he could be carved on Mount Rushmore.”


  Margaret was right. Andrews appeared completely unaffected by what had happened outside this morning. His demeanor was the same straight-ahead, unflinching look I’d seen him display on newscasts during his war service as he addressed the nation with status reports. A look that’s bred into every senior military man, it was an expression designed to quell fears and coerce submission.


  “Thank you, Senator,” Andrews said, anger and passion in his voice. “I’d never allow a fool like that to interfere with the regular process of government. We must continue.”


  His tone made me cringe. There’s a reason I was never in military service myself. I’m no good at following orders and I don’t relate well to people who think they can order me around.


  I wondered again why the President had ever appointed such an inexperienced, unyielding iconoclast to the Court. I could think of at least a dozen more qualified, less controversial candidates, all more compassionate than Andrews. But no one had asked me for my advice.


  High-ranking and influential witnesses had given acrid and bitter testimony against General Andrews for the past nine days. I’d seen much of it, either as it happened, or in summary on the evening news.


  Now, General Andrews would testify, although he could not be compelled to do so. So far, that seemed like a huge mistake in judgment to me.


  Warwick recited more facts, continuing to make a crystal clear record. “The shooting incident this morning has been investigated and the shooter is in custody. The man has admitted that he tried to kill General Andrews, and he claimed to be acting alone, although his motives remain undisclosed.” Warwick stopped here and took a few seconds to stare at the General with ill-concealed distaste.


  Was Warwick’s demeanor a product of my imagination? Anyone hearing the cold words he continued to dictate into the record could certainly have missed it. He continued, “Authorities do not believe, at this time, that co-conspirators exist. All parties desired to conclude the questioning today and not to delay proceedings any further.” Again, he waited a couple of beats. Or at least, I thought he did. “At the conclusion of today’s hearings, the proper authorities will resume their investigation of the attack on Mr. Hamilton.”


  Warwick polled every member of the committee and General Andrews. “Do you desire to continue these hearings at the present time?” Each answered a formal “yes.”


  Margaret turned to me while the polling was going on. “This is pretty unusual, isn’t it?”


  I nodded. “It’s probably foolhardy, too. And the media will be all over this thing like white on rice.”


  “So why are they doing it, then?” After all her years as a federal employee, Margaret inexplicably still believed her government would do things that made sense.


  “No one wants this situation to drag on any longer than it already has,” I told her. Certainly, that was how I felt about it. If Warwick had polled me, I’d have voted yes, too.


  “So the hearings will finish today,” she said.


  I nodded again, saying nothing. The end was in sight. As soon as the reason for George’s involvement in these retched hearings was over, my life might return to normal. I allowed a small glimmer of hope to flicker in my heart.


  “I’ll bet I can guess what George thinks of all this,” Margaret told me, with a grim smile.


  I simply nodded. Both of us already knew that George is a very active, influential, conservative Republican. He would disapprove of anyone the Democrats chose, regardless of their objective suitability.


  But I didn’t tell Margaret that I’d heard George’s voice raised in anger against Andrews more often in the past few weeks than I’d heard it during our seventeen years of marriage. His opposition was almost violent and completely out of character. Margaret wouldn’t have recognized him, and I barely did, myself. Until now, I’d thought I knew my husband better than he knew himself.


  The news analyst took the break created as they polled the committee to give us a whispered summary of the political climate for the benefit of anyone living in Outer Mongolia over the past few weeks.


  “The Republicans control the House of Representatives. Like a winning football team in the final minutes of the Super Bowl, they are trying to run out the clock on judicial appointments by the Democratic President Benson, whose term ends in less than a year. Republicans want to stall the process of selecting federal judges until they again control the White House and the appointment process.”


  A second analyst added, “But they didn’t foresee the retirement of their most successful judicial ally, the conservative Chief Justice. The Republicans thought they’d have the chance to pack all of the federal courts, and the Supreme Court in particular, with conservative judges. The Andrews appointment threw a serious monkey wrench in their plans.”


  The polling finally finished, Senator Warwick used his prerogative as chairman to complete the final questioning himself.


  “General,” Warwick said now, exaggerating his long, slow drawl, giving the word what seemed like four more minutes. “Why do you think that fellow wanted to kill you this morning?”


  The shooter had said he was trying to kill Andrews and the confession had already been widely played on television.


  “He’s a baby killer,” the man had said, as if that was all the reason anyone needed to justify retaliation by deadly force.


  Without so much as a flinch or a pause, General Andrews said, “Why do you think he wanted to kill me? He shot my secretary. I haven’t any idea why he did that. Do you?”


  The conversation in the room buzzed at louder decibels. It was unlike General Andrews to sidestep any issue. Usually he confronted everything head on, loudly and with opinionated obstinacy. His opinions, frequently stated in other forums before and since his nomination, had been getting him into trouble.


  General Andrews seemed to have opinions on everything. Highly unusual for a general in today’s military, and likely to get a Supreme Court nominee rejected. The thing the public fears most, and his opposition hopes for, is a nominee with an opinion.


  During the days of hearings on Andrews’s nomination, the general seemed to go out of his way to confirm his opinions as controversially as possible, almost in challenge. Although he kept saying “I have no personal agenda to take to the Court,” every time he was asked a direct question on a controversial issue by anyone, he didn’t hesitate to state his views.


  This alone might not have caused Andrews’s nomination to be rejected. Sandra Day O’Connor got confirmed even after she testified that she personally deplored abortion, but would not let her personal views influence her vote. Of course, she was a Republican, George said. To him, that meant you could trust her word.


  But Andrews’s views seemed so outrageous as to be absurd. In the few short weeks since his nomination, Andrews had incensed Democrats and Republicans, conservatives and liberals, men, women, children, scholars, clerics, radicals, gay and straight alike.


  While Warwick attempted to regain order in the room, Margaret asked, “Is there anybody Andrews hasn’t offended so far?”


  “I can’t imagine who that would be,” I said.


  Once he quieted the buzz of the gallery sufficiently to continue, Warwick asked a series of quick questions to which Andrews responded just as quickly.


  “General, do you still support a woman’s right to choose, as defined by the U.S. Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade?”


  “Why should any more unwanted children be brought into the world?”


  “And you oppose prayer in public schools?”


  “We need prayer at home, where it belongs. Church and


  State must remain firmly separated.”


  Warwick looked down at his notes, shook his head as if he was having trouble believing the next series of questions that had been prepared by the committee. Then, he asked, “Do you openly advocate that the Supreme Court should make the law, not just interpret the Constitution?”


  Margaret sputtered, “That’s outrageous!”


  Andrews replied, “This country needs help. The founding fathers died over two hundred years ago. And if they lived here now, they’d be making some changes, too.”


  Warwick waited a couple of seconds, then asked, “You are opposed to gun control, is that right, General?”


  “Why not let the drug dealers kill each other? Save us all some money.”


  These opinions, contained in Andrews’s public appearances over the years, had galvanized the conservatives against him early in the process. But he didn’t stop there.


  Paradoxically, Andrews confounded his liberal supporters when he stated far right views as well. Indeed, Andrews’s opinions seemed incapable of classification. Neither side could completely support or reject him.


  “You opposed allowing those with homosexual orientation to serve in the U.S. military?” Warwick asked.


  “We don’t need the morale problems caused by social and sexual experimentation programs in the military.”


  “And, the volunteer army, sir, you’re opposed to that as well?”


  “It’s every man’s patriotic duty to serve. I would reinstate the draft, given the chance, yes.”


  “How about allowing women to serve in combat, General?”


  “Definitely not. Women in combat put our troops in mortal danger. I would not allow it.”


  With each controversial answer, the absurdity of Andrews’s appointment was underscored. Warwick had to bang his gavel repeatedly and gestured the security officers to roam the aisles to restore order.
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  PROLOGUE


  Tampa, Florida


  Sunday, 3:00 a.m.


  February 18, 2001


  MIGUEL STRUGGLED TO TURN the corner at Seventh Avenue and Sixteenth Street. He grunted with effort as he pushed a heavy plastic trash barrel on wheels, piled high with garbage. The cleaning crew had been working on the streets in Tampa’s Ybor City since the parade ended and the crowd finally dispersed about one a.m. Miguel had a lot of clean up to do before the small businesses along the brick paved streets opened.


  Who would believe these rich Americans could be such pigs? Miguel thought. In his country where people were poor, maybe, but not in Florida, “land of flowers.” In his country, people weren’t tidy like they were here, he’d noticed. Tampa was a clean place. Nice. Miguel wanted to stay here, with his father’s family. He liked Tampa.


  Miguel bent his head to his task, left hand bracing the garbage towering perilously higher than the five-foot barrel should hold. He felt stretched to his limit. He couldn’t see the ground in front of the small wheels that seemed to catch on every crack in the old sidewalk.


  A beer can clattered as it hit the ground. Miguel stooped to pick it up, along with a few candy wrappers that fell off the pile when the barrel stopped rolling. “Pigs,” he spat again, as he leaned his weight into the barrel and got it moving again.


  Watching the ground as he walked, Miguel tried to stay close to the buildings because the sidewalk sloped toward the street and he couldn’t control the trash barrel if the small wheels started downhill.


  He wasn’t in any mood for delay. He had been picking up beer cans, beads, condoms, half-eaten candy and other human trash from the old urine-stenched streets for the past three hours. Miguel was cold and tired. His eyelids felt heavy, scratchy, when he allowed them to close for a few seconds. He wanted to finish his work as quickly as possible and go home. Miguel gave the barrel a mighty shove and smiled to himself as it began to move more quickly.


  Suddenly, the left front wheel of the can struck something on the sidewalk. The force and speed of Miguel’s efforts pushed the barrel toward the building on the right. It bumped into the building and bounced back. The rebound blow caught Miguel off guard and nearly knocked him down. Several beer bottles fell to the ground with a loud crash, brown and green glass shards flying everywhere. One sharp edge caught Miguel’s cheek and he felt the burning scratch as the piece of glass sailed past.


  Wiping the blood off his face with a grimy work glove, Miguel cursed himself for not paying attention. Impatiently, he pushed the heavy barrel, trying to straighten its path again and avoid the problem in the sidewalk. He would clean up the broken glass on the way back, he thought, his anxiety mounting.


  Miguel had been on his way to the large dumpster in back of Maria’s restaurant so that he could dump the barrel and start again. His boss had yelled at him twice already. Miguel didn’t have time to fool around. This was his first week on the job and he was on probation. He couldn’t make his boss angry. He needed this job if he was to stay in this country.


  Miguel put both hands on the middle of the plastic barrel, braced himself with one foot against the building, and pushed harder.


  The trash barrel pivoted on its left wheel. It turned slightly and the right side rolled downhill on the sloped sidewalk. And stopped. Now both front wheels seemed to be stuck by a block of some kind. Miguel wailed in frustration, but the barrel didn’t move.


  Miguel wanted to make as few of these trips to the dumpster as possible, to finish quickly, make his supervisor proud. But he’d piled the barrel too full. A stupid mistake, he realized too late.


  The barrel was close to the building and seemed wedged into a hole or something now. Miguel couldn’t back up. Nor could he see in front of the barrel to try to go around the blockage.


  Miguel shoved the barrel with all of his strength. Instead of rolling over whatever was blocking its path, the barrel tilted wildly and fell forward, spilling its contents across the sidewalk and into the street.


  Shouting a loud stream of Spanish curses, Miguel jumped back as every foul liquid left over from the parade splashed all over his clothes. He swiped ineffectively at the stinky, gooey mess that now covered his overalls. He was drenched through to his tee-shirt and jeans. He could feel the cold as his shirt stuck to his narrow chest.


  Still cursing, Miguel walked around to the side, righted the barrel and moved it off the pile of garbage that now covered everything within a two-foot radius. Miguel found the shovel that was knocked off the hook on the side of the barrel when it fell and began to toss the garbage back into the trash can, cursing with every stroke.


