
        
            
                
            
        



Praise for John Gilstrap

NICK OF TIME

“A page-turning thriller with strong characters, excit- 
ing action, and a big heart.”

—Heather Graham

 


AGAINST ALL ENEMIES

“Any John Gilstrap novel packs the punch of a 
rocket-propelled grenade—on steroids! Tentacles of 
intrigue reach into FBI headquarters and military 
hierarchy. Lines are crossed and new ones drawn. The 
philosophy of killing to preserve life takes on new 
meaning. Gilstrap grabs the reader’s attention in a 
literary vise grip. Each installment of the Jonathan 
Grave series is a force majeure of covert incursions, 
and a damn good read.”

—BookReporter.com

 


“Tense, clever . . . series enthusiasts are bound to 
enjoy this new thriller.”

—Library Journal

 


END GAME

AN AMAZON EDITORS’ FAVORITE BOOK OF THE YEAR

 


“Gilstrap’s new Jonathan Grave thriller is his best 
novel to date—even considering his enviable 
bibliography. End Game starts off explosively 
and keeps on rolling. Gilstrap puts you in the 
moment as very few authors can. And there are 
many vignettes that will stay with you long after 
you have finished the book.”

—Joe Hartlaub, BookReporter

 


DAMAGE CONTROL

“Powerful and explosive, an unforgettable journey 
into the dark side of the human soul. Gilstrap is a 
master of action and drama. If you like Vince Flynn 
and Brad Thor, you’ll love John Gilstrap.”

—Gayle Lynds

 


“Rousing . . . Readers will anxiously await 
the next installment.”

—Publishers Weekly

 


“It’s easy to see why John Gilstrap is the go-to 
guy among thriller writers, when it comes to 
weapons, ammunition, and explosives. His 
expertise is uncontested.”

—John Ramsey Miller

 


“The best page-turning thriller I’ve grabbed in 
ages. Gilstrap is one of the very few writers who 
can position a set of characters in a situation, ramp 
up the tension, and—yes, keep it there, all the 
way through. There is no place you can put 
this book down.”

—Beth Kanell, Kingdom Books, Vermont

 


“A page-turning, near-perfect thriller, with 
engaging and believable characters . . . 
unputdownable! Warning—if you must be up 
early the next morning, don’t start the book.”

—Top Mystery Novels

 


“Takes you full force right away and doesn’t let go 
until the very last page . . . has enough full-bore 
action to take your breath away, barely giving you 
time to inhale. The action is nonstop. Gilstrap knows 
his technology and weaponry. Damage Control will 
blow you away.”

—Suspense Magazine

 


THREAT WARNING

“If you are a fan of thriller novels, I hope you’ve been 
reading John Gilstrap’s Jonathan Grave series. Threat 
Warning is a character-driven work where the vehicle 
has four on the floor and horsepower to burn. From 
beginning to end, it is dripping with excitement.”

—Joe Hartlaub, BookReporter

 


“If you like Vince Flynn–style action, with a 
strong, incorruptible hero, this series deserves to be 
in your reading diet. Threat Warning reconfirms 
Gilstrap as a master of jaw-dropping action and 
heart-squeezing suspense.”

—Austin Camacho, The Big Thrill

 


HOSTAGE ZERO

“Jonathan Grave, my favorite freelance peacemaker, 
problem-solver, and tough guy hero, is back—and in 
particularly fine form. Hostage Zero is classic 
Gilstrap: the people are utterly real, the action’s foot 
to the floor, and the writing’s fluid as a well-oiled 
machine gun. A tour de force!”

—Jeffery Deaver

 


HOSTAGE ZERO

“This addictively readable thriller marries a 
breakneck pace to a complex, multilayered plot.... A 
roller coaster ride of adrenaline-inducing plot twists 
leads to a riveting and highly satisfying conclusion. 
Exceptional characterization and an intricate, 
flawlessly crafted story line make this an absolute 
must read for thriller fans.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 


NO MERCY

“No Mercy grabs hold of you on page one and doesn’t 
let go. Gilstrap’s new series is terrific. It will leave 
you breathless. I can’t wait to see what Jonathan 
Grave is up to next.”

—Harlan Coben

 


“The release of a new John Gilstrap novel is always 
worth celebrating, because he’s one of the finest 
thriller writers on the planet. No Mercy showcases 
his work at its finest—taut, action-packed, and 
impossible to put down!”

—Tess Gerritsen

 


“A great hero, a pulse-pounding story—and the 
launch of a really exciting series.”

—Joseph Finder

 


NO MERCY

“An entertaining, fast-paced tale of 
violence and revenge.”

—Publishers Weekly

 


“No other writer is better able to combine in a single 
novel both rocket-paced suspense and heartfelt looks 
at family and the human spirit. And what a pleasure 
to meet Jonathan Grave, a hero for our time . . . and 
for all time.”

—Jeffery Deaver

 


AT ALL COSTS

“Riveting . . . combines a great plot and realistic, 
likable characters with look-over-your-shoulder 
tension. A page-turner.”

—The Kansas City Star

 


“Gilstrap builds tension . . . until the last page, a 
hallmark of great thriller writers. I almost called the 
paramedics before I finished At All Costs.”

—Tulsa World

 


“Gilstrap has ingeniously twisted his simple premise 
six ways from Sunday.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 


“Not-to-be-missed.”

—Rocky Mountain News

 


NATHAN’S RUN

“Gilstrap pushes every thriller button . . . a nail-biting 
denouement and strong characters.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

 


“Gilstrap has a shot at being the next John 
Grisham . . . one of the best books of the year.”

—Rocky Mountain News

 


“Emotionally charged . . . one of the year’s best.”

—Chicago Tribune

 


“Brilliantly calculated . . . With the skill of a veteran 
pulp master, Gilstrap weaves a yarn that demands to 
be read in one sitting.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 


“Like a roller coaster, the story races along on 
well-oiled wheels to an undeniably 
pulse-pounding conclusion.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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Chapter One

Nicolette Janssen’s hands trembled as she struggled back into her clothes. She was getting out of here. To hell with the consequences. She’d had it with the lies and the false hopes. This time she was leaving for real.

But she had to hurry. They’d be coming for her soon, and she’d need every second of a head start she could get. She prayed for a ten-minute lead, but doubted she had a chance for that.

Seven, then. Whatever.

As she fumbled with the button on her shorts, she tried not to see the deep purple bruises on her arms. Ooh, sorry. We’re almost there. You sure have tiny veins. Sure, blame her veins. Forget about the railroad spikes they called needles.

Now there was a favor she’d like to return one day. When they yelled and cussed at her to be careful, she’d be sure to smile and tell them in that soft voice that it was really for their own good. See how they liked it.

Let somebody else be their chemistry set for a while.

With her pants on and fastened, and her T-shirt in place, Nicki slung her purse over her shoulder and moved tentatively to the door, pausing a beat to thumb the TV remote that was part of the call button that was looped around the side rail of her bed. Oprah and the fears of pending Y2K crises disappeared. Nicki opened the door a crack, just to get a peek, and then stepped out into the wide hallway, standing tall and resisting the urge to run. Just make like you belong, she thought. And why not? With all the hours she’d logged, there ought to be a wing named after her. Her flip-flops squeaked on the tile floor as she turned right and started for the bank of elevators.

Jeez, what was she thinking? The elevators opened directly in front of the nurses’ station. “Come on, Nicki, think, will you?” she mumbled. If a nurse or, God help her, her dad saw her out here, there’d be serious hell to pay. Patients weren’t supposed to be up and around on their own. Hell, they weren’t supposed to pee without telling someone. Prisons and hospitals had a lot in common, she imagined.

Oh, shit, there he is! Her dad—the famed prosecutor Carter Janssen—was standing right at the nurses’ station, ranting at the phlebotomist who last dredged her arm. How typical of dear old dad: Better to yell at a stranger than to comfort a daughter.

An exit sign to her right showed the way to the stair well. As Nicki pushed the door open, she prayed that there wouldn’t be an alarm. There wasn’t. Score one for the home team. It would have been a short chase. She smiled at the thought of what it might have looked like: sprint fifty yards, fall down unconscious, wake up, run another fifty yards . . .

It turned out that the stairwell was the primary vertical thoroughfare for everyone who wore a lab coat. All of them moved at three times the speed that she could muster, and they were far too busy to notice her.

She had eight flights to go. That meant sixteen half-flights to the bottom, probably more than the total number of stairs she’d navigated in the last three months combined. See, Dad? she thought. I’m not as fragile as you thought.

If she made it, there’d be no turning back. Maybe now, finally, they would all understand that she meant what she said.

* * *

Carter Janssen knew that Priscilla, the phlebotomist, was the wrong target for his rage, but somebody had to answer for this atrocity, and she was the most available hospital employee. Nowhere near her thirtieth birthday, the technician looked close to tears.

“All I do is draw blood,” she whined.

“But you’re part of the team,” Carter growled, leaning on the word he’d heard so often from the transplant crew. “We succeed or fail as a team, don’t you remember?”

“You need to speak to the doctor,” Priscilla said. She moved to step around him. “I have nothing to do with the decisions that are made.”

“I’d love to speak to a doctor,” Carter said, making a broad sweeping motion with both arms. “Do you see one here? All I see are people telling me that the doctors are all too busy to speak with me.”

“Doctor Burkhammer is in surgery. I already told you that.”