  On the fourth scoop, his shovel hit something solid on the ground, under the slop the barrel had spewed. The stroke of his shovel against the solid lump jarred his arms sending a sharp pain up to his shoulders. Miguel let out a new and more heartfelt stream of outraged curses.


  He bent down from the waist, trying to see what was causing him such a problem without actually touching the disgusting pile. In the vague light from the street lamps, the big lump looked like another pile of garbage. But Miguel thought not. He could see something bright and colorful on the ground. And this pile, even though his trash barrel had been too full, was too high.


  Miguel had run across two previous drunken revelers on his route tonight. Now, he could see that this lump on the ground was a third pirate. Causing him so much trouble, making him late. His boss would be very angry. “Americanos!” Miguel spat, giving the lump a sharp, rough nudge with the toe of his heavy work boot. The lump didn’t move.


  Miguel removed his glove, reached into his pocket for his flashlight. Re-gloved, he stooped down and swept the garbage off the pirate, pushing aside the slop. When Miguel saw the man’s costume, his impatience and anger returned. These Americanos seemed to have nothing better to do than to party themselves into a stupor while hard-working Latinos cleaned up after them, he complained under his breath.


  “Wake up, señor. Wake up,” Miguel said, shaking the man as roughly as he could, given the disparity in their sizes. The drunk didn’t stir. Miguel almost left him there then, to sleep it off, but something about the man didn’t look right. Miguel bent toward him and shook the pirate again, imploring him to wake up and move along. Just then, the angry supervisor came around the corner.


  “Miguel, where the hell are you? We need that can over here, now!” the supervisor shouted in Spanish. He walked toward Miguel, moving quickly. He stopped just before he tripped over the mound on the sidewalk. The supervisor looked down. “What the—?”


  “He won’t wake up,” Miguel said, a sorrowful expression on his face.


  “The hell he won’t,” the supervisor responded. The supervisor had cleaned up after sixteen parades and he knew how to deal with these drunks. He didn’t care who they were in real life. On his watch, they were a menace.


  The supervisor pushed the pirate hard with his boot. The man’s head lolled over loosely, revealing a grey-blonde ponytail bound at the base of his skull with a limp, wet ribbon. Even in the weak ambient light, they could both see the bloody depression in the man’s skull where it had been resting on the heavy piece of concrete jutting up out of the sidewalk.


  “Miguel, this man is dead,” the supervisor shouted. “Who is this guy?”


  Frightened now, Miguel shook his head and lifted both hands, palms up. “I don’t know. I found him here. I don’t know.”


  When the police officers got to the scene, they checked for identification on the body and found none. Miguel, the supervisor and the rest of the crew were interviewed, but they had no more information to disclose. There had been outrageous revelry that night, but these workers hadn’t been part of it. None of them recognized the dead man.


  The police labeled him “John Doe” and sent him off to the morgue.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Tampa, Florida


  Friday 7:30 p.m.


  January 26, 2001


  WHEN I OPENED THE front door of our flat Friday night, Jim Harper stood in the hallway with a smile on his face big enough to light up the Grand Canyon. He said, “This is my daughter, Willa Carson, and her husband, George,” introducing us to her.


  Then, quickly, before I had time to pretend that my father’s unannounced appearance at our home with a woman of any kind wasn’t as astounding as, say, the arrival of green men from Mars with ray guns, and as if he was presenting the Queen of England, he bowed slightly at the waist and extended his left arm toward George and me, palm out.


  Dad’s voice held reverence and awe when he dropped his bombshell. “This is my precious one. Meet Suzanne Harper. My new wife.”


  An involuntary gasp sprang to my lips and my hand gripped George’s arm so tightly my fingers left bruises.


  A less sturdy daughter than I, one whose features were unused to strict non-responsiveness, would have collapsed in a dead faint. I’ve lived thirty-nine years, practiced law for about fifteen of them, and I’m now a United States District Court judge. I have the same full range of emotions as other humans, but my job demands that I refrain from displaying them.


  So instead of shouting, “Are you out of your mind?” I smiled and exclaimed and hugged them both. And managed not to vomit.


  I was proud of the way I’d behaved because I hadn’t embarrassed anyone, especially myself.


  Still, the scene’s images, and the rest of the awkward evening that followed, intruded into the silent darkness of Friday night as if replaying in a continuous loop.


  “My wife, my wife, my wife,” I heard as I tossed about on our king-sized bed and raised weary eyelids to glance at the clock every hour while George slept like a hibernating bear.


  Both of our ninety-plus-pound Labradors had jumped up on the bed about four o’clock. Harry draped over my left leg at the bottom of the bed and my struggles to move him were futile. Meanwhile, Bess lay between George and me, her head on my pillow, blowing disgusting dog-breath into my face with every exhale.


  Just as I eventually settled into an uneasy sleep during Saturday morning’s wee hours, the sound machine that functioned as my alarm began its violent roaring, a noise more like Big Sur than the gentle lapping of our own Tampa Bay. The racket jarred me back rudely, into events I’d been trying to escape. But I was literally and figuratively trapped. The dogs didn’t wiggle so much as an eyebrow.


  I opened one bleary eye, saw it was only six o’clock and groaned out loud.


  Gasparilla’s Parade of Pirates, Tampa’s much smaller version of Mardi Gras, would begin in less than two hours. George’s restaurant, which is located on the first floor of our home, would be filled with several hundred guests. No mere hurricane in my private life would stop the party.


  I punched the off button and dragged my leg out from under a comatose Labrador, rose to a sitting position and allowed my sleepy head to drop onto my chest while I waited for the sharp pains of Labrador-crushed muscles to leave my calf.


  “Cheer up,” George mumbled, his back to me as he moved slowly to sit on the edge of his side of the bed. “Maybe a pirate will steal you away from all of this.”


  Had I the energy, I’d have thrown a pillow at him.


  The aroma of fresh coffee sidled into the bedroom then like the scent of a hot meal finding the nose of a starving hobo. A divine bouquet strong enough to lift me to my feet.


  I shuffled into the kitchen, belting my robe, then rubbing sleep from my heavy, tired eyes. It was impossible not to notice her—Suzanne Harper. My father’s new wife. I’m pretty sure I groaned out loud.


  “Morning, Willa,” she chirped, in her sweet, high-pitched voice. She prattled on, barely stopping to breathe. “Fresh coffee in the pot. I found eggs and cheese in your refrigerator, so we should have a baked omelet in a few minutes. I hope you don’t mind that I brought in the paper. I’m so excited about my first Gasparilla parade! I couldn’t sleep! This is all just so fabulous!”


  The last exclamation point was too much, too early, too nice.


  My mind clicked off and refused to register her chatter after that.


  I reached into the cabinet for my favorite “I hate mornings” mug and filled it with black coffee. Sitting at the end of the kitchen table, I watched Suzanne as she babbled on, her stream of words tumbling over my sullen resistance, wearing me down like water on a stone.


  Incredibly, Suzanne was as beautiful this morning as she had been last night. Her long, artfully-streaked blonde hair was softly curled. It fell attractively around narrow shoulders wrapped in a lavender warm-up suit sporting a designer logo on the breast pocket. The white tee-shirt under her silk jacket had the same logo in the center, and molded to her slender but full-breasted frame. She wore lavender sneakers to match. Her eyes fairly sparkled with a level of excitement usually exhibited by children under the age of six.


  I, on the other hand, sat with my short auburn hair matted to my head and green eyes barely open, feeling older and even less attractive than I surely appeared.


  My negative comparisons didn’t stop there.


  I barely had my skin on at this outrageous hour, while Suzanne’s makeup was perfectly applied to her flawless complexion. Except for the glossy lavender lipstick inside the deep purple lip liner on her full mouth. There should be a law against such foolish lipstick being worn by a grown woman.


  That was the problem, I realized again, as soon as the uncharitable thought entered my mind. She was twenty-three years old, but in no other way did she remotely resemble a grown woman.


  No, Suzanne was a sweet, engaging, loveable, child-like waif. Did that make my situation better? Or was it worse? Definitely worse, I decided immediately.


  If only I could’ve hated her on the spot.


  I dropped my head back into my hands.


  My father, Jim Harper, was a cliché. He’d married a woman less than half his age. Hell, she wasn’t much more than half my age.


  Everything about her screamed trophy wife.


  The prospect of introducing the two of them to all of our friends today made me nauseous again. My inner adolescent was alive and well, wailing, “How could you do this to me?” while my adult self had the grace to be ashamed of such thoughts. I was on edge and exhausted. The very idea of the long celebration ahead felt overwhelming.


  George entered the kitchen then, followed by both dogs. He grinned crookedly in response to Suzanne’s incessant drivel. When he sat down next to me with his coffee, he nodded in my direction and I flashed him a weak smile in return.


  Dad came in shortly afterward and kissed me on the cheek. “Morning, Jim,” George said, his nose buried in the newspaper, when Dad clapped him on the shoulder before approaching Suzanne.


  Dad’s precious one managed to silence her lips to receive his long and soulful kiss, a kiss that seemed to go on forever. The sight of their total immersion in the greeting caused my hands to shake as I drew the coffee cup to my mouth and looked away.


  Beads of sweat broke out on my brow. Our tiny kitchen became so crowded all of a sudden that I struggled to stand, mumbled a lame excuse and escaped, confident that no one noticed my departure.


  Gasparilla month, continued downhill from there.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  Tampa, Florida


  Saturday 9:30 a.m.


  January 27, 2001


  AN HOUR LATER, I’D forced myself downstairs to George’s restaurant, not quite ready to join the party in progress. I knew the day would be a lengthy one, but I was physically and emotionally drained by my father’s unexpected appearance, with a new child-bride, no less. As I went about the business of playing hostess, I didn’t fully comprehend the import of what seemed to be mundane, unrelated events.


  My gaze roamed the crowd. Members and guests of the social and service club George had founded, called “Minaret Krewe,” were gathered everywhere, practically standing on top of each other.


  Minaret Krewe is one of the more than thirty social clubs, or “krewes,” that participate in Gasparilla month events. Older krewes, with membership rosters as diverse as the Tampa population, had been doing so for a hundred years. At least two krewes consist entirely of women members while others celebrate the area’s Latin history or its African-American traditions. Because of Tampa’s connection to President Teddy Roosevelt, there’s even a krewe of Rough Riders.


  Minaret Krewe is one of the newer ones. They named themselves after our historic home, called Minaret because of the large, steel onion dome on the top. Today, several hundred members and their guests would filter through the restaurant, beginning with breakfast and continuing until after midnight snacks.


  Professional makeup artists, hired by the Krewe to transform its members into ferocious sea robbers and tawdry wenches for today’s parade, were hard at work near the staircase.


  A few guests had already begun the day’s heavy drinking with mimosas, bloody Marys and several varieties of frozen coladas. Long before midnight, our home and all of Tampa would be filled with drunken revelers. There was nothing to be done except to join them.


  With weary resignation, I bowed my head and asked quickly for an event way too busy for quiet chats with my father or his new bride. And for a while, my entreaty was granted.


  Mid-morning, about seven hundred members of Ye Mystic Krewe stacked onto their barge made over to look like a pirate ship. José Gasparilla landed at the Tampa Convention Center and took over the city while the party at our house continued unabated. I managed to avoid Dad and Suzanne, although I caught a glimpse of them from time to time and they seemed to be enjoying themselves.


  George provided traditional Gasparilla fare, non-stop food and refreshments appeared throughout the day. Cuban sandwiches and Ybor Gold beer, brewed locally in Ybor City, were available. For those seeking a full meal, there were black beans and yellow rice, George’s version of the famous 1905 Salad, and several other Cuban dishes.


  Café con leche, the rich, Cuban coffee heavily laced with heated milk, flowed as freely as the beer. My caffeine of choice, I’d had a cup of that coffee in my hand the entire morning.