“That’s not possible,” Carter snapped. “He can’t possibly be in surgery, because my daughter was next on his dance card, and she got stood up!” He yelled that last phrase, making Priscilla jump, and drawing uncomfortable glances from the nurses behind the glass. One nurse in particular, a broad-shouldered one in the back who carried herself with the posture of a boss, reached for a telephone. Carter had the distinct feeling that she was calling security.

“Can I help you?” a voice asked from behind.

Carter turned to see a chubby redheaded man who must have bought his clothes before going on a diet. He wore woefully out-of-date horn-rimmed glasses with lenses thick enough to start a fire if he looked the wrong way in sunlight. “Who are you?”

“I’m Dr. Cavanaugh,” the man said, extending his hand. “We met a few months ago. I’m from the Heart-Lung Consortium.”

Carter’s jaw dropped. The last time he’d seen Dr. Cavanaugh, the guy had been the size of a boxcar. That he was now only thirty pounds overweight meant that he’d lost over a hundred. “I wouldn’t have recognized you.”

The doctor beamed and patted his stomach. “I decided to start taking some of my own advice. I’m terribly sorry about Nicolette. I don’t mean to sound flippant, but such are the ups and downs of the transplant business.”

“The ups and downs?” Carter repeated. The words tasted bitter on his tongue. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say to me?”

Dr. Cavanaugh gently grasped Carter’s elbow with one hand and gestured to the collection of seats in the hallway. “Perhaps we should sit down and discuss this.”

“No,” Carter said. “I don’t want to sit. I’m waiting for Nicki to get dressed, and I don’t want her to step out and not see me.”

“Well, let’s keep our voices down, then.”

“Let’s keep our voices down? What are we, in fifth grade? What the hell happened?” Carter reached under his suit jacket and pulled a pager from his belt. “We got the word,” he said. “The message came through, we came down here just like we were supposed to, we went through all the pre-op bullshit, and then nothing. Nothing. A nurse told us it was just a false alarm, and that it was time for us to go home.”

Cavanaugh showed Carter his palms in an effort to sooth the situation. “I understand that you’re upset—”

“What the hell is going on?” That time, Carter’s voice rolled like artillery fire down the hallway.

Cavanaugh jumped, and seemed conflicted as to whether he should answer. Finally, he said, “They changed their minds.”

“Who?”

“The donor’s family.”

Carter wasn’t sure what answer he was expecting, but this wasn’t it. “They get a vote?” His tone betrayed his utter disbelief.

Cavanaugh sighed, clearly resigned to the fact that Carter would never understand. “They lost a child to suicide, Mr. Janssen. I know you think you’ve had a blow of bad news, but please don’t ever—not for a moment—think that those poor people owed you anything. They made a decision and then they changed their mind.”

The words rattled Carter. “I don’t understand,” he said. “They’d prefer that their child’s organs be buried in the ground?”

“It’s a problem we face with patients like Nicki,” Cavanaugh explained. The rationality of his tone and his words belied the horror of his message. “There are a number of surgeons and patients alike who look at bilateral heart and lung transplants as the ultimate act of selfishness. A grieving parent has to decide, in the height of their grief, as they are being bombarded with one nightmare after another, whether their loved one’s viscera should help only one person, or help many. The vast majority of transplant recipients need only a heart or one lung—”

“And Nicki needs all three.” Carter closed his eyes against the pain of the revelation.

“Exactly.”

“My God.” Carter stared, searching for the next thing to say. He nodded toward that cluster of seats. “I think I’ll sit down after all.”

Dr. Cavanaugh took the seat directly opposite. “I don’t know if this is a detail you want or need to know, but the reason Dr. Burkhammer couldn’t meet with you and explain this himself is because he had to perform the heart transplant that the family made possible.”

The enormity of it all was too much. So, this was how it was meant to be? At the whim of confused parents, one girl is condemned to death so that others might live? Carter had never allowed himself to understand that someone else would have to die to make that happen.

But those were concerns for another parent. Carter had a devastated child of his own to worry about. “Has this happened before?”

“Rarely, but it does happen. And before you ask why we don’t make certain before we notify the recipient, the answer is, we try. We get a yes and a signature, and because time is of the essence, we make the phone calls.”

“So, they signed an agreement and reneged?” Suddenly, Carter the lawyer felt his feet on more solid ground.

“We’re not selling commodities, Mr. Janssen. These are organs. Some might say that they’re a part of the donor’s soul. If grieving parents dig in their heels, we’re not going to force a donation just because they spilled ink on a page. We’re not ghouls.”

But we had a deal, he didn’t say. To give Nicki life and then to take it away seemed so horribly cruel. In Carter Janssen’s world, everything was ordered and neat. Promises were met, and if they weren’t then that was what courtrooms were for. This was all so . . . unfair.

“What can you tell me about the recipient?” Carter asked. The question came partly out of a need to fill the silence, but also from a need to know in his gut that whoever it was, was worth the price of Nicki’s life.

“I can’t say anything about that,” Cavanaugh said. “I’m sure you understand.”

“Man, woman, boy, girl? You can’t tell me any of that?”

The doctor shook his head. “I know how devastating this news must be to you, and I caution both you and your daughter not to lose hope. Not only is there chance that another donor might appear, but there are some fairly encouraging mid-term therapies for Nicki’s condition—”

“She wants nothing to do with them.”

Cavanaugh’s head bobbed, but he clearly dismissed the relevance of that. “Of course she doesn’t. She’s a teenager. They frequently reject what is best for them. But as her father—”

Carter cut him off with a raised hand. “No lectures, okay? Not now. I’ll do what I have to do. But it’s such an onerous procedure.”

Cavanaugh scowled. “Are we talking about the same procedure? We merely insert a pump into her chest—”

“And administer prostacyclin. Yes, I know. But it means hospital time.”

“We have to monitor the condition carefully.”

“Of course you do. Doctor, you don’t have to justify any of this to me. Nor do you have to explain it to Nicki, but I’ve got to tell you, after watching her mother wither away in here, she’s scared to death of hospitals.”

“Well, then we have to set her mind at ease.”

Carter closed his eyes to stave off the frustration. “That’s not possible,” he said. When he opened them again, they felt red. “Without the transplants she’s got maybe nine months left, and of those only six are likely to be anything close to normal. The way she sees it, every hour she spends in a hospital is an hour she’s not spending cramming life into every day.”

“But it’s necessary,” Cavanaugh said.

“Of course it’s necessary,” Carter snapped. “Everything is so goddamned necessary. But it sucks.”





Chapter Two

“Hi, this is Nicki. I’m either on the phone or I’m ignoring you. Leave a message, please.”

“Nicolette, it’s Dad. I don’t know what’s going on, but please give me a call. Like, yesterday.”

She was gone. Poof. Without a trace. Carter could feel his face getting hot as his hands started to tremble. The hospital staff was falling all over themselves apologizing, but he was tired of hearing it. “Okay,” he said, silencing the three nurses. “There are only so many ways out of here. Let’s get security looking for her.”

Okay. Absolutely. Brilliant idea. Clearly thrilled to have something productive to do, the nurses scurried off to put the plan into action. And the less face time they had with a lawyer, the better. There wasn’t a hospital in the country that didn’t look at lawyers as organisms only slightly less terrifying than Ebola.

Carter seethed. Nicki never would have dreamed of pulling a stunt like this if her mother were still alive. Jenny wouldn’t have tolerated it. It had been her special gift to communicate with their daughter. In the quiet moments, he still wondered why God made the choices He had. Life would have been so much better for Nicki if He’d chosen Carter for His cancer games and left Jenny alone.

Carter kicked himself for not seeing the escape in the offing. It was exactly what she’d promised to do if he didn’t agree to her terms. He just never thought she’d follow through. Her terms were the equivalent to suicide, for God’s sake. He’d given her credit for being smarter than that.

He had to find her, and he had to get her therapy started as soon as possible. With the prostacyclin and a minor turn in their luck, she might be able to buy the time she needed to wait out the next donor.

So, where would she have gone? He spent a minute running through her options, but only came up with one: home. How sad was that? Ever since her grim prognosis was announced, Nicki’s depression had manifested as an ugly rejection of all her friends and her hobbies, driving her instead to the impersonal interaction of the Internet and its endless chat rooms. God only knew what she talked about.

Carter called the house three times during his drive home, but to no avail. That meant one of two things: either she wasn’t there, or she was dodging his calls.

Okay, there was one more possibility, but he refused to consider it. Suicide.

He pressed a little harder on the gas.

I don’t care what happens to me anymore, she had told him a dozen times. It’s my life and I’m tired of it. Just let nature take its course. Those damnable adolescent platitudes on fatalism drove him up the friggin’ wall.

What the hell did a seventeen-year-old know about life or living? For her, life was exclusively about the comforts—junk food, freedom, and the right friends. There was no world outside of suburbia for her. It would be years before she could realize how thoroughly her limited horizon blocked any view of the future. What seemed so bleak to her now might well be the gateway to great things. Momentary discomfort was the price of long-term good health, period. Why couldn’t he make her understand that? Why was she so much more impenetrable than a dozen juries?

God, he missed Jenny.

Carter slid the turn onto the parkway, past the landmark diner that told him he was exactly six point seven miles from home.

For some awful reason, his mind had seized on the image of Nicki slitting her wrists. If that was how she chose to do herself in, there’d be no stopping the bleeding. Not with the Coumadin on board.

“Stop it,” he said aloud.