  I glimpsed only portions of the Parade of Pirates on the television in the Sunset Bar. Parade floats populated by pirates, wenches, beauty queens, Rotary, Lions and Kiwanis members, politicians and sports figures passed slowly by the television camera. High school marching bands filled the gaps between the krewes.


  The local news anchor had dressed like a crusty buccaneer and joined the parade. From time to time, he interviewed a few of the half-million or so spectators lining the sidewalks along Bayshore Boulevard.


  Most parade watchers were dressed in heavy coats, hats and gloves. Mother Nature, apparently out of sorts, had decided the high today would be forty-three degrees. What warmth the sun provided was overcome by the gusty, cold wind. I shivered in sympathy, hands folded at the elbows, providing my own warmth and glad to be inside.


  When I turned away from the television, two of my favorite people in the world were standing next to me. “I’m so glad you could come,” I said to Margaret Wheaton as I hugged first her and then her husband. “I haven’t seen you in weeks, Ron. How are you feeling?”


  Margaret, my secretary and good friend, looked tired and older than her sixty-something years. She is a kind person, always helping, never asking much for herself. At work, Margaret seemed to be handling her husband’s terminal illness with compassion and very little fuss. Only someone who knew her as well as I did would have noticed the toll on her.


  “As well as can be expected,” Ron replied to my question. He held my hand, with little strength. “Thank you for inviting us today. I don’t go to many parties.” He said this without self-pity, but it made me sad just the same. “Who knows how many Gasparillas I have left?” Anyone could see the answer to that question was “not many.”


  Ron was dying of Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis, abbreviated ALS. Often called Lou Gehrig’s disease, ALS is a progressive wasting away of certain nerve cells of the brain and spinal column called motor neurons. The motor neurons control the voluntary muscles, which are the muscles that control movement.


  The disease would eventually kill Ron when the muscles that allowed him to breathe ceased to function. In the meantime, since Ron continued to be fully aware of himself and his condition, Margaret had told me his mental depression was overwhelming them both. I could barely force myself to think about Ron’s illness, and I wasn’t living the nightmare twenty-four hours a day like the Wheatons were. Had I been in Ron Wheaton’s shoes, I’d have been investigating euthanasia.


  “He’s doing much better lately, thank you,” Margaret put in. “If he gets his rest, he can still square dance with the best of them.” I saw the grief she tried to conceal behind the false cheer as Margaret put her arm through her husband’s and he patted her hand.


  Ron was a tall man, once robust but now thin and frail. Leaning against a bar stool for support, he smiled down on his diminutive wife with a deep level of love that was almost painful to watch.


  “Sure, honey, as long as I do it in my chair.” He nodded to a wheelchair sitting in a corner not far from where we stood. “I get tired quickly,” he said to me, by way of explanation.


  My sorrow for him and for Margaret coursed through my body and caused me to shiver involuntarily. There was nothing I could do for Ron. Nothing anyone could do. I felt every bit as helpless as I really was.


  We talked a few minutes longer, until another guest demanded my attention and I was forced to return to my hostess role, when I’d have preferred to stay with Ron and Margaret. I made a silent vow to spend more time with them both as I made my way over to help another elderly guest find a comfortable chair. But I never got the chance.


  Later, I stopped into the Sunset Bar and glanced up to see the television reporter interviewing Gil Kelley, the current King of the Minaret Krewe, outside on the street along the parade route.


  “What do you think of our parade, King Kelley?” the reporter asked him. Gil’s answer was drowned out by an upsurge of laughter inside the Sunset Bar.


  Gil’s makeup, created here this morning, was particularly good. He had a wicked looking slash wound down the left side of his face with fake blood oozing out of it, and one of his front teeth was blacked out, giving him a snaggle-toothed appearance. Gil’s black hat, colorful yellow silk blouse, tight black pants and long sword were realistic enough. His all-too-real shaggy grey hair and paunch completed the expensive, if stylized, version of pirate wear. In his costume, he looked nothing like the president and majority shareholder of Tampa Bay Bank, which he actually was.


  “Isn’t he dashing?” his wife, Sandra Kelley, said when she saw me watching Gil on television. Sandra herself was dressed in the twenty-first century version of a promiscuous wench’s costume, an off-the-shoulder red blouse and a full yellow skirt that matched her husband’s blouse. She wore several strands of cheap red and purple and green Gasparilla beads around her neck.


  “Yes,” I smiled down at her, “he certainly does.” I nodded emphatically. “Or were you talking about Gil?” We both laughed.


  “You and George are so good to have the Krewe here,” she said.


  The comment seemed genuinely pleasant and thus unlike Sandra Kelly. “Are you having a good time?”


  Sandra frowned daintily, a slight downward bend to her plucked black eyebrows over the bridge of her pert nose. The snide Sandra we all knew well resurfaced. “I was. Until he came in.” She inclined her head toward a man I didn’t recognize talking with Ron Wheaton, who seemed more exhausted. He was leaning against a wall and appeared to need the support.


  “Who is that?” I asked Sandra.


  “It’s Armstrong Otter. The one and only.” The disdainful tone conveyed her opinion precisely. There were two famous jewelers from the small beach community of Pass-a-Grille across the bay. One was the highly regarded Evander Preston. Armstrong Otter was the other.


  Not wanting to encourage Sandra Kelly’s brand of vicious gossip, I said, “I don’t know Mr. Otter.”


  “So much the better,” she snapped. “If Otter crawled back under whatever rock he slithered out from, all of Tampa would be better off.”


  Sandra’s ire encouraged me to examine Otter more closely. He and Ron Wheaton appeared to be engaged in a serious conversation, although I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Of course, Ron was one of the kindest souls on the planet. He would have been pleasant to Jack the Ripper.


  The same could not be said of Sandra Kelley. At least, no one who knew her said so. I’d never liked Sandra and every time I saw her, she reinforced by initial distrust. I took her venom with a side order of antidote as I excused myself to attend to our other guests.


  Or so I told Sandra Kelley. What I really did was to escape in the opposite direction when I saw my newly-minted stepmother headed my way. The absurdity of having a stepmother more than ten years younger than me struck me again.


  The onslaught of guests, my lack of sleep and exercise today, and the stress of seeing Dad cozying up to Suzanne finally overcame me. It was only early afternoon but I was exhausted. I figured no one would notice if I ducked out, so I trudged up the stairs to our flat, dodging people seated and standing everywhere, until I reached our bedroom. Thankfully, even though there is a television in our room, no one had camped out there. I locked the door and collapsed on top of the damask comforter, in the mistaken certainty that nothing more serious than my father’s new wife could possibly happen for the rest of the day.
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  PROLOGUE


  Tampa, Florida


  August 1972


  SHE WASN’T QUITE SLEEPING when she heard him arguing with someone outside. He slammed the front door and came into the small rented house on South Packwood Avenue they’d lived in since their child was born. He was drunk. And angry. He stumbled around in the living room and fell a couple of times. She heard him curse under his breath; loud enough to penetrate the old plaster walls. She withdrew into her thin sleep shirt and burrowed down deeper under the covers, as if she were the child instead of her two-year-old son in the next room.


  The third time her husband fell down, he knocked an old ceramic lamp off the end table closest to the kitchen. She heard the lamp crash to the floor and shatter. The light bulb must have been turned on because it gave the little “poof” of an explosion they sometimes make when they break. He let out a stream of curses as he rose to his feet and shuffled loudly into the kitchen. He was swearing at the pain, so he must have hurt himself in that last fall, the one that broke the lamp.


  She heard him open the refrigerator and heard the beer bottles clank as he took one out, and then set it down, hard, on the counter. He stumbled again and knocked over one of the chrome kitchen chairs with the red vinyl seats. They’d bought those chairs at a yard sale from one of the neighbors when they’d first moved here from the college dorm where they’d met and fallen in love. She remembered the day vividly because it was one of the earlier, happier times.


  When the chair crashed to the floor, he bellowed aloud in fresh outrage, jerking her back to the moment. She shook, involuntarily, with fear. She heard him pick up the chair and set it down heavily, leaning on it, maybe, so that it scooted away from him, scraping along the floor. She could hear his constant stream of angry words, but tried not to listen to them. She prayed he’d be quiet, that he’d stop cursing, pass out or something.


  He stayed in the kitchen for a good long time. She heard him get another beer from the refrigerator and her heart sank. She knew what was coming. Soon, he’d stumble his way into the bedroom where she lay shivering in the cool morning air and the darkness. He would reek of booze and pot. He’d want to have sex and she wouldn’t be able to keep him off her.


  Unless she could get away. Trying to leave while he was in the house would mean she’d have to be quick. If he saw her, he’d never let her go. Absently, she rubbed the fresh bruise on her wrist where he’d grabbed her and held her too tightly before.


  She got up from the bed and slipped into the pair of jeans she’d worn for the gig earlier that night. She slid her feet into cheap vinyl thongs, remembering the glass that would be all over the living room floor from the broken lamp. She looked around for a warmer shirt, and could only find one of his lying dirty and crumpled in the corner. Since it was better than nothing against the chill, she slipped the shirt on. Her nose wrinkled in disgust at his permeating smell as the shirt engulfed her in his stifling embrace, squeezing her breath away.


  Now she hastened across the narrow hallway, carefully, as silently as she could with the flip-flop noise the thongs made every time she took a step. She crunched up her toes to keep the shoes quiet, and made her way into her son’s room. Miraculously, the boy had slept through the noise of the crashing lamp and the sounds coming from the kitchen. She was grateful. She’d seen too many tears in the sensitive little boy’s eyes, heard too many of his cries during all the similar evenings that had passed before this one.


  She bundled the baby up in a blanket and carried him into the living room. Sneaking past the door to the kitchen, she picked up her car keys but had to leave her purse. The child was heavy and awkward. She couldn’t carry anything more.


  Opening the door quickly, holding her breath, she made it out to the porch. He hadn’t seen her, although she’d had to dash right past the open archway between the kitchen and the small living room. She didn’t try to close the door behind her. No time. She hurried out to the driveway and laid her still-sleeping son on the back seat.


  She shouldn’t have returned to the house for her purse. If she’d just left without her purse, he would never have seen her at all. They wouldn’t have struggled with the knife. He wouldn’t have fallen. She hadn’t thought she’d hurt him. He was so much bigger than she, so much stronger. How could she have hurt him?


  But she got out. She quickly returned to the car, started the engine, and sped away, leaving a storm of dust in the dirt driveway.


  Hours later, after she’d wrestled free of her fear and mustered her courage, she returned to the house. By then the sun was well up over the horizon. Clear blue sky promised a perfect new day, she hoped.


  Maybe he’d still be sleeping. Or awake and hung-over, but not so terribly angry. In her daydream, he apologized. Hugged her and held his son. He’d maybe take them out to breakfast, later. The little boy liked to go to the Old Meeting House and eat pancakes with blueberry syrup and whipped cream. He liked the little link sausages and the coffee with cream and sugar that he drank just like his daddy. They’d be the close, loving family she’d always imagined— the family they had been for a while before her husband had become so popular with his fans.


  But that never happened. Instead, when she came back to the little house, she found him still lying on the floor where she’d left him hours before. She checked, but he wasn’t breathing. Bewildered, without knowing how it happened, she stood over her dead husband, her clothes covered in his blood, her hand holding the knife that killed him. She clutched the old shirt closer around her body, seeking comfort now in the smell of him, as if he still hugged her.


  She had only pushed him to get away. Their struggle couldn’t have hurt him so badly. There was so much blood. It covered everything. Blood was everywhere in the small house.


  Horrified, through her tears, she saw her son run to his father. “Daddy, wake up,” he said, laying his small head on his father’s bloody chest until he, too, was covered with the gooey mess.


  


  PART ONE


  GOOD INTENTIONS


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Tampa, Florida


  Mother’s Day


  Thirty years later


  WHEN DID EVERYTHING BEGIN to unravel?