Nicki needed a mother, a confidant. He tried to fill those shoes, but every attempt at a father-daughter chat somehow turned into a cross-examination. His was a world of facts and logic, Nicki’s was one of emotions and feelings. How was he supposed to deal with that? A couple of decades ago, when he’d signed on for this parenthood gig, he’d never in a million years thought that he might have to go it alone. With a daughter.

He sped past the Alabaster Dam on his right. Four point four miles to go.

It had been twenty months, almost to the day, since Jenny had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, thus beginning the longest, most relentlessly awful period of Carter’s life. Two months later, just after Thanksgiving, she was dead. It felt like no time at all, the cancer equivalent of being hit by a truck, and whatever genius had devised the platitudes about grief diminishing with time had no clue what he was talking about.

Back in the happy days, Carter and Jenny used to chat glibly about what each of them would do in the event of the other’s death. Jenny made him promise to let her go first, because she said she’d never be able to find another man, and he’d find a new wife in a heartbeat.

In a heartbeat. The irony brought a lump to his throat. There was only one heartbeat that he cared to hear again, and Carter prayed every night that she could somehow return to him. It was silly, he knew, but it was all he had.

He navigated the hairpin curve at Waples Mill. Three point eight miles to go.

In Nicolette’s mind, she became an orphan when Jenny died. Those two were different sides of the same brain. They could think each other’s thoughts, complete each other’s sentences. Now, she found herself facing her own mortality without an ear she was willing to talk to. No wonder she was so depressed.

Nothing about Carter’s relationship with Nicki had ever been easy, but it tore him apart to be shut out of her pain. The only person she was willing to open her heart to was the psychologist who charged a hundred twenty bucks an hour for the privilege.

He slowed for the stop sign at Clatterbuck Road, then gunned the engine. Three miles. He called her cell phone again, left another message.

In the clarity of 20/20 hindsight, Carter should have seen Nicki’s impending illness long before he did. She’d had no stamina, no energy for anything but sleep. She’d allowed her grades to slip. Because it had started at the height of Jenny’s illness, Carter had written it off to normal, ordinary depression. Besides, teenagers were always tired, right?

Working on the assumption that it was all about the depression, he didn’t even take her to the doctor till February, almost three months after they’d buried Jenny. A diagnosis took four months: primary pulmonary hypertension, a gift from a pharmaceutical company that preyed on young women’s desires to look like supermodels with physiques more suitable to the gulag than the runway. A death sentence.

Jenny had picked up on Nicki’s binge-and-purge cycle four years ago and saved her life by whisking her off to a shrink. Carter had never had much tolerance for psychology or its practitioners—he’d always seen it as equal parts voodoo and bullshit—but God bless him, the doctor’s counseling had turned her around. To Nicki’s horror, she’d even put on a few pounds.

Then came Jenny’s Cancer. The Big C. Within a month, between the chemo and the radiation, there was barely enough life left in Jenny to power a smile. A few weeks later, she was dead.

Suddenly, with the speed of half a finger-snap, Carter and Nicki were all alone together. Father-stranger, meet daughter-stranger. It was like trying to turn on a light when no one had connected the wires. All they shared between them was the desperate need for Jenny to somehow reenter their lives.

Carter took the bridge at Wilson’s Creek way too fast. If there’d been a car coming the other way, there’d have been no survivors. As it was, he was only a mile from the house and accelerating even faster.

Nicki’s relapse, it turned out, had been inevitable. In Nicki’s mind, the doctor explained, recovery had been all about pleasing her mother. In the tangled non-logic that defined so much of psychology, Jenny’s death had relieved Nicki’s obligations to the get-well contract. “Surely you must have seen the warning signs,” the doctor had observed. “Some kind of abnormal behavior.”

Right. Nicki’s behavior hadn’t resembled normalcy since she was twelve. Besides, Carter would have been looking for all the wrong signs.

This time, instead of bingeing and purging, Nicki turned to diet drugs obtained from friends. Carter knew nothing about them, of course, but if he had, he might actually have approved. They’d have seemed like a good compromise: Nicki would eat something and keep it down for the whole day, even as the drugs reduced the size of her appetite. The diet drug was two drugs, actually, and taken together, according to the popular media—hell, according to the evening news—the results were truly amazing. People shed unwanted pounds, seemingly without side effects. Why wouldn’t that have been a good thing to try? If it would have improved her consistently sour attitude, he’d have tried anything.

But there were side effects. Deadly ones. Primary pulmonary hypertension, PPH for short, thickened the tiny vessels in the lungs. This thickening, or “hardening,” in turn caused the pressure in those vessels to increase, causing blood to back up in the rest of the body as the cells awaited their turn to pass through the narrowed passages. The biological chain reaction that resulted took a half hour for the doctor to explain, but the time would come when Nicki’s lungs would no longer be able to sustain life.

The average life expectancy from diagnosis to death was eighteen months. The average waiting time for transplants was twenty-four to thirty months. Do the math.

At first, Carter had refused to believe it. Doctors were a dime a dozen, for heaven’s sake. He’d figured he could keep shopping till he found a physician who told him what he wanted to hear.

But the decision was unanimous: a bilateral heart-lung transplant was her only hope for long-term recovery. In the end, Carter decided on a multipronged approach. He’d wear the damn pager for the transplants, but he’d also keep pressure on the doctors to try something new.

No matter what the literature said, come hell or high water, he was not going to let Nicki die.

God forbid that Nicki might make it easier. She was so pissed off that her regularly scheduled teen years had been interrupted by illness that she’d turned downright recalcitrant. She just wanted it all to end, she’d said. Life wasn’t worth living if it couldn’t be lived on her terms, and long hospital stays for experimental procedures were not on her agenda. She wanted movies and pizza, not EKGs and intravenous drugs.

With five hundred yards to go before his street, Carter eased the Volvo down from eighty and hoped that he wouldn’t spin out in the turn.

Carter’s house on Berwick Place in the Westgate subdivision was identical to fifty percent of the homes in his neighborhood. The builder had designed exactly two interiors for his houses—both center-hall colonials, but one about $75,000 more expensive than the other—with half a dozen exterior elevations for each. The effect to the casual passerby was a wide variety of charming, 2,200-square-foot brick-and-siding homes. The homeowners’ association saw to it that the lawns stayed trimmed and green, and that nobody dared to install chain-link fences.

Carter jerked the Volvo to a halt in the driveway, nearly forgetting to turn off the ignition as he dashed to the front door. His heart sank when he found it locked. Nicki never locked the door when she was home, despite his repeated demands that she do so. Nobody would try to do harm to a prosecutor’s daughter, she’d say with a smirk.

His key found the slot and he threw open the heavy door. “Nicki?” he called. “Nicki, where are you!”

No answer.

“Nicki! Are you here?”

Still, no answer.

Wheeling from the kitchen, he charged back through the foyer and up the stairs to her bedroom. “Please God,” he prayed, “let her be okay.”

* * *

Nicki made the one phone call she needed to make, then turned her phone off. She’d silenced the ringer while in the hospital room, so as she looked at the Nokia’s display, she was surprised to see that she’d already missed five calls from her dad. So he knew. The clock was ticking.

She swung around in the backseat of the cab for the thousandth time to check out the back window to make sure no one was following her. As stupid as it sounded, this was the first time she’d ever been in a taxicab. It all felt so daring and adventurous. Now all she had to do was keep her cool. It wasn’t the time to get jittery.

And no one was following. Duh. She hadn’t broken any laws; why should anyone be following? She settled back into her seat in time to catch the taxi driver watching her in the rearview mirror. She smiled.

Now you’ve made him remember you, she thought—a violation of Brad’s cardinal rule of evasion. How many times had he told her that? A hundred? No, five hundred. It was the keystone to her getaway plan: just blend in and always walk.

Wait till he found out that she’d actually put the plan into action. He’d be shocked.

Almost as shocked as her dad.

The first step in the plan was easiest to remember: cash. Not credit, not checks, but cold hard greenback money, the last nearly untraceable source of spending.

As they pulled into the center of Pitcairn Village—the chamber of commerce was lobbying to have the name changed to Olde Towne Pitcairn in hopes of spurring a tourist trade—Nicki leaned closer to the cabbie and pointed to a building up ahead on the right, past the Lewis and Clark memorial that marked the center of the square. “Could you pull in there for a minute, please?”

“Where? At the bank?”

“Yes, please.”

Nicki had the door open a second after the vehicle pulled to a halt. “I’ll just be a second,” she said. “Do you mind waiting?”

“Are you going to pay me?”

“After I get some money, I will.”

The cabbie was of some Middle Eastern descent, and his glare did not project trust.

She wasn’t going to argue with him; he’d stay or he wouldn’t. She crossed the sidewalk and entered the lobby, turning right to get to the ATM. She slipped in the card and entered her PIN with one finger while she kept another two fingers crossed that Dad hadn’t yet found the card missing from his wallet and canceled it. It’d been two weeks, and she’d been counting on his inattention to anything but his work. She had him pegged as more of a check-cashing kind of guy than an ATM guy anyway, ever dedicated to anything that was out of date.

When the “Welcome, Carter Janssen” screen greeted her, Nicki smiled. “Time to milk the cash cow,” she mumbled, smiling at the image her words conjured.

Her attempt to withdraw $5,000 choked the machine, prompting it to clatter and beep, finally displaying on the screen that $500 was the maximum she could take. So much for a turn of good luck. She’d had no idea that banks limited withdrawals. According to Brad, they needed a couple thousand, minimum, to make this work. As the machine spat out twenty-five $20 bills, Nicki tried to figure out how to make up the difference. She thought about running the card through a second time, but worried that the machine might sense a theft in progress and eat it.