  “Begin at the beginning,” my mother used to tell me. But where was that?


  If I could have found that spot, the point where it all started, maybe I could have changed the outcome. Maybe they would all still be alive.


  All except Trey. I felt better that there was never anything I could have done for Trey.


  What I remember as the beginning was Mother’s Day. The day I met Trey’s son.


  I’d like to claim that I walked into the unexpected party with a sense of tragedy that belied Tampa’s beautiful spring afternoon, but really I was only feeling slightly out of sorts. I had envisioned a quiet interlude drinking lemonade and eating watercress sandwiches on Kate Colombo’s shady garden patio. The reality was quite different.


  When I arrived at her home, the driveway was full of cars, and street parking was as scarce as an innocent felon. After circling the block several times, I had finally given up and parked six blocks away in the garage on South Rome in Olde Hyde Park Village.


  Sunshine and temperatures in the low eighties, along with the promise of a casual brunch, had convinced me to forego my usual comfortable clothes in favor of a sundress and sandals with high heels for the short drive along the Bayshore and into Hyde Park.


  Act in haste, repent at leisure, I chastised myself—at the time only for my wardrobe—as I hiked my way back to Kate’s. My feet hurt and I’d begun to glow by the time I had walked from the parking garage in my foolish heels, under sunshine more sweltering with each step. The fashionably big spring hat I’d set on my head before I left home only made me feel hotter, despite my ultra short haircut. Once back at Kate’s, I looked around for a place to stash the beastly thing.


  The day continued to surprise me. Instead of a quiet afternoon, I’d blundered into an all-out party, consisting mostly of Kate’s new husband’s fashionable young friends. I saw messy, spiked hair in colors Mother Nature never intended. Tight, black leather miniskirts and belly shirts barely covered lithe bodies standing in every corner. Multiple piercings and tattoos made the guests resemble hip magazine tableaus not found in my social circle. I felt off balance, old and oddly out of place in Kate’s home, one of the few spots where I usually felt completely welcome and at ease.


  Maybe, thirteen years after I lost my too-young mother to cancer, I should have been able to deal with her loss more effectively. Perhaps I should have developed a personal philosophy about her death that allowed me to go on with my life. I was thirty-nine years old, but I still felt like a gawky and exposed sixteen-year-old on Mother’s Day. A calm afternoon with Kate usually helped, but it was not to be.


  As I made my way around Kate’s crowded house, I was thinking a lot about Mom. The familiar vivid nightmare that reprised the night she died had visited me again in the last hours before dawn that morning. Lingering unease clung to my body like the smell of lilacs that accompanied the dream. I was especially attuned to missing mothers. Or maybe I only think so now, in retrospect, as I try to sort out the events that followed.


  “That’s Wilhelmina Carson. The flamboyant judge your brother was raving about last week,” I heard a short brunette say about me to her companion, as I made my way through the crowd around the punch bowl in the dining room.


  I stopped for a cup of the fruity liquid and glanced surreptitiously at the speaker. Raving, hmmm? That could be a compliment. I used the hydrangea printed cocktail napkin to wipe my upper lip and dab at my brow. Threading my way through one pretty young thing after another, more males than females, I eventually made it to the back of the house. At the patio door, I looked for Kate and in a minute spotted her.


  Kate was standing with her new husband, Leo Colombo, on the backyard patio, which was surrounded by her wild English garden. She wore a royal blue silk dress that matched her twinkling eyes and took years off her age. Kate looked relaxed and happy, as the two of them talked with some of their guests. Leo’s boyish chin was outlined by a ridiculous black goatee I hadn’t seen before. Dark, sultry eyes and wavy black hair were the stock-in-trade of the successful Italian model he had been years before Kate married him and moved him halfway around the world.


  “What a hottie he is! They look so happy together, don’t they?” the punch bowl brunette lisped to her friend, around the stud in her tongue. They moved past me at the threshold, and into the backyard. Hottie? Where do these words come from?


  “Leo told me that he and Kate are soul mates. How romantic,” her spiky-haired chum with the nose ring sighed, causing the butterfly tattoo on her cheek to bat its wings.


  I’d seen Kate very little since she had returned home from Italy a few weeks ago and I missed her. We used to talk almost daily before she married Leo. Now, she talked to him instead. But Kate had invited me to her home for brunch on Mother’s Day, as usual. I’ve spent every Mother’s Day with Kate since her best friend, my mother, died and Kate became the woman I loved like a mother. A new husband, hottie or not, couldn’t change that.


  Kate saw me then and waved me over. “Willa, darling,” she said, as I bent down to receive her kiss on my cheek and allowed her to take my arm. She paused to introduce me to the other man standing with her and Leo. “This is Leo’s great friend, Harris Steam.”


  I see now—that’s where the real trouble started.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  “REALLY? YOU’RE HARRIS STEAM? It’s such a pleasure to meet you,” I said as I pumped his hand, trying not to sound like an overly enthusiastic admirer, even though I was.


  Harris Steam was a local pop star who’d had a few hit songs that made it to the top of the charts. In the fickle way of the music business, he had since faded from the national scene, but that hadn’t made a dent in his local popularity. His fans here were rabid and faithful. His relaxed style of music combined a little reggae, a little folk, a little foolishness, and a lot of guitars. Think Jimmy Buffett, but with not as much success, or national fame.


  Harris, slightly taller than my five feet eleven inches, was probably in his mid-thirties, a few years younger than me, although his music style appealed to a somewhat older audience. He looked like a wavehead, as they say in North Florida—a dim-witted “surfer dude” from the old beach movies that rerun sometimes on late night television.


  Wraparound silver-framed sunglasses with reflective blue lenses hid his eyes, which were almost level with mine. Harris wore a wrinkled red Hawaiian shirt with the tails hanging outside his unpressed green shorts. His shoes were the popular Teva sandals that resemble a tire tread strapped loosely to the feet.


  But the smile made his relaxed appearance irrelevant. The display of ivory was a genuine toothpaste commercial, complete with sparkles and it was more infectious than a virus. I felt it spread to my face and stay there.


  “I’ve never met you before, but I owe you a debt of gratitude,” I said as I told Harris about the fateful effect he’d had on my decision to become a Tampa resident.


  On the day I resolved to leave my Michigan law practice and move to Florida, I was sitting in a blinding snowstorm in the middle of April. I’d been practically parked on the interstate for over three hours, moving toward my office at a snail’s pace in the dirty grey snow and snarled traffic. I was lost in thought about the choice to be made because my husband had unexpectedly inherited an historic old home down in Tampa. Should we move? Not?


  “Paradise Living,” one of Harris Steam’s most popular songs, came on the radio at that exact moment: Warm days, hot nights, cool breeze, bright lights; February paradise.


  The song and its message penetrated my brain in one of those “aha!” moments that make irrational decisions seemingly easy. I remembered there were places in the world where it doesn’t snow in April, where the sun shines year round and the blue skies beckon, where I’d never sit in traffic for three hours on the way to work.


  Like the song that accompanied my first kiss and the one that played when my husband proposed, “Paradise Living” was forever embedded in my psyche.


  “The rest, as they say, is history. We’ve been living in paradise ever since and never looked back,” I finished the tale—to smiles all around the small group.


  “If not for ‘Paradise Living,’ we’d be having this conversation in Detroit,” Kate added, causing Leo to shudder at the very idea. Detroit is a great place for hockey teams and ethnic food, his wrinkled nose conveyed, but not for hottie Italian models.


  Harris removed his sunglasses to reveal hazel eyes and an earnest expression and focused on me as if I was the only person on the planet right at that moment.


  “An artist always hopes his work will bring pleasure to his fans,” he said. “If I can really make a difference, improve someone’s life in a meaningful way, well, then I’ve really succeeded. I’ve heard many stories just like yours and it’s good to know that my songs reach people on such a visceral level.”


  The words themselves resembled a line he might use to pick up women in a bar, but he came off more like a spiritual advisor. He continued to talk about how his music had changed the world and he shared his plans for the future. Although he looked like a punch-drunk wavehead, he was a serious man with serious goals.


  I could easily understand how Kate and Leo could have become so attracted to him. Harris Steam was definitely more than just a pretty face with a pleasant voice. Just meeting him brightened my day and made me want to listen to his music.


  Eventually, the four of us walked through the buffet line and moved over to the patio table. During a brief lull in the conversation, I had the chance to ask Kate the question that had popped into my mind when I couldn’t find a parking space out front. “Why do you have so many people here today?”


  Harris answered for her. “Kate and Leo were kind enough to host a Motherless Day party. For those who have no family to share the day with.” The unexpected words hit my stomach with a force like a blow. Motherless. Me, too, and I didn’t need to be reminded. “Pretty nice of them, don’t you think?” His words were genuine, his tone wistful. I sensed great sadness in his life, but maybe I was projecting a little of my own uneasy feelings.


  Knowing my history, Kate explained more gently, “Just about everyone here is alone today. Including Leo. His kids are with their mom in Italy and he was missing them. So we decided to have this party to perk him up.”


  Another surprise. And not a welcome one. What kids? I thought, as I looked over at Leo, who nodded at Kate’s words, to show, indeed, he needed cheering up.


  “Suits me perfectly,” Harris put in, turning to take Kate’s hand, the one Leo wasn’t holding.


  “How so?” I asked, realizing I had to say something and trying to get past the shock of learning that Leo had children of his own, in Italy or anywhere else.


  I’d been worried for Kate since I first met Leo Colombo and this piece of unwelcome news would only complicate their relationship further. I didn’t believe Leo was actually in love with Kate. As dear as she is to me, she was close to twice his age and if the punch bowl brunette was to be believed, Leo was such a hottie that he could have any number of women more suitable for him.


  I didn’t believe Leo and I didn’t trust him.


  Harris looked down at the ground, a slight red blush creeping up his neck to his cheeks. “My girls are with my ex-wife and my mother is in prison,” he replied, quietly, as if he was embarrassed to say so, but had no choice. At the time, I thought it odd that he would share such personal information, but in less than two seconds, Leo cleared that up.


  “Yes, Willa,” Leo said, jumping right in with his characteristic impetuosity. “Kate and I told Harris you’d be willing to help him get his mother out. Will you do it?”


  I was still preoccupied with Leo’s children and not paying as close attention to the conversation as I should have been. How could Leo be a parent, I thought. He was childlike himself. “Do what?” I asked absently.


  “You do that kind of stuff all the time. Look at all that trouble George was in and you fixed it.” I glared at him, to no effect. Leo apparently did not know the meaning of the word tact. He’d orchestrated this scenario so that Harris Steam and I would feel some sort of kinship, I supposed.


  How like Leo to think that having a loved one wrongly accused of murder would be a bonding experience for two perfect strangers. If I hadn’t been so appalled that he would mention George’s unfortunate experience in front of Harris Steam, I might have been a little quicker to understand what was being asked of me.


  Some time ago, my husband had been arrested for the murder of a United States Supreme Court nominee because of his political connections to the nominee’s enemies. No one who knew George would seriously consider him a murderer, but the charges had threatened our marriage and George’s misplaced sense of chivalry had nearly destroyed it.


  George thought he needed to protect me from the scandal and I thought he needed to participate actively in finding the real killer. We’d separated for a time over it. To save my way of life, I had taken matters into my own hands and discovered the identity of the killer. Still, it wasn’t the kind of thing I discussed with casual acquaintances at garden parties and Leo shouldn’t have brought it up.


  After my experience with George, I can hardly go to public events without being barraged with requests for help of all kinds from people who find themselves caught up in the legal system. I get calls and letters all the time, too. Even among my friends and colleagues, there are many who urge me to investigate and solve every murder committed in Tampa.


  “You must help Harris get his mother out of prison,” Leo repeated, “You have to do it.”


  Because she knows how I feel about people pushing their problems on me, I was surprised and a little hurt that Kate would allow Leo to do this to me in her home. I tried to hide the growing anger I felt toward both of them for putting me in such an outrageous predicament.


  “Harris, I don’t think I can help you,” I said gently. “I’m a United States District Court judge, which is more than a full-time job. Besides, I’m prohibited from offering legal or financial help in cases now that I’m a judge. I’m supposed to avoid any circumstance that would even appear to influence my judicial conduct or judgment.”


  A federal judge can be criminally prosecuted although even when that happens, it doesn’t automatically remove us from office. Still, just because something can be done, doesn’t mean it should be done. There were ethical rules that judges should live by and I tried to give him the practical and the ethical excuses together, so that he would politely back down.


  I expected him to say, “Of course, I understand. Please forgive me for asking.” Then, I’d let Kate and Leo have the full force of my displeasure another time. And it might have worked, if Leo had kept quiet.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  “OH, YOU DO THIS sort of thing all the time, Willa. You can free Billie Jo. I know you can,” Leo continued to push me.


  I wanted to throttle him. But I don’t actually keep my nose out of situations where my help is truly needed, and both Kate and Leo knew it. Sometimes, I do accept these challenges, when I see an injustice that I think is appropriate for me to resolve. That’s why everyone keeps asking. I figure I’m the best arbiter of what will improperly influence me or my decisions, which is not much.


  The truth is that I’m going to get criticized for whatever I do, so I might as well do what I think is right. What good is being appointed for life if you can’t follow your own conscience once in a while? So far, no one had tried to have me impeached for improper conduct and I didn’t believe I’d done anything to warrant such an action. Indeed, I’d have fewer problems with my colleagues if I allowed them to coerce me.


  But this was the first time I’d ever been asked to help free a convicted felon. Freeing criminals is more than a little bit out of my league and it would require much more time than I could reasonably take away from my work. Besides, the chances that Harris’s mother was wrongfully convicted were slim. Despite popular fiction, innocent people don’t get convicted all that often.


  I began to try to extricate myself from the situation as politely as possible. I must have known about his mother’s conviction, but until Harris raised it, I had forgotten.


  “Why is your mother in prison?” I asked, thinking that more facts would provide me with a legitimate way to politely refuse his request, as I do most of the others I receive that are no less deserving.


  “She was tried and convicted for killing my father, back in ’72,” he answered. “But she didn’t kill him. She was just a convenient defendant.”


  Sure, I thought. That’s what they all say. I’ve rarely met a defendant who admitted guilt. The accuseds’ strongest defense is: deny, deny, deny. Even after they’re convicted, many inmates continue to protest their innocence and their families try hard to believe them. This was nothing new.


  In any case, it’s very difficult to prove the police have the wrong suspect after he’s arrested. Most police departments do a good and thorough job of investigating homicide. The Tampa Police Department was no different.


  So long after the murder was committed, it’s nearly impossible to demonstrate that the entire judicial system had completely failed. Especially when a convicted murderer has already served three decades. I, for one, find some comfort in the knowledge that we’ve all done our jobs.


  Most of the time, those of us charged with administering justice do it right.


  I must have looked as skeptical about his mother’s innocence as I felt because Harris put down his fork and leaned closer to me across the table.


  “I know what you’re thinking. But you’ve never met my mom. She wouldn’t kill anyone. She certainly couldn’t have killed my father. She loved him.” His desperation was plainly apparent, but was he right? Or was he just a child who wanted his mother back? That, I could understand only too well. “We’ve got to get her out of prison before she dies there.”


  “You mean she’s on death row?” I asked. If so, I could appropriately refuse his request. Attempting to free a death row inmate was more than a full-time occupation. I didn’t have the expertise to do anything that complicated, or the time to learn how to do the job, even if I had been convinced that I should get involved.


  “No,” Harris shook his head, “nothing like that. But she’s sick. Mom has terminal cancer.” Delivered deftly on Mother’s Day, when I was already edgy, the words landed another hard blow to my stomach. My visceral reaction only proved to me that no matter how objective I think I am, my emotions are always there to pounce in an unguarded moment.


  My pain must have shown clearly on my face. Kate looked at me with great concern, but Leo took up Harris’s cause before she could say anything.


  “She’s been locked up almost thirty years. Isn’t that long enough?” Leo asked petulantly. “The woman was sentenced to life in prison. She’s been there a lifetime, hasn’t she? Hell, thirty years is almost longer than I’ve been alive,” he needlessly reminded us.


  I suppressed a groan, still trying to calm my churning stomach. “Why are you asking me to do this right now?”


  “Mom is coming up for parole. She’s been up before, but she’s been turned down every time. This is her last chance,” Harris said.


  A long series of defeats meant less likelihood of success this time. Kate, the mother of four lawyers, knew this as well as I did. I sent a beseeching glance her way. She had to know what an imposition this request was, how hard it would be to succeed, how much I wouldn’t want to become involved.


  Why was she pushing me?


  “This is a good cause, Willa,” Kate insisted, rejecting my silent plea to get me out of this. “These days, Billie Jo Steam wouldn’t even have been tried, let alone convicted. No justice was done in this case. You might be the only one who can help her after all this time. You need to try.”


  Leo piped in again, interrupting Kate’s explanation. He was as annoying as the kid who always jumps out of his seat in the front row, waving his hand so the teacher will call on him. “She has to get out. And she needs you to help her. That’s simple, isn’t it? Harris, tell Willa what your mom said about her.”


  Harris, at least, had the grace to realize he was asking for more than he had a right to request. Only the futility of his mother’s struggle seemed to prompt him to continue. “Mom knows you’ve been through the nightmare of trying to prove your husband was wrongly accused of murder. You feel the injustice of false charges in a way others don’t, she said.”


  He gave me his sexy smile—the one I’m sure he’d used to get everything he’d ever wanted since he was old enough to realize its effect on women.


  I could no longer resist the three of them, all pressing for a commitment, refusing to let me sidestep the question. More to end the pleading and cajoling than anything else, I considered Harris’s request seriously.


  This was exactly the kind of project that Chief Judge Ozgood Richardson, who thinks he’s my boss, would not want me to get involved in. If I helped Harris Steam, I’d have to figure out what to do about the C.J. Maybe that was a reason to take the job right there, I smiled to myself. Thwarting the C.J. was always worth the effort.


  But I had another, more emotional reason to look into the matter. Today was Mother’s Day. Kate Colombo, who had been everything to me that any real daughter could ask for, was asking for my help. Kate rarely asks me for anything.


  After all the sacrifices she’d made for me, this was something I could do for Kate, something for which she still needed me. I’d never refused any request she’d ever made of me and now all she was asking was that I help someone else. I wasn’t hard-hearted enough to refuse her the courtesy of at least considering the matter.


  Of course, C.J. would say this was no affair of Kate’s, either. Harris Steam and his problems were far removed from Kate Colombo. Strains of “Paradise Living” wafted out from the stereo speakers in the house, floating on the scented breeze, reminding me that I owed Harris something, too. His song was at least partly responsible for the happiness I’ve had living here in Tampa since “Paradise Living” pushed me over the edge of indecision into our paradise.


  Not that C.J. would be persuaded by such a frivolous point, but it wasn’t frivolous to me and it was just icing on the cake, anyway. An excuse that would seem so silly to him that he would never believe it. But I didn’t need C.J.’s permission to do something Kate wanted so badly.


  As I listened to the back and forth of my internal argument, I must have nodded involuntarily, because without knowing what was really going on, I felt my arm flailing up and down. Harris had grabbed my hand to pump it the same way I’d been pumping his earlier, his eyes sparkling to match the smile.


  “Thank you, Judge, thank you so much. I’ll send her file over to you by messenger tomorrow. Take a look at it, and then tell me you don’t think she should be free.” Leo and Kate were beaming, too, as if they’d just won the lotto.


  “Harris,” I said, trying to extract my hand and stop this roller coaster before it careened out of control. “Listen to me. I don’t know if I can help you or not. All I’m willing to do, as a favor to you and to Kate and Leo, is to look at your mother’s file. I’m not making any promises.”


  “I know. But you’ll help us. I can tell,” he said, refusing to release my hand until I pulled it away by gentle force.


  I saw Kate smile her thanks at me and I felt the addictive warm glow of her approval. How far would I go to keep that approval washing over me?


  Purchase Wasted Justiceto continue reading ...
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  CHAPTER ONE


  GILBERT IRWIN DROVE AWAY from Tampa through the vicious thunderstorm. Away from Denton Bio-Medical. Away from everything. Tears coursed down his ruddy cheeks while rain hammered his car. He couldn’t see through the steamy windshield. He turned defrosters on high and swiped foggy glasses with a grimy napkin. The napkin smelled like Annabelle. He began to cry again.


  “How could she? How could she?” he wailed inside the cabin where no one could hear him. He’d been blubbering like this for days, and he couldn’t seem to stop, no matter what he tried. This is how a broken heart felt. He knew he’d never get over her and he didn’t want to. He wanted Annabelle back. She’d loved him, too. He knew she had.


  His Miata swerved on the interstate’s slick pavement and slid quickly across two lanes. Then a blasting horn jerked Gilbert out of his self-pitying fugue.


  “Ohmygodohmygodohmygod,” he shouted. Shaking, he slowed to fifty-five. Planted thick paws firmly on the steering wheel at ten o’clock and two o’clock. Felt sweat dot his forehead, dampen the fringe of brown curls around his bald crown, trickle from his armpits, chafe his crotch.


  The driver of the boxy green Kia alongside shook his fist as he sped past.


  “Sorry,” Gilbert mouthed, although he knew the driver couldn’t see his apology.


  He glanced into his rearview mirror. A midnight blue Jaguar stalking.


  “Bemorecarefulbemorecarefulbemorecareful,” Gilbert cautioned, noticing mucus dribbling toward his upper lip. His hands slipped on the steering wheel after he took a swipe at his nose. Another quick jab under his glasses smeared all remaining vision.


  His spiffy red Miata kept moving, speeding up again, sliding on the wet roads, and the Jaguar stayed close behind.


  Gilbert saw the flashing sign at the entrance to the Sunshine Skyway Bridge as he passed. “Warning: High Winds,” it said. Good. Not “Closed.” The bridge was closed when wind was too dangerous. He would make it across and keep running to highway’s end. To the Southernmost point. The end of the earth.


  And then what? Keep going?


  He entered the toll-booth line, opened his ashtray. Found four quarters; moved into the exact change lane. The last thing he wanted was to talk to anyone.


  On the other side of the booth the bridge suspension struts swayed. They looked like yellow sails on a huge yacht, catching gusts. Cars sped past Gilbert in the other lanes, but he’d slowed, trying to be careful. Not so much for himself. He didn’t want to hurt anybody.


  He rolled into the toll plaza but landed too far away from the toll basket, so he opened the car door and edged his body closer, prepared to toss his quarters into the hopper. The Jaguar skulked behind him, waiting; its menacing engine seemed to growl at him, barely tempered by the storm. Impatiently, the driver gunned the engine. Gilbert dropped one coin onto the ground and felt the Jaguar disapprove.


  Gilbert fumbled slimy fingertips to retrieve the quarter from the concrete. He managed to pick up the coin and dropped all four into the basket. Closed his door. Waited. Green light; okay to pass through. He moved ahead to escape the Jaguar’s menace.


  Rain pounded his roof in mesmerizing cadence. Gilbert’s attention faded out again as he approached the highest point of the bridge. Annabelle wasn’t coming back. Someone took her. Maybe she was dead. Gilbert worried. She’d have contacted him if she could. He knew it.


  His white-knuckled grip suggested control, but Gilbert was unaware; the Miata drifted toward the center line. A horn, louder than before, blasted briefly into his fog, but he dipped into preoccupation once more while another angry driver passed, honking.


  Gilbert looked down, noticed his speed was too slow, so he accelerated.