She’d think of something later. As it was, she was spending way too much time in front of a security camera.

The driver was still waiting at the curb, the engine running, when Nicki walked up to his window and asked, “What’s the fare so far?”

He pointed to the meter. “Twelve dollars and eighty cents.”

She gave him a twenty. “Here. Is this enough to keep you waiting for a while longer?”

“How much longer?”

“Ten minutes, max.”

“I will wait for seven minutes,” he said.

Nicki rolled her eyes, knowing instantly that she’d misplayed that hand. If she wanted ten minutes, she should have asked for twelve. “Fine. Just don’t leave me here.”

“Where are you going?”

“To the coffee shop.”

She walked across the street to the Square Cup and Saucer, a coffee bar/Internet lounge. Nicki had been a coffee fan for as long as she could remember. Even as a little girl, her mom would fix her a cup that was mostly sugar and milk, but she’d always loved the taste. Yet another favorite pastime crossed off the list by her death sentence. No caffeine, period.

But God, the aroma of the place. She wondered if this was how an ex-smoker felt when she sat in a bar.

Oh, what the hell. Brad said this was a whole new beginning. When the barista looked to her, Nicki ordered a large coffee to go.

It took a minute to figure out how the pay-for-computer-time thing worked, but only a minute. She paid her three dollars, slid into a booth, and clicked on her service provider. The page opened up in a blink, the wonders of a high-speed connection. Back home, Dad was too cheap to pay for a DSL connection, so she was stuck with a screechy modem. She logged on under her regular screen name and briefly scanned the headings of her incoming e-mail, finding nothing but junk, three of which were offers to make her penis longer. Go figure.

She still had three and a half minutes of the cabbie’s time reserved when she opened the “Write Mail” window and tapped in Brad’s address.

“Okay,” she wrote. “You win. It’s 2:37 now, and I’m on the next bus outta here. Don’t stand me up. Luv, N.”

She read it four times to make sure that it said all that it needed to, but not a word more, then clicked the Send button. Just like that, at the speed of light, her new life began.

Sipping her coffee, aglow with the feeling of guilt, Nicki again concentrated on keeping her movements smooth and as normal-looking as possible. She ran the plan through her head one more time.

Looking back, it was probably a mistake to leave the message on the home phone so early. She just didn’t want Dad to worry.










February 15

I got my work assignment, and it’s the shittiest one. I’m in the kitchen, slogging pots. I’ve never seen so much stuck-on crap. And the roaches. There’s a decent guy here named Derek Johnson who says the roaches own the place. We’re only squatters.

I’m beginning to get the lay of the place. The Posse is the gang to stay away from. It’s all white boys and they’re sick bastards. If they want you they own you. That’s what I’ve heard. So far, they haven’t paid any attention to me. They’re not afraid of anybody but Officer Georgen.

Lucas Georgen is a monster. He’s 6’ 4”, probably, and I’m guessing three hundred pounds. He doesn’t put up with nothing from anybody. He tells you the sky is green and you say yes, sir. I’ve seen him lay his stick against a guy’s head, and it’s good night, Nellie. Bastard hits the floor, and people step over him.

The Posse moves around this place like a pack of wolves. I don’t know how many of them there are, but I think I know who the leaders are. In the World, they’d all be bikers. Skinheads, maybe. They’ve got tattoos on their tattoos. Derek says there’s nothing to worry about from the Posse so long as you stay out of their way and never owe them anything.

I don’t even look at them.





Chapter Three

Sitting on the edge of Nicki’s bed, Carter listened to the message on the machine a dozen times before his mind shifted out of neutral.

“Hi, Daddy. I know how you think, so I’ll tell you now that I haven’t been kidnapped and I’m not doing any kind of suicide-y thing. I’m just being me, okay? And it’s not about our argument last night. I just had to get away from everything. I’m not living my last months with tubes sticking out of me. You were there for Mom and I know you’d be there for me, but I don’t want to go that way.

“By the time you hear this, I’ll already be on my way to where I’m going. If I knew where that was, I’d tell you. There’s a lot I would tell you if I could, but you’d never understand. I know you try to, but you just can’t. And I don’t say that to be mean.

“I can tell you that we’ll be safe, though. And that I’ll always love you.”

It was almost two o’clock. God only knew what kind of head start she had. His heart hammered in his chest and his hands trembled as he tried to think logically. Nicki was a smart girl, a little impulsive, but very smart—the kind of smart you got from books, though; in the street smarts department, she was a zero. His mind whirled with possibilities. She wasn’t suicidal and she hadn’t been kidnapped. How reassuring.

Not.

Where would she go? How would she get there? He didn’t keep any cash in the house, and she didn’t have access to his credit or debit cards, so what could she possibly have been thinking?

Carter’s head flooded with dozens of images he’d witnessed over the course of his career: the rapes, the mutilations, the murders. Didn’t she ever listen to a thing he told her?

Think, Carter, he commanded himself.

It was useless. The very notion of seeing the world though her eyes made his head hurt.

Come on, think, goddammit. Nothing was ever hopeless.

As he sat there on the bed, awash in stuffed animals and a little unnerved by the come-hither look from Leonardo DiCaprio and the largely shirtless cast of Dawson’s Creek, he tried to wade his way through what little information he had.

He rewound the tape and played it again. And again. One more time.

Then he heard a clue. It was near the end of her message: I can tell you that we’ll be safe, though.

We.

So, at least she wasn’t alone. He tried to think which of her friends might agree to something like this. Whom would she choose to run away with?

As he cast his glance toward the telephone on Nicki’s nightstand, he realized with a heaviness in his gut that he no longer knew who Nicki’s friends were. Rachel Raty was a name that popped into his mind, but it was a name he hadn’t heard in a long time. They were great buddies a while ago, but did they even talk to each other now? Carter knew how it was with teenage girls; he knew that a single transgression could separate best friends from worst enemies, and for the life of him, he didn’t have a clue where Rachel currently stood in the hierarchy.

There had to be a name. Nicki was a terrific kid, and terrific kids all had friends. So, how come he couldn’t come up with one?

* * *

Nothing on earth quite matched the odor of a Greyhound bus. The faint aroma of diesel combined with the sickening sweetness of the chemical toilet to form a mixture Nicki could almost see. It hung thickly in the air like humidity, made even worse by the two dozen varieties of perfume and aftershave that surrounded her.

For a while, she’d been able to keep the seat next to her empty by pretending to be asleep at every stop, but as they pulled into Baltimore, she knew that the charade would have to end. By her cursory count, there were only five seats left unoccupied, and at least that many people waiting to board. Unless a lot of people got off, some of the new arrivals would have to stand.

She moved her purse closer to her feet and tried to stuff it deeper under the seat in front of her. A black couple led the parade down the center aisle, each of them about a century old and hanging on to each other for balance that neither could provide. They doddered down three or four rows before a young guy wearing a Caterpillar baseball cap stood from his single window seat and joined a college kid who’d been trying to reserve a seat for his leg.

Caterpillar-man tossed a quick glance toward Nicki, but before she could return it with a flirty smile, he looked away and planted himself in his new digs.

She felt herself blush. Guys were always like that around her—something about her gaze made them uncomfortable. Her dad told her that she was crazy—that she was beautiful and everyone could see it for miles around—but she knew better. She was ugly. Born that way and getting uglier by the day.

Her suspicions were confirmed when a guy who looked more like Brad Pitt than Brad Pitt did refused to meet her eyes at all.

By the time it all settled out, Nicki’s seatmate turned out to be somebody’s grandmother, her thick body wrapped in a sundress the likes of which Nicki hadn’t seen in years. She’d zeroed in on Nicki’s seat the instant her head had cleared the door.

“Well, hello, young miss. May I sit here?” The woman’s voice had a squeaky quality to it that put Nicki in mind of a man trying to impersonate a woman.

Nicki looked at the seat and shrugged.

“I’m Dora,” the woman said, settling in. “I’m going all the way to Hattiesburg, Mississippi. I’ve got grandchildren down there.”

Nicki smiled as politely as she could, and tried not to notice that the woman smelled vaguely like salami.

“How far are you going?” Dora pressed.

“Just to Brookfield.” Nicki tried to sound abrupt and unfriendly, in hopes that Lorna Doone, or whatever her name was, would get the hint.

No such luck. “Brookfield, Virginia? Well, then you’re almost home.” She paused a beat then added, “You are going home, aren’t you?”

Nicki shook her head. “No, I’m meeting a friend.”

“How old are you?”

This time, Nicki’s look exactly matched her tone. “How old are you?”

“Seventy-two.” If Dora thought her seatmate was being rude, she didn’t show it.

Nicki rolled her eyes. “I’m nineteen,” she lied.

Dora clucked. “I’d have guessed seventeen and a half.”

Jesus, she nailed it perfectly.

“Do you feel all right, dear? You don’t look so good.”

Nicki sighed dramatically. “Why, thank you so much. You, on the other hand, are the very picture of health and fashion.”

The irony missed Dora by a mile. “I really don’t mean to pry,” she said. “Maybe I’m just a nervous traveler, but I always like to get to know my seatmates. It’s one of the real pleasures of taking the bus. I just thought that if you were ill, then maybe—”

“I’m not ill, okay?” Nicki snapped. “I’m just dying. There’s a difference.”

* * *

Vinnie Campanella eyed the sweet rolls and tried to make temptation go away. He’d come into the shop for a cup of coffee, dammit—something to while away the ninety minutes that stood between him and the boarding call for his flight—not for a sweet roll. He’d had his diet shake for breakfast only two hours ago, and they were going to serve two meals on the plane, so he had no right to the snack-urge that haunted him. He’d promised Bets that he’d be strong this time, that this was finally the diet that was going to work.

But honest to God, that cinnamon spiral in the case just to the right of the cash register had a voice, and it was calling to him in that lovely, intoxicating way that only warm pastries could manage. How could such a tiny treat be harmful?

No! he commanded himself. This was only the second day of his new way of life, and he wasn’t going to let himself be booby-trapped by an inanimate object, even if it was slathered in vanilla cream cheese frosting. If only the guy in front of him would move a little faster getting his wallet out, Vinnie could pay for his coffee and get the heck out of there. And wouldn’t you know it? That asshole bought a chocolate chip cookie. The guy was only thirty years old, had a full head of hair and looked as if he could run ten miles without breaking a sweat, and he treated himself to a cookie! Where was the justice in the world?

Finally, it was Vinnie’s turn. He ordered his grande coffee, proud of himself for stopping there.

“Is that all?” the clerk asked. At least that’s what he thought she asked. It was hard to tell through the accent.

“No,” he said. “I mean, yes. This is all. Just the coffee.”

“No pastry?”

What was this, a conspiracy? “No, just the sweet roll. I mean, just the coffee.” Goddammit.

The lady smiled at him. It was a friendly, knowing smile, entirely harmless, and he hated her for it. The smile only reminded him of the similar pitiful glances he’d gotten all his life from exotic-looking women. They dared to be friendly because he was too fat to be a threat. Always was, and always would be.

Vinnie made a mental note to return to this very shop a year from now, after he’d dropped his seventy-five pounds. See what kind of smile he got from her then.

I can do this, he thought. Keep your goddamn sweet rolls. I’ll eat rabbit food for a year if I have to. He pulled his wallet from his suit coat pocket and finger-walked through the bills till he found two singles and laid them on the counter. He didn’t bother to wait for the change.

At the little kiosk where the half-and-half and the honey and the sugar beckoned him, Vinnie added a dollop of skim milk—it didn’t even change the color from black to brown—and two packets of Equal. As he turned away and headed into the main traffic of Dulles Airport’s C Concourse, he actually felt proud of himself. That was a lot of temptation coming in a short burst, and he’d withstood all of it. Maybe this really was—

The collision came from nowhere. One second, Vinnie was lost in his thoughts, and in the next he was lost in a fountain of scalding coffee. A guy—a kid, really, maybe twenty years old—moving too fast for the crowd hit him with the force of an NFL tackle. The impact knocked him off his feet entirely, and sent his coffee flying in an arc that somehow missed everyone and everything but the floor. Vinnie said “Oof” as he fell—actually formed the word—and closed his eyes as he anticipated the inevitable impact with the tile floor.

But the impact never came. His assailant caught him by the lapels in midair and kept him from hitting the floor at all. “I am so sorry,” the boy gushed. “Are you all right?”

“What the hell are you doing?” Vinnie shouted.

“Really, I’m sorry.”

“For God’s sake, you could have killed me. Are you out of your mind, running like that through an airport?”

“I’m late for my flight.” The young man seemed to know the emptiness of his words even as he said them. Vinnie could feel the strength in the kid’s arms as he set him on his feet again and brushed him off. “Honest to God, sir, I am so, so sorry.”

“You should be,” Vinnie said.

“I am. Truly, I am. Are you hurt? Should I call an ambulance?”

The thought hadn’t even occurred to Vinnie. “No, I’m not hurt. I’m fine. But great God almighty, you have to be more careful.”

The young man nodded. “Yes, sir, you’re right. I was stupid. I’m just glad you aren’t hurt.”

Vinnie scowled as he brushed himself off. It was hard to be angry at someone so genuinely apologetic. “No, really, I’m fine.”

“Let me at least buy you another cup of coffee.”

Vinnie shook his head. “No, that’s all right.”

But the kid was already on his way back into the coffee shop. “How do you take it?”

“A little skim milk,” Vinnie said. “And two Equals.” He had to smile at the ease with which the instructions came out.

Three minutes later, the matter was settled. Vinnie gratefully accepted his new coffee—this one a venti size as a form of compensation—and three times told linebacker-boy that everything was truly all right. Finally, they went their different ways.

As Vinnie headed toward his gate, it never occurred to him to wonder why the kid who was in such a hurry to catch his flight was now on his way back to the main terminal.

* * *

Rachel Raty hadn’t spoken to Nicki in over three months. In fact, according to her, no one in the old crowd had spoken to her. “I don’t mean to be mean or anything, but Nicki’s gotten kind of weird recently. I know she’s sick and all, but sometimes, when she walks into class, she like just doesn’t talk to anybody. Try to talk to her and she bites your head off. I don’t think she hangs around with anyone anymore . . .”

Carter made an excuse and hung up. The clock was ticking too fast to waste time listening to some bitch dis his daughter. A second call, this one to Leslie Johnson, another name he pulled out of memory, brought essentially the same result. He stared at the phone after he hung up with her. Maybe Nicki really didn’t have any friends anymore. Given the way she’d been behaving recently—the huge mood swings and the general nastiness—how difficult was that to imagine?

Okay, so if the “we” of her note wasn’t someone from school, then who might it be?

Carter’s eyes scanned the room and fell on her computer. Good God, that was it. The Internet.

Nicki’s computer was an old IBM workhorse with few bells and no whistles, but it had nonetheless claimed that part of her existence once owned by the television. He couldn’t count the number of nights he’d been on his way to bed at some ungodly hour and heard Nicki tapping away at her keyboard. Sometimes, he’d hear her laughing as somebody typed something back at her. Once or twice, he’d mentioned to her that it was getting late and that she should get to bed, but she’d responded with one of the withering glares that always seemed to be in special reserve just for him.

Jenny used to lecture Carter on the importance of choosing your battles when raising a teenager, and all things considered, he’d decided to let the computer fixation go. Score another home run for dear old dad. His stomach knotted even tighter. The thought of running away with someone was horrifying in its own right; that it would be with some predator she’d met online was unthinkable.

Two years ago, Carter had worked a computer-stalker case in which a teenage girl was lured out of her house by some psycho posing to be a sympathetic ear. She’d been tortured and raped and ultimately left to die, but turned out to be stronger than her attacker had thought. She’d lived, only to wish every day that she hadn’t. Mercifully, the latticework of facial scars were invisible to her slashed eyeballs. The police had done a terrific job identifying a guy named Dickie Menefee as the would-be murderer—a big-necked, washed-out old gym teacher with the IQ of a seat cushion—but the girl, Deni James, either couldn’t or wouldn’t make a positive identification. Carter had never seen such terror on a witness. As a result, Little Dick, as Carter had come to call him, got to walk. Last time he saw the son of a bitch, Little Dick was holding court with others of his breed in a little greasy spoon called the Pitcairn Inn, stuffing his face with pancakes and beer, reveling in the fact that the regulars still called him “Coach.”

Carter made sure that Nicki heard the details of the Deni James case, if only to drive home the point that the Internet was a vast, unexplored frontier for psychopaths. The anonymity of cyberspace made it potentially more dangerous than the worst neighborhood in the toughest city on earth. In the bricks-and-mortar world, you at least had a chance to get a good read on people, to look them in the eye. In cyberspace, men could be women, friends could be predators. As her interest in computers grew, Nicki needed to understand that. He even showed her a few of the pictures of Deni’s gruesome wounds.

After all of that, how could Nicki possibly run off with some guy from cyberspace? And he was certain it was a guy. Internet sickos were almost always guys.

Carter moved from the bed to her desk chair, where he pressed the button and waited for the machine to grind through its booting protocol. The monitor popped and crackled, and then he faced the computer wallpaper: yet another pop star, this one shirtless, with his pants unfastened to his pubic hair.

Carter guided the cursor to the swirly triangular logo for their Internet provider and clicked it. Since he didn’t know her password, he didn’t bother trying to sign on. It wasn’t necessary, anyway; not for what he was looking for.

He clicked on her cyber file cabinet and searched his way through several menus until he found the one he wanted. Nicki changed her log-on password every other day, it seemed, but it never occurred to her to protect access to her files. Such a simple precaution wouldn’t have prevented Carter from finding what he wanted, but it would certainly have slowed him down.

When he found the file marked Chat Logs, he clicked that, and there they were: a complete record of every chat his daughter had had since God knew when. After the Deni James case, one of the detectives he worked with had told him how to rig Nicki’s computer software so that every website she visited and every chat and instant message she shared became a part of a permanent digital record, still around even after the user thought that the files had been erased. If the James family had had such a bug in their daughter’s computer, they might have been able to get help before the permanent damage was done. Certainly, it would have left a trail that would have negated Deni’s refusal to testify.

Carter gaped at the endless list of chats. He knew that she spent a lot of time online, but he had no idea that it was this much time! More surprising, he saw that the vast majority were time-stamped between midnight and three in the morning. No wonder she was always so tired.

Could it be that he was so hopelessly naïve, that Nicki was living a life he knew nothing about, hiding even more details from him than he’d thought?

Fifteen minutes later, he had his answer.