  “It’s not better. It’s not. It’s not,” he repeated, arguing aloud with his absent friend, Blake Denton, who quoted ’twas better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. Without Annabelle, Gilbert knew, life was not worth living.


  Where was Annabelle? Maybe she wasn’t dead, but why hadn’t she called him? What had she done with the formula? Gilbert began to cry again as he wallowed. Damp-hot breath re-fogged the Miata’s windows.


  The Jaguar’s front bumper, coming around now, too close, on Gilbert’s left. An explosive thunderclap slapped Gilbert awake too late.


  He swerved away from the vicious Jaguar, but the Jaguar seemed to leap forward to butt him out of the way.


  Quick, hard impact jarred Gilbert’s rigid grip. His horrified glance noticed indelible bright red paint slashed across the Jaguar’s front grille as if snarling with Gilbert’s blood.


  The Jaguar rushed past. Never slowed. Never noticed the Miata, propelled like a hockey puck across the slick pavement.


  Gilbert was sobbing now; his nose dripped mucus onto his shirt. Blinding tears masked the bridge’s center rushing toward him, barely visible from the steamy interior.


  Panicked. Confused. He jerked the steering wheel sharply to the right, sending the lightweight car too quickly in the opposite direction, toward the looming guardrail at the bridge’s edge.


  Horns blared and tires squealed as traffic scrambled to avoid collision.


  Before he could right the small red vehicle the deafening storm exploded rapid cannon thunder.


  Startled again, Gilbert pushed the gas pedal hard to the floor instead of mashing his brakes. The Miata jumped forward as if it was giant-spring propelled.


  Fully aware now, Gilbert struggled but failed to regain control. The Miata hurtled, hydroplaning through sheeting rain and caromed the concrete abutment guardrail. Quickly, but feeling like the slow-motion matchbox toys he’d owned in childhood, the little car bounced. Tumbled forward. Lifted. And sailed beyond the bridge’s edge as if the Jaguar had tossed it across the veldt.


  Gilbert and the Miata plummeted two hundred feet into churning whitecaps and slipped into the channel.


  Wind-whipped Gulf of Mexico brine erased the splash point immediately.


  The Miata sank to the bottom and settled gently where Gilbert, stunned and confused, yet feeling his first peace since Annabelle disappeared, resigned and closed his eyes in the muffled quiet to rest.


  After long, slow minutes of breathing the last bit of air in the cabin, Gilbert’s eyes popped open. Gasped. Blunt fingers flailed desperately to release the seatbelt latch as he thrashed against its restraint.


  Too late.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  JENNIFER LANE SQUINTED AT the computer screen as she reviewed the latest draft of the executive summary she’d been working on nonstop. She was scheduled to attend the biggest meeting of her career tomorrow—a new case Jennifer knew nothing about, except that she’d be working for the firm’s most important new client. The opportunity astounded her. This case would change her life forever. She knew it.


  Given the chance, every lawyer at Tampa’s Worthington, Smith & Marquette or any other firm for that matter would kill to represent Russell Denton and Denton Bio-Medical. But Jennifer was selected for the interview. Sometimes, a girl just gets lucky. She felt the excitement humming in her veins. She was running on pure adrenalin now, and she simply wouldn’t allow herself to blow this chance.


  After hours of labor, the five-page summary and longer full report were shaping up. She’d promised the senior partner that she’d have the information on his desk by six o’clock tomorrow morning. He wanted to review everything before their seven o’clock breakfast, when they would discuss her work in preparation for the big meeting. Her report had to be perfect. Nothing less would suffice.


  She glanced at her watch, a gift from her parents for her law school graduation five years before, and saw it was just nine-thirty. A grin stole across her face as she realized she might finish up in time to grab a couple of hours of sleep.


  Jennifer ran a quick hand through her short, curly hair and gnawed on a hangnail as she read through her straightforward prose. She’d created her boss’s favorite kind of report: quick and to the point, all essential information present. It flowed nicely with succinct, economical sentences. A warm glow passed through her, beginning at her toes and working its way up. This was some of her best work ever. She could feel it.


  Her eyes traveled backward up the words now from the end, making sure each was perfect, commas in place, no semicolons where periods should be, nothing misspelled, extra spaces eliminated.


  Wait. There.


  About the middle of the first page, she saw an empty spot she’d left a few hours ago. She’d forgotten to fill in an essential fact because she needed to look it up. Where had she seen that reference book?


  Right. She’d left the heavy volume of Who’s Who in American Business in the small conference room up on the next floor. No problem. She grinned again. Just one last date, a few more passes over the lines, and ready to print.


  “Sleep, here I come,” she said aloud to the empty room. Stood. Sore feet yelped. Still wearing pumps.


  Stretched the kinks out of her back caused by too many hours in the lumpy chair. Winced. Not that she cared. She loved her job, her work. Her back was young enough to take it.


  The once pressed white blouse long ago pulled loose from her grey skirt. Earrings on the desk where she’d tossed them hours ago.


  Jennifer glanced up and caught her reflection in the small mirror hanging behind the door. She’d chewed off her lipstick. Mascara under her eyes created an unflattering raccoon look. Grimaced.


  She kicked her pumps off and headed around the battered wood desk down the corridor in her stocking feet. Didn’t worry about her bedraggled appearance. No one important was likely to see her at this time of night anyway.


  Stopped at the closest coffee pot counter near the stairs hoping for stale coffee. No dice. The pot was empty, except for long-burned scum on the bottom. Spied a Styrofoam cup about one-third full of black liquid perched on the counter.


  “Better than nothing, I guess,” she said aloud.


  Flipped the burner off under the pot, rinsed the scum, and set it aside for tomorrow. From experience, she figured she’d be the first one to make coffee in the morning when she was much more likely to need it.


  Carrying the cold coffee, she rounded the corner and bounded up the stairs.


  Hallways were dimly lit by emergency lighting. No matter. She could find her way around the familiar spaces in total blackness. She’d spent so much time at work over the past five years. Sometimes she wondered why she bothered to have a home, she was so rarely there.


  Exit lights cast an eerie red glow in the darkest corners. Where office doors had been left open, the last vestiges of twilight and weak street light offered enough illumination to navigate. Jennifer had never felt safer.


  Petite fingers kneaded her forehead to stave off the stress migraine’s sharp edges behind her right eye.


  She patted around in her pocket for an eight-hundred-milligram ibuprofen caplet as she walked. Put the bitter painkiller on her tongue, washed it down with unexpectedly sweet, cold, black sludge left by an earlier paying client. Grimaced at the appalling taste.


  “There,” she said aloud into the empty corridor. “That should do it.”


  When she came around the last corner, Jennifer noticed that the door to the small conference room, like several other doors along this corridor, was closed. Not slowing her pace at all, she reached the door, put her hand on the knob, turned to open it and, glancing down at the carpet, pushed in.


  Three steps into the room, Jennifer stopped, startled. Seated around the table were senior attorney Melanie Stein and two people Jennifer had never seen before.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  MELANIE LOOKED UP, ALMOST as startled. Jennifer began to apologize and back out, but Melanie waved her forward. “No, come in. I’d like to introduce you to our new clients.”


  Mortified, Jennifer wagged her head back and forth, attempted to decline and back the hell out.


  “This is Ronald and Lila Walden,” Melanie said, as everyone stood to exchange greetings. “And this is one of our top associates, Jennifer Lane.”


  Both clients stared at Jennifer as if she was an apparition.


  When Ronald spoke, Jennifer could smell his breath across the table. The faintly acrid odor of metabolized alcohol when he exhaled churned her already queasy stomach and aggravated the budding migraine.


  “Pleased to meet you,” he said, while his wife merely nodded.


  Stubby fingers he drew through dark wavy hair sported yellow smoker’s stains; nails bitten below the quick. Raw flesh unhealed.


  Once, Ronald Walden might have been handsome in a boy-next-door kind of way. The years and the mileage combined to produce a used and weary man.


  Partly because these were pro bono clients, Jennifer guessed at first he was a workingman who had never been inside a blue-chip, silk-stocking Tampa law firm like hers before and was probably nervous.


  No.


  He shook not because of nerves. Alcohol withdrawal. Jennifer recognized the signs. Her father, too, had been a drinker once.


  Lila Walden remained still, primly restrained, ankles crossed as she’d no doubt been taught in the church where she’d been baptized and married. The way she styled her hair and dressed reminded Jennifer of aged photographs in her mother’s albums.


  An old-fashioned, imitation leather purse rested on Lila’s lap under hands holding a delicate lace handkerchief. Narrow gold wedding band her only jewelry. Quiet. Controlled.


  “We’ll be helping Mr. and Mrs. Walden with a guardianship proceeding,” Melanie said, as if Jennifer were a part of the team. But she wasn’t. She couldn’t be. Jennifer’s time was already promised to other clients.


  “Our baby just up and disappeared, ma’am,” Ronald Walden told Jennifer. “We been lookin’ for her for weeks.” Ronald waited, figuratively hat-in-hand, pleading for Melanie or Jennifer to work a miracle. If only she could.


  “They’re concerned about their daughter being evicted from her apartment while she’s gone because the rent hasn’t been paid,” Melanie explained. “And they want to use her funds to hire a private investigator to find her.”


  Melanie headed up the Community Services team and Jennifer was grateful not to be assigned to the often desperate clients who lived too near society’s edges. She envied Melanie’s objectivity; something Jennifer could never master. She quickly recalled what Melanie said about this heartbreaking, hopeless new case yesterday at lunch.


  Almost as if she’d been abducted by aliens, Roxanne Walden had vanished three weeks ago. She’d left her tony apartment full of expensive furnishings and everything else she owned behind. She’d even left her purse, complete with wallet, credit cards, and cash.


  Tampa PD had done what it should have, Melanie said. Missing women had become a high priority to American law enforcement agencies. For too long, too many victims had been presumed missing but later discovered dead, usually at the hands of husbands or boyfriends. The police had tried to find Roxanne by using all their normal means.


  When the Waldens first reported Roxanne missing, local police had checked her credit card charges, ATM withdrawals, and bank account activity. There had been none. Roxanne’s car was still in the parking lot of her apartment complex. All airline, train, bus, and cruise ship lists of passengers departing Tampa had been examined. Friends and colleagues were interviewed. Even unidentified bodies that had found their way to the morgue in the intervening weeks were, one by one, considered. But none were Roxanne.


  Now, standing in the small conference room in the presence of Roxanne Walden’s parents, Jennifer felt herself being pulled into the vortex of a family tragedy, one she had no power to change. Except that it would have been incredibly rude to do so, Jennifer would have tried again to excuse herself from this nightmare.


  She knew she was the antithesis of the warrior goddess, Cyrene, for whom she’d been named: Cyrene Jennifer Lane. Maybe the ancient Cyrene had fought a tiger with her bare hands, but the modern Jennifer Lane had no illusions about her own bravery. She was a hardworking lawyer, honest, sincere. Maybe even intelligent. But she was certainly not brave. Jennifer had never been brave.


  When Melanie insisted that Jennifer take a seat at the conference table, she didn’t have the strength of will, or the right, really, to refuse. She tucked her blouse back into the waistband of her skirt and ran her fingers through her hair. Rubbed under her eyes, to minimize the black mascara rings. Jennifer knew she still looked foolish, but it was the best she could do.


  Jennifer listened through half an hour of Ronald Walden’s lament, feeling more disheartened with each passing second. There was no way Roxanne’s story would ever have a happy ending. She felt that as strongly as she’d ever felt anything.


  Ronald tossed a small cell phone from one hand to the other, then pushed a stack of pictures toward her.


  Jennifer flipped through the color photographs. The scene suggested Roxanne had only run outside briefly. To the mailbox, maybe.


  Nothing about the pictures of Roxanne’s two-bedroom apartment, only a few miles from where Jennifer now sat, screamed murder. Designer clothes still hung in the walk-in closets, while boutique toiletries implying pleasant floral scents rested on the dressing table in the master bathroom. A high-end computer perched on an ebony ergonomic desk in the home office.


  Big screen television gleamed like a black hole from the wall where it was mounted opposite a glistening oil on canvas. Speakers remained poised to serenade from the corners of the main room.


  Ronald handed a grubby manila file folder to Melanie, who opened it to review the contents.


  “Here’s the notice of eviction,” Melanie said, handing the document that had been tacked to the door of Roxanne’s apartment over to Jennifer.


  Skimmed the notice. Management would be removing Roxanne’s things from the building after five more days.


  “I knowed the gal felt real sorry for us,” Ronald continued in his heavy Southern drawl. “That’s why she called. She said if we just paid the rent, everything would be okay.”


  “Was Roxanne married?” Jennifer asked. Chagrinned to realize she’d used the past tense.


  Lila made a small snorting sound that might have been mirth, but Ronald said simply, “No.”


  “Children?”


  Ronald shook his head back and forth. No children, either.


  Jennifer struggled to maintain a safe emotional distance. She couldn’t get swallowed now. Not tonight. Melanie would be handling the Waldens’ case and she’d be great for them. Jennifer still had mountains of other work to do.


  She left as soon as she could reasonably excuse herself. It was the migraine that scared her, Jennifer told herself, not intuition that Roxanne Walden would never be reunited with her parents above ground. Jennifer couldn’t change the outcome. Just like the last time.


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  RUSSELL DENTON SETTLED HIMSELF deeper into his leather wing chair and ignored his fatigue. Outside, Tampa’s daily summer thunderstorm raged. Oblivious to the relentless pounding of the monsoon-like rain, the savvy, self-made billionaire focused yet again on Jennifer Lane’s short dossier, and noted little with which he was able to find fault. At least, nothing that he was capable of changing. He checked the information he’d already memorized, comforting himself with its familiarity.


  She was young but smart. University of Florida law graduate five years ago. Summa cum laude—if not from an Ivy League school. And she craved approval. Excellent. He liked insecure overachievers. He understood them well.


  The next notation concerned him the most. Jennifer Lane suffered from debilitating migraines for which she took prescription medication. Her condition was well controlled, he’d been assured. Not that he believed.


  Russell examined the candid photos. Jennifer wasn’t beautiful, although the resemblance to the other woman was clear if you knew what to look for. A certain tilt to the nose; crinkles around her eyes; brown, curly hair. Those physical traits were the same. The dimple in her chin seemed identical. Jennifer was well groomed, but plain. Nothing particularly out of the ordinary. The other one had been something special. Flashy. Irresistible. Maybe Jennifer’s ordinariness would mask the similarities. He hoped.


  A small frown formed between his eyes as Russell reread the next line on the page. Single. Too bad. He’d made that mistake once before. Married would be better.


  Make the best of it. Single. No husband or children to distract her. And this one was nothing like the other. Not a party girl.


  He stared again at the pictures. Definitely not glamorous. Not his nephew’s type at all. Single could be all right this time.


  It had to be.


  Russell forced his brow to relax and the frown faded slightly. He nodded to himself. Yes, Jennifer Lane looked good to him on paper. Besides, he’d already rejected all of the other options and he didn’t have the luxury of starting over, even if Jennifer wasn’t perfect.


  Russell closed the slim yellow folder and placed it carefully on the coffee table in front of his chair. Then he picked up the blue folder and sat back to review once more the memorized dossier on Stuart Barnett.


  Russell’s memory was his great ally. He memorized everything. Lately, though, he’d noticed his own increased mental confusion. He memorized material but couldn’t recall it quickly when he needed to.


  Forced himself to concentrate. Rain pelted the windows of the high-rise as strong wind gusts rattled the panes, but Russell didn’t notice the weather outside.


  Stuart Barnett was older than Jennifer, of course. Fifty. Experienced. The black sheep at a good enough law firm. Despite strong talent, Barnett was underappreciated by his partners and had been passed over for promotion several times. He was bitter and had something to prove. Excellent.


  The frown returned to Russell’s face as he reread the facts. He picked up the four-color driver’s license photo and another picture the investigator had collected.


  Barnett was too good-looking a man, his wife was too wealthy. The combination meant the lawyer wouldn’t be easy to control. A definite problem. One that couldn’t be helped.


  Russell tapped the blue folder against his knee. He reexamined his plan.


  The package could work perfectly. Jennifer the face; Barnett the experience. Would it, though?


  Russell could find better legal talent, but as a team the two of them might do the job.


  Still, Russell’s intuition was almost as essential to him as his memory. And something about this decision nagged him, just didn’t feel quite right.


  If his other efforts were unsuccessful, everything would depend on Lane and Barnett’s success. Denton Bio-Medical was the only thing Russell truly cared about—besides his nephew. He’d worked too hard, for too long, to lose everything now.


  Lane and Barnett. Could they do it? If he was wrong—no, he wouldn’t even consider that. He pushed the thought away. He needed to be certain.


  Russell tested his own decisions in the way a highly successful man surrounded by sycophants must: proceed objectively. He’d made his own way in the world since he was sixteen. He’d learned the hard way to rely only on himself.


  Now was not the time for a crisis of confidence.


  Russell felt hot in the heavily air-conditioned room. Ignored his rising fever. Replaced the blue folder on the table next to the yellow one. Looked straight ahead, facing the hidden camera behind the large mirror, as if he could see through to the camera’s lens and its operator in the other room. At least he would have an accurate tape. He could examine it later. He would be able to reassure himself objectively. Or develop alternatives.


  An exceptionally loud crack of thunder snapped Russell back to full attention. Raised his glass of iced tea in a toast to Tyler, the unseen camera man, and then sipped. Checked the time.


  “Exactly four o’clock. We’re ready,” he said, testing the microphone again.


  “Are you tired?” Tyler asked via the small, invisible microphone inside Russell’s ear.


  “A luxury I can’t afford,” Russell insisted.


  “Have you eaten today?”


  “No appetite.” Russell heard the disapproving silence. Lane and Barnett would be prompt, regardless of the weather. Everything about them in the recorded dossiers told him so. He glanced again at his watch. No one had dared to keep Russell Denton waiting in decades.


  Russell sensed his life coming down around him with the same violence the storm outside. But fifty years in business had taught him never, ever, to show his emotions. Poker face. Essential.


  “You could still change your mind,” Tyler’s disembodied voice suggested.


  Russell gave a quick negative head shake. Tyler was wrong. Russell Denton couldn’t change his mind. Because if he did, he would die.


  Purchase Raw Justiceto continue reading ...


  


  Diane Capri and


  Lee Child Dialogue


  Don’t Know Jack: Behind the Book


  Readers ask me where I get my ideas. I usually tease, “I order them from ideas dot com.” The truth is I don’t always know. Ideas spark, kindle my interest and sometimes explode into a novel or a series of novels. But in the case of Don’t Know Jack, I do remember the moment.


  A couple of years ago, I was chatting with Lee Child at a book event in New York about his iconic character.


  “Where is Reacher hiding?” I asked.


  “Reacher doesn’t hide,” Lee said. Maybe a little huffily?


  Lee’s a lot bigger than me. And he writes violence like a man with experience. I’ve always thought him a gentle giant, but . . . . I backpeddaled a bit.


  “Right. But where does Reacher live?”


  “Wherever he wants,” the tall guy said. I thought I detected a slight challenge in his tone.


  I backed out of arms’ reach before I pressed on. “He waits until trouble finds him and then he wipes the floor with the bad guys. Perfect. But what’s he doing between books?”


  Lee shrugged, said nothing.


  Tenaciously, I tried again.


  “Reacher’s killed a lot of people by now. Sixteen books. A lot of bodies. Surely someone wants payback, don’t you think?”


  Lee leveled the patented Reacher stare. “Who in his right mind would go looking for Reacher? You?”


  Right. Only an idiot with a death wish—or an FBI agent who knows nothing about Reacher’s, er, talents—would undertake such a foolhardy quest. Even then, she wouldn’t do it if she had a choice.


  But matching wits with Jack Reacher, now that would be interesting, I thought, even though it could very well be deadly. Then again, the bigger they are the harder they fall. Whoever takes Reacher down will become a legend in some circles.


  What if a determined, ambitious woman . . . .


  That’s the backdrop behind Don’t Know Jack.


  


  Lee Child



  THE REACHER REPORT:


  March 2nd, 2012


  ....The other big news is Diane Capri—a friend of mine—wrote a book revisiting the events of KILLING FLOOR in Margrave, Georgia. She imagines an FBI team tasked to trace Reacher’s current-day whereabouts. They begin by interviewing people who knew him—starting out with Roscoe and Finlay. Check out this review from Amazon: “Oh heck yes! I am in love with this book. I’m a huge Jack Reacher fan. If you don’t know Jack (pun intended!) then get thee to the bookstore/wherever you buy your fix and pick up one of the many Jack Reacher books by Lee Child. Heck, pick up all of them. In particular, read Killing Floor. Then come back and read Don’t Know Jack. This story picks up the other from the point of view of Kim and Gaspar, FBI agents assigned to build a file on Jack Reacher. The problem is, as anyone who knows Reacher can attest, he lives completely off the grid. No cell phone, no house, no car...he’s not tied down. A pretty daunting task, then, wouldn’t you say?


  “First lines: “Just the facts. And not many of them, either. Jack Reacher’s file was too stale and too thin to be credible. No human could be as invisible as Reacher appeared to be, whether he was currently above the ground or under it. Either the file had been sanitized, or Reacher was the most off-the-grid paranoid Kim Otto had ever heard of.” Right away, I’m sensing who Kim Otto is and I’m delighted that I know something she doesn’t. You see, I DO know Jack. And I know he’s not paranoid. Not really. I know why he lives as he does, and I know what kind of man he is. I loved having that over Kim and Gaspar. If you haven’t read any Reacher novels, then this will feel like a good, solid story in its own right. If you have...oh if you have, then you, too, will feel like you have a one-up on the FBI. It’s a fun feeling!


  “Kim and Gaspar are sent to Margrave by a mysterious boss who reminds me of Charlie, in Charlie’s Angels. You never see him...you hear him. He never gives them all the facts. So they are left with a big pile of nothing. They end up embroiled in a murder case that seems connected to Reacher somehow, but they can’t see how. Suffice to say the efforts to find the murderer, and Reacher, and not lose their own heads in the process, makes for an entertaining read.


  “I love the way the author handled the entire story. The pacing is dead on (ok another pun intended), the story is full of twists and turns like a Reacher novel would be, but it’s another viewpoint of a Reacher story. It’s an outside-in approach to Reacher.


  “You might be asking, do they find him? Do they finally meet the infamous Jack Reacher?


  “Go...read...now...find out!”


  Sounds great, right? It’s available and you can get it HERE. Check it out, and let me know what you think.


  So that’s it for now ... again, thanks for reading THE AFFAIR, and I hope you’ll like A WANTED MAN just as much in September.


  Lee Child


  


  Diane Capri Reveals Lee Child


  (not Jack Reacher?)


  September 16, 2012


  There’s no nicer guy on the planet than my friend Lee Child. He’s kind, amusing, normal. What’s not to like? You probably feel the same. He’s smiling and blue-eyed friendly in all those author photos, right? What we see is what we get with Lee.


  So I asked him if he wanted to be Revealed to Licensed to Thrill readers when his latest book was released. I figured we’d have a little fun, be a bit irreverent, maybe share some things about one of the world’s most beloved authors you didn’t already know.


  I wasn’t nervous at all at first. That was dumb. Because I forgot one of Kim Otto’s first rules: You never see the bullet that gets you. The first unheeded warning was when Lee sent me his self-portrait before our chat. It was a sort of Andy Warhol thing....As a person who’s vertically challenged, I peered up through my binoculars and covered the most important point first.


  Diane Capri: Someone recently described you as a lanky praying mantis. How tall are you, anyway? Ever wish you were shorter? I mean, don’t you get light-headed at that altitude?