Chapter Four

Vinnie Campanella glanced nervously at the digital clock over the ticket taker’s station. If everything were truly running on schedule, he had only fifteen minutes left before boarding, with thirty pages left to go in the novel he was reading. In it, a quadriplegic New York City detective was in grave danger, and Vinnie hated like hell to break up the action to board the airplane.

So engaged was he in the novel that he was surprised he even heard the page over the public address system: “Vincent Campanella, please go to the nearest white courtesy phone for a message.”

The announcement caused his insides to tighten. He couldn’t imagine that white courtesy phones carried much good news.

The nearest phone was mounted on a pillar two gates away. The other side was already ringing as he brought the receiver to his ear. “Customer Service,” said a pleasant voice on the other side.

“Um, hello, my name is Vincent Campanella. Did you just page me?”

He heard papers shuffling in the background. “Oh, yes, Mr. Campanella. Someone turned in a wallet here with your identification in it. Did you lose a wallet?”

Vinnie’s right hand slapped his left hand suit coat pocket—a move fast enough to make passersby wonder if he might be in pain. Sure enough, his billfold was missing. How could that be?

“Someone found it on the floor near the coffee shop in Concourse C,” she explained.

Of course, he thought. The collision in the hallway.

“I hope you didn’t have any cash,” she said, “because it was turned in empty.”

“Yes, I had cash!” Vinnie boomed, drawing stares. “I had eleven hundred dollars!”

Ms. Customer Service made a clicking sound with her tongue. “Well, it’s all gone now. In the future, you might want to consider traveler’s checks.”

Oh, how very helpful. It’s always nice to know what you should have done after you’ve been caught not doing it. “What about my credit cards? There should be one Visa and one MasterCard in there.”

The Customer Service lady hummed a little as she stalled for time. “Oh, okay, there they are. Yep, I see a Visa and a Master, plus a Costco card, and—”

“I don’t care about the others,” Vinnie said, cutting her off. “And I presume that you have my driver’s license, or else you wouldn’t have known to page me.”

“Yes, sir, that’s exactly right. We have a set of keys, as well.”

Vinnie couldn’t believe it; but sure enough, when he patted his pants pocket, they were gone, too. “Oh, my God,” he said.

“I have one key that looks like it’s a house key, and another that has the word Ford printed on it.”

“My house and my car,” Vinnie said. “Jesus, my pocket’s been picked.”

“Do you know when it happened?”

“Yes. A guy ran into me in the hallway here. It was a big collision, and in all the confusion, he must have lifted my stuff. He was good.”

“You should file a police report,” said Ms. Service. “I can page them, too, if you’d like.”

Vinnie shook his head. What would be the point? With terrorism alerts and God only knew what other kinds of distractions, his pickpocketing incident wouldn’t go to the top of anyone’s priority list. Besides, he had a flight to catch. “No, the guy took the money, and that’s my fault. The important stuff is still there.”

“But sir, if he’s still here at the airport, don’t you want—”

“What I want is to catch my flight. In eight hours, I intend to be sitting in Paris, meeting with clients, and enjoying the sights. There’s plenty of time for me to expense the cash I lost. Now, if you could just tell me where to go to get my property back . . .”

* * *

It felt great to be free again. For Brad Ward, it was the greatest feeling in the world. The fact that it was over a hundred degrees there in the long-term parking lot didn’t bother him a bit, any more than it would have bothered him if it were thirty below zero or blowing like a hurricane. He didn’t think it was possible for people who’d never been in prison to understand just how precious—how priceless—fresh air could be. Even if it was only as fresh as an airport on the outskirts of Washington, DC.

Simply seeing the sun without craning your neck was life-affirming—or inhaling the aroma of freshly cut grass. Hell, even the smell of dog shit beat the stink of inmate shit.

He walked calmly down the wide aisles between cars, the slap of his flip-flops keeping time with a song that only he could hear. At the little bus stop where the shuttles took you to and from the terminal building, he stooped and reached under the trash can to recover the Leatherman tool he’d stashed there. Security in the airport might not be all that the government wanted you to believe, but there wasn’t a chance in hell that he could have gotten the Leatherman through the checkpoint. Think Swiss Army knife on steroids. While he walked on, he slid the tool’s leather pouch onto his belt.

In a perfect world, he’d have been in shorts instead of chinos, but he feared that the glaring whiteness of his flesh might cause people to ask questions. Institutional pallor was the tattoo of everyone who’d lived as Brad had lived these past two and a half years.

Soon, though, he’d be in Florida, and from there, if he could talk her into it, he and Nicki would be in the Caymans, out of the country and out of reach. Then, the entire world would belong to them. Three thousand miles would yield light-years of separation from everything that was ugly.

This was a big step, though, fraught with big risk. For the past six months, he’d lived by the baby-step, moving no more than fifty or sixty miles in a day, laying low in campgrounds and flop houses and keeping in touch with the world via the Internet.

But now, the only part of the world he really cared about was coming to join him. Who would have believed the luck in that? Maybe the time really had come for life to settle out for him. It wouldn’t be easy, of course—for him, nothing was ever easy—but if things could settle down just a little, he’d be better than fine with that.

So far, it was going even better than he’d hoped. The big guy in the airport was totally clueless about what happened, and Brad was particularly proud of the last-minute gambit to buy the second cup of coffee. It was the only way he could think of to keep the guy from reaching for his wallet.

What Vincent Anthony Campanella didn’t realize was that he’d been Brad’s sole target from the moment he’d driven into the parking lot. He met all of Brad’s criteria: First of all, the car had to be a Ford, because that was the only key that Brad had with him. The model didn’t matter all that much because all the Ford keys looked alike, and Fatso wasn’t ever going to be driving his vehicle again. All that mattered was for the keys on the ring to look right if and when airport security returned them to him.

The second criterion Campanella met was his arrival in the long-term parking lot. That, combined with criterion number three—lots of luggage—made it a done deal. From there, it was just a matter of timing. Brad had followed him all the way to Concourse C, getting past the security station merely by showing the security guy a copy of an e-mail he’d sent himself this morning with an itinerary for some flights he had no intention of taking.

Once at the concourse, Brad had to wait for the mark to distract himself, and then it was time to move in. The wallet, of course, had been easy, but the keys were a work of art, if he did say so himself. It had been years since he’d pulled that particular gag.

The bright red Mustang lay dead ahead, nosed into the curb right where Campanella had left it. Brad paid cash to get out of the parking lot, then meandered his way to the eastbound lanes of the access road, which in turn led to the Braddock County Parkway. He figured it would take the better part of an hour to get to the Brookfield bus station, thanks to the 3.4 million traffic lights.

Before settling in for that commute, however, Brad had a couple of phone calls to make. As he was lifting the wallet from Vincent Campanella’s pocket, his fingers had brushed the man’s cell phone, but he’d decided to leave it there, lest the guy got the urge to make a call.

Brad pulled into the parking lot of the Giant Food store in Jefferson Farms, and went inside to the customer service desk to find the number he needed in the phone book. The manager was nice enough to offer the house phone to make a local call, but Brad declined, preferring instead to use the pay phone on the wall outside.

“Ritz Carlton Mason’s Corner,” said the accented voice on the other end of the line.

“Reservations, please,” Brad said. As he waited for the call to be connected, he pulled from the pocket of his jeans the slip of paper he’d used to jot down Vincent Campanella’s credit card numbers.

* * *

Detective Christopher Tu arrived within minutes of Carter’s plea for assistance. He’d been the chief investigator on the Deni James case, and Carter knew him to be an unparalleled whiz at all things computerized. Thanks in large measure to a glowing letter that Carter had written for the younger man’s file, Chris had only recently been bumped up to detective first class, and he was clearly anxious to give his friend a hand.

Carter met the detective at the door and ushered him into the foyer.

“Have you learned anything since we talked?” Chris asked. His body language showed that he fully appreciated the urgency. Born and raised in America as the only son of Chinese immigrants, Chris nonetheless spoke with a distinct accent.

“I haven’t touched a thing,” Carter said, leading the way upstairs. “I didn’t want to screw anything up.”

“What exactly are we looking for?” Carter had told him the essentials over the phone, but had not gotten into the details. Chris recoiled from the blast of pink as he entered Nicki’s room.

“I loaded that security software you told me about, and I was able to find the chat logs where she talked about running off, but I don’t know how to figure out the identity of the other party.”

Chris helped himself to Nicki’s desk chair. “Piece of cake,” he said. He took a few seconds to review what was already on the screen. “So this is the guy you’re worried about? This BW477?”

“That’s him. I figure if I can find out where he lives, I’ll know where Nicki went.”

Chris went to work, his fingers flying on the keyboard. As the detective leaned forward for a closer look at the screen, Carter found himself leaning in right with him. When Chris leaned back again, they bumped heads.

Carter apologized.

“Why don’t you go get me a soda or something?” Chris suggested.

Carter hesitated, then nodded. He’d seen Chris pull the “I’m thirsty” trick before, and recognized it as the detective’s polite version of “Get lost.” He took his time getting a Coke from the refrigerator and pouring it over a glass of ice, stalling to give the detective as much time alone as he could.

Seven minutes was the limit of Carter’s endurance. He carried the drinks back upstairs. Chris didn’t even turn around as he said, “She’s on her way to someplace in Virginia called Brookfield.”

Carter stopped, dumfounded. “You know that already?”

“Yep. She’s going by bus to meet a guy named Brad. Give me a couple more minutes and I can get you a last name, too.”