  Lee Child: I’m about ten inches tall when I’m lying down. About 6-4 when I’m standing up. Very thin, no matter how much I eat. I like being tall. Who wouldn’t? There are many completely unearned advantages. Like having an English accent—in America that’s 20 unearned IQ points, right there.


  Diane Capri: Readers want to know some personal details about you that Charlie Rose didn’t ask. Let’s start with a few of those. Here’s an easy one. You were chewing gum when I saw you last in NYC and not hanging around the smoking sections. Have you quit smoking?


  Lee Child: No, I’ll never quit smoking. I enjoy it. It’s one of my main pleasures in life. Every New Year I make the same resolution—keep on smoking.


  Diane Capri: You know Kim Otto is hunting for Reacher in Don’t Know Jack and she’s more than a little worried that she might actually find him before she’s ready. She worries about Reacher’s facility for, um, solving problems. Your fans write, warning me not to disrespect Reacher because he’s one of the good guys. Clearly, Jack Reacher’s A Wanted Man—in more ways than one. That’s got to make you somewhat, well, let’s call it pleased. How does all this attention affect your life? Does your wife, Jane, still make you take out the trash and handle the broken toilets like a normal husband?


  Lee Child: Oh, sure. I haul trash and fix things like any guy. I’m a qualified electrician, from backstage jobs in the theater. Also a qualified firefighter, for the same reason. Away from the hoopla, I live a completely normal life.


  Diane Capri: Um, okay, thanks for sending along that picture of where you live amid not one single dust mote . . . . It fascinates me that your daughter, Ruth, has an amazing facility for languages. Did she inherit that from her parents? How many languages can she speak fluently? And what kind of work does one do with that talent, anyway?


  Lee Child: Ruth speaks most of the European languages, and if there’s one she doesn’t, just wait a day or two until she masters it. It didn’t come from me or Jane. From my mother, possibly. Maybe it’s one of those things that skips a generation. My mother had a similar talent. Ruth works at NYC’s famous Gay and Lesbian Center, dealing with people who don’t speak English so good. She can do sign language too. And sign language for the blind.


  Diane Capri: Like most writers, you read widely and love books. It’s astonishing that our Florida crime writers’ patron saint, Travis McGee, remained undiscovered to you until the mid-1990s, long after John D. McDonald died. Not surprising that you’re a fan and McGee has influenced your work, though. When you created Reacher, you avoided duplicating character traits that contemporary crime writers had already developed, but like you and McGee, Reacher is a tall dude. Does Reacher share any of McGee’s other traits? Do you?


  Lee Child: Not really. McGee was pretty sure of himself. Reacher is professionally, as am I, but personally we’re a lot more diffident than old Travis. No grand pronouncements for either of us.


  Diane Capri: We’re all looking forward to reading A Wanted Man which just opened to raves from readers and critics and at the top of the best seller lists. This is Reacher’s 17th chance to get his butt kicked. Is that gonna happen?


  Lee Child: He has a busted nose in this one, carried over from the last one. (Well, not the last one, which was a prequel. The one before.) It was a challenge not to write anything about smells. Normally I’m a five-senses-all-the-time writer.


  Diane Capri: Many readers have already devoured A Wanted Man and wait hungrily for Reacher #18. They want to put the title on their wish lists. What is it?


  Lee Child: It’s called Never Go Back—because Reacher goes back to his old unit HQ and falls into a world of trouble.


  Diane Capri: Well, sure. Trouble always finds Reacher. The other thing we’re looking forward to is the new film titled simply Jack Reacher, starring Tom Cruise. Cruise fans are swooning already; some Child fans are a bit less ecstatic. You’ve seen the film and loved it. Why?


  Lee Child: It’s a fast, hard movie, and Cruise nails it dead on. How? Because he’s a great actor. They do that stuff for a living. The rest of the cast is spectacular too. Altogether awesome. Plus it has a better car scene than Bullitt.


  Diane Capri: When we put Reacher on trial for murder at the very first ThrillerFest, the still-to-be-revealed Kim Otto took Reacher on, sort of. Otto made darn sure everything went according to the law and Reacher still got off. But only because he cheated. Otto will be smarter next time they meet. Is Reacher worried?


  Lee Child: Reacher didn’t cheat. It was jury nullification, pure and simple, because of his charm. Sure, he said with a smile, I killed the guy. Not guilty!


  Diane Capri: Um, that’s a little unnerving, actually....For the first time ever, you’re headed to my summer town. I feel a bit like Kim Otto. She knows Reacher is watching her, and it’s a little creepy and she’s not all that thrilled about it. Of course, I’m looking forward to seeing you, but what brings you to Northern Michigan? Tell me straight. Are you stalking me?


  Lee Child: Yes. Fortunately for me there’s a great author event there, for cover. Be afraid.


  He said that with a smile. Maybe.


  


  John Grisham’s THE FIRM (1991)


  By: Diane Capri


  In 1991, an explosive new talent conquered the best-seller lists, reinventing the legal thriller. The Firm was Mississippi small-town lawyer John Grisham’s (1955) second novel. In its wake, Grisham’s books, including legal thrillers, nonfiction, and other novels, have sold more than 235 million copies worldwide. Prior to The Firm, Grisham spent ten years in his first career as a small-town lawyer and Mississippi legislator. The passion to write his first novel, A Time to Kill, was ignited by an incident he witnessed while waiting his turn in court. The disturbing testimony of a twelve-year-old rape victim made him imagine the consequences if the victim’s father had killed her assailants. That first novel was published by a small press and had a printing of five thousand copies. Grisham then began writing The Firm, combining Faust’s mythical devil deal with high-octane David vs. Goliath, an unrivaled combination that became his forte. Grisham’s other thrillers include The Pelican Brief and The Client, two of his many books that were adapted into movies.


  Ten years after the unlikely anthropology professor Indiana Jones defeated the Nazis with a lot of help from God (and considerable suspension of disbelief), rookie tax lawyer cum action hero Mitch McDeere spectacularly defeated modern-day Mafia and government manipulators, using only his wits and his Harvard law degree.


  Certainly lawyers had been inspirational literary heroes, triumphant in mythic David and Goliath battles before The Firm was published in 1991. But this was no courtroom drama and McDeere was not our father’s Perry Mason or even Scott Turow’s worthy but flawed Presumed Innocent (1987) prosecutor, Rusty Sabich. Rather, The Firm dramatizes a minimum of lawyering and instead emphasizes McDeere’s race to save himself before his government or his employer terminate his life.


  The Firm captures the despair of gray-flannel-suited lawyers who felt shackled by golden handcuffs to their lavish lifestyles. Its emblematic cover depicted an attorney clutching a briefcase while being manipulated by the strings of a puppeteer. The book energized the legal thriller, which heretofore every working lawyer knew was an oxymoron on steroids. Grisham’s ability to make the genre exciting and suspenseful by featuring larger-than-life lawyer heroes propelled The Firm and Grisham to the top of the charts where he has remained for almost two decades.


  At the end of the 1980s, a decade of conspicuous consumption and excessive spending, workaholism reigned in all sectors of the economy. Lawyers were commanding salaries beyond their wildest dreams. Megafirms launched, the number of lawyers skyrocketed, and the competition to hire the best and the brightest intensified. What was once a genteel, collegiate, underpaid profession became a cold, profit-driven business supported by billable time.


  Against this backdrop, The Firm opens with the hazing ritual all law students must endure: the first law job interview. The uninitiated reader might assume job interviews lack even quiet drama, let alone thrills. Yet, a typical law student feels more nausea during the process than panicked passengers escaping the half-submerged Titanic. Following years of hefty debt accumulation and daily Socratic inquisitions during which students consume thousand-page casebooks digested and regurgitated into a three-hour essay exam upon which the entire grade for the course and subsequent employment depend, exhausted students compete for work. Making the best choice is yet another angst-producing hurdle. The tension of the interview process lasts most of the fall and into the spring of the final year.


  More determined, better credentialed, desperately motivated by personal struggles, and closer to the brink of financial ruin is Grisham’s Mitch McDeere. Third in his class at Harvard, Mitch receives offers from prestigious firms in New York and Chicago. But when he’s seduced by an elite Memphis law firm’s extravagant offer, he proves his mettle by interrogating the hiring partner. He’s assured that no lawyer has ever voluntarily resigned from the firm.


  Wanting to believe the firm is that good, Mitch decides he has no choice; he must take the lavish offer. After all, like all law students on the brink of licensure, he is confident that he can handle whatever comes his way. But his bravado soon evaporates—the coming challenges far exceed his practical risk analysis. Early on, every reader knows the job is not what it seems, but like Mitch, they’re already hooked.


  Before The Firm, lawyer readers had already made the same bargain Mitch did. They knew that despite the astronomical salary, new BMW, low-interest home mortgage, repaid student loans, and beyond-the-call support in passing the dreaded bar exam, the job would be hell on earth. And so it is with Mitch.


  What follows is a brief period of calm before he realizes that the limitless job he’s accepted with the Mafia-controlled firm can have only one possible outcome. Like his colleagues, he is literally tethered to the firm. He will work until death.


  Grisham crafts his story expertly. Readers fear that Goliath will win and that Mitch will either conform to the firm’s policies or die. But despite the forces opposing him, Mitch McDeere is not your average David, as we’ve suspected from the outset. The Mafia and the FBI are no match for him.


  Lawyers can be heroes, too, Grisham reminds us, not just in The Firm, but in each of his many books about the legal profession that followed. In Grisham’s world, attorneys are a force to be reckoned with. They lead lives not of quiet desperation, but of noisy, active, responsible accomplishment in the face of powerful opposition. The practice of law, at least on the page, has never been the same since Grisham’s debut.


  Diane Capri was an associate and a partner in a large Detroit law firm where she and her colleagues were living Mitch McDeere’s Faustian bargain themselves when Presumed Innocent ignited and later The Firm inflamed her passion to write lawyer-hero stories of her own. One of the country’s top attorneys for more than twenty years, Diane is the author of several novels featuring lawyer heroes a bit more realistic than Mitch McDeere.


  


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Thank you for reading my books. You’re the reason I write! If you liked my books, you can help keep my work going by “liking” the books everywhere the option is offered, and by posting your honest reviews of the book to help other readers decide whether it’s worth their reading time. I hope you will. You can find a complete list of my books with links to the book pages for reviews and other information here:Diane Capri Amazon Author Page


  Sign up to be on our mailing list so we can let you know when new adventures are ready and make sure you don’t miss opportunities for free books. We’ll give you a free short story simply for subscribing to my blog. You can sign up for either list easily here: Sign me up!


  If you want to read the stories Behind the Book you can find them on my website. http://www.DianeCapri.com


  Readers know my books are heavily researched, edited, proofed and professionally formatted. If you find errors, please let us know and we’ll fix them if we can. We’re committed to presenting the best possible reading experience and we appreciate your help. http://www.DianeCapri.com/contact/


  While you’re there, send me your questions. http://www.DianeCapri.com/contact/ I love to hear from you and I answer whenever I can.


  That said, the criminal activities herein depicted are pure fiction, as are the characters. Any events or real places mentioned are used fictitiously. As we all know, truth is stranger than fiction.


  Thanks again for reading!
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  Diane Capri is a lawyer and multi-published author.


  She’s a snowbird who divides her time between Florida and Michigan. An active member of Mystery Writers of America, Author’s Guild, International Thriller Writers, and Sisters in Crime, she loves to hear from readers and is hard at work on her next novel.


  Please connect with her online:
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  Facebook: www.facebook.com/DianeCapri


  www.facebook.com/DianeCapriBooks


  If you would like to be kept up to date with infrequent email including release dates for Diane Capri books, free offers, gifts, and general information, please sign up for our mailing list. We don’t want to leave you out! Sign up here:


  dianecapri.com/contact/
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