Carter froze. He felt the blood draining from his head and helped himself to the edge of Nicki’s bed. “Ward,” he said.

“Excuse me?” Chris took the soda from his host.

“His last name is Ward. Brad Ward.”

Chris stopped typing and pivoted in his chair. “You know him?”

Carter closed his eyes against the realization. This was a terrible turn. “Keep looking, please, and pray that I’m wrong. The Brad Ward I used to know was bad news through and through.”

The detective’s eyebrows fused as he swung himself back to the keyboard.

Carter owed him an explanation. “Years ago, when Nicki was just a little girl, our neighbors next door were professional foster parents. Never really got to know them. My guess is, they knew what I did for a living and kept as low a profile as possible. They’d sometimes have four or five foster kids staying with them at a time. Brad Ward was one of them. He lived there for a couple of years, in fact, starting when Nicki was in fourth or fifth grade. He was a good-looking kid, athletic with a quick smile, but he was much older. In high school. And Nicki had an enormous crush on him.”

“Puppy love,” Chris offered.

Carter winced at the memory. “Well, you’d like to think that. Certainly, it was innocent enough on Nicki’s part, but I was never quite sure about Brad. Seemed to me he was milking it. You know, strutting around the yard half naked. He always had time to talk to Nicki when she was outside—and she was always outside when he was.”

“You think he’s a perv?” Chris asked the question as he typed, and turned instantly apologetic for the lightness of his tone. “I’m sorry.”

Carter waved him off. “Something about the kid bothered me. Made me nervous. He made Jenny nervous, too, and there was never a better personality barometer than she.”

Chris scowled, leaned in closer to the monitor, then typed some more. “That’s him,” he proclaimed. “Brad Ward.”

“Can you run his record from here?”

Chris looked wounded. “You’re kidding, right? Do wild popes shit in the woods?” He typed some more then waited for the modem to finish screeching before he started up again. “This is a piece of shit computer, Counselor,” he said. “You can go out and have dinner while the pages load.”

“You need to go back to the office, then?”

Chris shook his head. “No, I can make it work. Just be happy that you’re not paying by the hour.”

In the silence that accompanied the detective’s new concentration, Carter tried to figure out why Brookfield, Virginia, rang such a bell with him. He knew that he passed the signs south of Washington on I-95, but that didn’t seem quite right. There was something more substantial in his memory, but he couldn’t pull it up.

“So, what happened to this Brad kid?” Chris asked. His fingers didn’t slow a lick while he spoke.

“He moved away.”

“The whole family, or just him?”

“Just him. One day he was living there, and the next day he wasn’t. There were lots of rumors about all of them, but like I said, I was never on the greatest terms with the Bensons themselves, so I don’t know the details.”

“What kind of rumors?”

“That it was an abusive household, that Brad was responsible for some local break-ins. That sort of thing.”

“Did you ever get the department involved?”

“I’m not a prosecutor all the time, Chris,” Carter said, noting the defensiveness of his tone. “Sometimes I’m just a neighbor.”

The comment drew a look, but Chris said nothing.

“Ultimately, the Bensons traded the kid in for a later model,” Carter said.

Chris shook his head. “I know you don’t need me to make this any worse for you, buddy, but it’s pretty twisted that he’d seek her out after all these years. Given the age difference and all.”

Carter said nothing. What was there to say?

“Okay,” Chris announced. “Brad Ward and Bradley Ward. Jesus, I’ve got over five hundred hits nationwide.”

Carter gasped.

“Now, presumably, these are not all the same guy.”

“Can you narrow it down to Virginia? Since that’s where Nicki’s headed, I guess it makes sense—”

“Twenty-six in Virginia,” the detective announced. “I don’t suppose you have a social security number or an address.”

Carter gave him a look.

“No, I didn’t think so.” Chris pushed himself away from the desk. “That’s about the last of it that we can do quickly,” he said. “From here, I can get mug shots and individual criminal histories.”

“Do that,” Carter said. “That’s a good idea. But I can’t wait for it. I’m going to head toward Brookfield, Virginia, and see what I can dig up on my own. If nothing else, I’ll be a little closer.”

Christopher Tu shifted uneasily in his seat. “You’re assuming that Brookfield was their final destination. Maybe it was just a bus stop. In the chat logs, all they said was that Brad would meet her there. There really was no discussion of where they’d go afterward.”

Carter’s face fell. “Nothing at all?”

Chris shook his head. “No. I mean nothing that jumped out in the five minutes I had a chance to go through it all. There was just some nonsense about him having a surprise ready for her when they got together. She was supposed to think about her greatest fantasy, and he’d have it ready for her.”

“What kind of fantasy?”

Chris turned back to the keyboard and started typing again. A few seconds later, he pointed to the screen. “There it is. It’s from their last chat, three days ago. That’s how I found it so fast.” He rolled his chair out of the way so Carter could see the screen more clearly.


Giggler: So, where would we go when I got there?

BW477: its a surprize

Giggler: would I like it???

BW477: ur gonna luv it. Think of ur wildest fantisy. U want $$? U want all the best their is? Queen Lizzy in britin will wish she was u.




 
Carter scowled and shook his head. “So, we don’t have to look for them at any literary events.”

“Hey, man, that’s the best of Internet speak. Who needs grammar when your fingers are flying? But as you can see, it doesn’t seem as if this Brookfield place is their last stop.”

“Look at the tenses Nicki uses,” Carter said, pointing at the screen. “Everything’s conditional. It doesn’t read as if there was a solid, established plan.”

“A contingency,” Chris surmised.

“Exactly. Waiting for Nicki to pull the cord. And, it’s a place to start. There’s a picture of Nicki on the refrigerator downstairs, her school picture from this year. If you don’t mind doing me one more favor, could you get that out on the net up and down the East Coast? Maybe we can get other people looking for her, too.”

Chris sighed and looked pained. “I can do that, yes,” he said. “In fact, I will do it. But you know how it’s going to be received, right?”

It took only a second for Carter to think it through all the way. “As just another runaway,” he said.

Chris nodded glumly. “A seventeen-year-old runaway at that. They’re a dime a dozen, I’m sorry to say. I’ll pass the word along, but I think it’s a mistake to expect much in the way of results.”

“We can play up the sickness angle.”

“I suppose we can try. I don’t mean to be negative, but these are just the realities—”

Carter held up a hand to cut him off. “I understand. Just do what you can.” Police department bulletin boards were papered with pictures of seventeen-year-old runaways.

Chris stood and walked with Carter back through the house to the front door. “I’ll lock up for you when I finish here,” Chris said. “How long a drive is it, do you think, to this Brookfield place?”

Carter shrugged. “Five hours, maybe.”

“Get started then. I’ll run this Brad Ward for you and see if I can cough up a mug shot from somewhere. If he was bounced around foster homes, the chances are pretty good he’s got a record. It’s just a matter of finding the right one. I’ll see what I can dig up and then e-mail everything to you. You’ll have a laptop?”

“Always.”

Carter was halfway to the stairs when Chris called from the room, “I hope this turns out fine, Carter.” The prosecutor responded with a rueful smile. He was praying for fine, but he’d settle for anything short of disaster.










March 1

Derek Johnson got visitors yesterday. I don’t know why that pisses me off, but it does. I guess I thought that we had lots in common. We’re about the same age and like to talk about the same shit, but now it turns out he’s got family and that pisses me off. He thinks he’s like this great philosopher, giving me advice on how to make it through my stretch, telling me shit like, don’t even think about the World. Think of this place as the World. If you don’t know what you’re missing, then you can’t miss it. Made sense to me, too.

Then I find out that he’s got family waiting for him. He’s got people praying for him and thinking good things for him. I got nobody. Pisses me off.





Chapter Five

The bus nosed into its slot at an angle, one of a dozen identical vehicles. Together, they reminded Nicki of so many piglets nuzzled up to a sow. The rigors of the trip had wiped her out, and as always, the fatigue had brought on a bout of depression. It sucked to be her.

Nicki held on tightly to the aluminum guardrail as she eased herself down the stairs to the pavement below, where the steamy heat of the day took her breath away. People behind her buzzed with impatience as she took her time, apparently assuming that she moved slowly on purpose. So, this was Brookfield—or at least the bus-station section of Brookfield. Fetid and filthy, the station smelled little better than the vehicle that brought her there. Months-old trash jammed the gutters at the curb, and the sidewalk was nearly impassable, thanks to the horde of passengers hovering near the cargo bays of their motor coaches, clearly guarding their luggage from predators. She’d heard her dad wonder over the years if slums grew naturally in the shade of bus stations or if bus companies deliberately placed the points of arrival and departure in the worst parts of town. Now she understood the irony.

Nicki had no luggage other than her purse. Brad had told her that she needed nothing, and she took him at his word. She had her ID, the $500 from the ATM, and her meds. But for the shorts and T-shirt she wore, she had no earthly possessions.

Much to her surprise, that didn’t bother her a bit.

Stepping through the double glass doors, Nicki entered the station itself. It had the look of a place that might have once been a train station; not one of the grand palaces from the big cities, but just another stop along the way. The ticket windows were arched, and decorative bars covered all but a little slot at the bottom. Behind those bars, the workers looked every bit as tired and neglected as the building. The yellowed tile and stained fluorescent light fixtures told her that the “No Smoking” signs went largely unheeded, as did the “No Loitering” signs. Some of the loiterers looked firmly enough encamped to call the place their home.

This was the most exciting thing Nicki had ever done. The most dangerous. The most stupid. With all the nut jobs and evil people her dad had prosecuted over the years, she had to be out of her mind to meet a guy in a bus station two hundred miles away from home. Why didn’t she just put a gun to her head and blow her brains out?

She tried to tell herself that Brad wasn’t like that. He was sweet, not evil. Still, it had been five years since she’d seen him, and now that she’d finally arrived at their designated meeting spot, she realized for the first time that she might not even recognize him anymore. She’d been twelve years old back then, all chubby and gap-toothed, with a hairstyle that more resembled a boy’s than a girl’s.

And he’d been a God.

Funny thing. Back then, she’d always thought that he was older by only three years. Now, she realized that it was a five-year gap. His boyish looks—and her willingness to believe that he was even remotely more attainable—had allowed him to pull off the lie, which was itself created to cover for all the grades he’d had to repeat in elementary school.

God, how she’d dreamed of him over the years. While other girls in school drooled over the heartthrobs in the teen magazines, she’d had one living in the flesh right next door. Operative word: flesh. She’d loved to watch him on summer afternoons as he mowed the lawn and tended to his countless chores around the house, always shirtless, his hard muscles flexing under his taut, tanned skin. But it was the smile that had melted her, the gleaming teeth and piercing eyes so blue that you’d swear they had to be contact lenses.

If only he had noticed her noticing him. The very thought of it was laughable, of course. If he had, she’d probably have just withered up and died. Gods did not mingle with mere mortals, and Nicki had never known anyone more merely mortal than she.

Then, one day, he was simply gone, and her dad told her not to ask any questions. He was trouble, Dad said. The neighborhood was better off without him. But Dad didn’t know the secret that they shared. He didn’t know about what happened the day before Brad disappeared. If he had, then he’d have known why she’d never be able to stop thinking about him. Sometimes, in her fantasies, Nicki saw herself with him still, traveling through life as his girlfriend. His mate for life.

It’s funny how fate works. Over the years, Nicki had lost track of the number of letters she’d written to Brad, only to tear them up as soon as they were done. She’d told him about school and about soccer and track and about her mom’s illness. She’d pretended that he wrote back to her, his words sweet and understanding. In them, he would lie and tell her that she was beautiful.

Never in a million years did she think that such a crazy fantasy might actually come true.

He’d appeared out of nowhere as an IM—instant message—on her computer screen one night as she was cruising the chat rooms. His screen name was BW477. “My name is Brad,” the message said. “I found your screen name through your website. Are you the same Nicolette Janssen who used to live on Berwick Place in Pitcairn County, New York?”

She remembered the rush of dizziness. “Oh, my God, yes!” she’d squealed, but she didn’t dare commit that kind of enthusiasm to writing. She’d tried to calm herself as she typed, “Brad who?” Could it be? Could it possibly be?

“This is Brad Ward. How’ve you been?”

It was him! It really was him! God, could she possibly have been that lucky? She had to be sure. “How do I know it’s really you?” she’d typed.

“Because I’m the only one who knows that you lent me your father’s bathrobe,” he replied.

That cinched it. That was their secret—at least, it was the end of their secret, and Nicki had never shared it with a soul—not a single solitary soul.

They’d chatted online for hours that first night, about everything, about nothing. They just caught up, and the longer he typed, the more she could hear his voice in her head. Honestly, if she hadn’t had to get up for school the next morning, they probably never would have stopped.

That first encounter online was only the first of dozens, always begun late at night after her father had gone to bed. Brad was her confidant, her best friend. On the other end of all those miles of cables and telephone lines, he couldn’t know how fat and ugly she was, and when she told him, he didn’t care. Brad liked Nicki for herself, nothing more and nothing less. And he knew everything, too: about her illness and about the clock that was ticking down toward her last breath. She held nothing back and he absorbed it all.

And he was such a bad influence on her. It was only on their second or third conversation that he’d first suggested running away together. What did she have to lose? he’d asked. She had this terrible disease; she was looking at a tragically short life as it was, why waste those precious few hours in freaking history class? Why not tour the world, wander around as a nomad or a gypsy? Why not join a circus? And for God’s sake, why worry so much about following the rules all the time?

At first, she’d thought that he was just pulling her chain; taking the role of the devil’s advocate, tempting her with a wild lifestyle that they both knew she could never live. But after a few weeks of the recurring theme, she’d come to realize that he was serious. It was, she came to realize, the kind of life that Brad had chosen for himself—no fixed address, no responsibilities. Just a laptop, a few clothes, and a sense of adventure. A modern-day cowboy.

But she couldn’t do that, she explained. Her dad needed her around; not just to make sure that there was food to eat at night, but also just to be there as company. Since Mom died, he needed company.

Brad thought she was crazy. Family was an anchor, he’d told her. To live—to really live—she needed to be out on her own. Brad offered to be her travel guide. It was fun to think about, but totally out of the question.

Until today. And maybe even today wouldn’t have pushed her over the edge if it hadn’t been for last night. Yesterday afternoon, actually, after her doctor’s appointment where they’d laid out a new torture they’d dreamed up for her. She was doing pretty well, they’d told her, all things considered, but to make sure that everything stayed on track, they had this nifty new technology they wanted her to play lab rat on: a pump that they would install in her gut to keep a constant flow of hormones into her system to keep the vessels in her lungs open. It was great, they told her; the next best thing to the transplants she needed, only there was one hitch—one little teensy detail that she probably should know about: It would mean a three-week hospital stay, hooked up to machines that would monitor every twitch of her heart and every squirt of her kidneys.

No flippin’ way. Three weeks? In the hospital? What were they smoking? Oh, and to make it even more outrageous, there was no guarantee on the other end. The treatment might work wonders, or it might do nothing at all. The only constant—the only bet-your-ass guarantee—was that she’d lose three weeks of her fifty-two-week life span to somebody’s chemistry experiment.

“Absolutely not,” she’d told them. And when they looked stunned, she said it again. “Which part of ‘no’ confuses you?”

And dear old Dad, God bless him, was on their side. “Honey, it’s for your own good,” he told her. “We’re only thinking of what’s best for you.”

Yeah, well, chemo was for Mom’s own good, too. It was what was best for her, and look where it got her: she’d puked herself all the way to her grave. No one could explain to Nicki how slow poisoning in a hospital, surrounded by strangers, was a better way to die than just letting nature do her thing, surrounded by friends. Dead was dead, right?

The doctors had all kinds of euphemisms for it all—final decisions and terminal courses and God only knew what else—but when you cut through all the bullshit, it all added up the same: she had a year left in which to live a lifetime. She could do it her way and have fun, or she could do it her dad’s way and be miserable. Did they think there was even a choice to be made?

The argument had continued all the way out of the doctor’s office, all the way home, and all the way through the evening. It wasn’t a discussion or a presentation of opinions, it was a real argument, and her father wasn’t about to lose. “We’re not discussing this, Nicolette,” he’d said, his face red and his eyes redder. “I know you don’t think this is fair, but you don’t have a vote. You’re a minor, and you’ll do what I tell you.”

“I won’t,” she’d countered. “You can’t make me. If they hook me up, I’ll just undo the leads. I’m not spending a twelfth of my remaining life in some stupid hospital!”

Her dad grew very serious with that, very quiet. Scary, almost, the way his eyes narrowed and his voice became barely audible. That’s when he threatened to have her arrested. Unbelievable. And the thing of it is, he was serious. Either she’d do things his way or he’d have her put in irons and tied down to the hospital bed.

Then, the beeper had sounded, and for one brief spectacular moment, life had seemed fair.

Here you go, Nicki. Here are the organs that will save your life.

Ha! Only kidding!

God, she hated doctors. Minutes after they had taken her new heart and lungs back, Dad and the mad scientists were treating her like a chemistry experiment again.

And now she was cobbling a new life.

“Adios, assholes,” she muttered, drawing a look from a janitor old enough to have played soccer with Moses. When she fired off one of her patented “screw you” looks, the old man averted his eyes.

Brad would be proud. He’d given her step-by-step directions on exactly what she should do. He’d told her the place to go, and even how much the bus fare would be to get there. Now she’d just have to hang around long enough for him to get the e-mail she’d sent this morning and then come to pick her up. He was the man with the plan, the one who told her not to worry about a thing.

On paper, it had all sounded so romantic, but now that she was here, standing in a skanky bus station surrounded by so many strangers, so far away from home, the romance eluded her. Now that she thought about it—you know, really thought about it—how did she even know for sure that this guy who called himself Brad wasn’t some twisted imposter who’d done some really good research? On the Internet, you could be anyone you wanted to be. How many times had her father told her that?

The familiar fluttery feeling tickled her stomach as a touch of panic gripped her, and she sat down in anticipation of the light-headedness that was never far behind when she got upset. By inhaling through her mouth, and then letting the breath go as a silent whistle, she could actually wrestle her heart rate down.

And nobody cared. Was that terrific, or what? Nobody rushed to her side, felt her wrist or offered to get her a drink of water. Out here, no one knew anything about her. It was liberating as hell. As far as any of these strangers knew, she was just a regular teenager; maybe a runaway, maybe not. Maybe a fugitive from the law. Or, maybe just a girl waiting for her grandmother to get in from Toledo.

It was as if she’d been given a chance to reinvent herself, for as long as her body would let her. Keep your marijuana and your booze, baby. This freedom shit was the greatest high in the world.

“Nicolette Janssen?” The voice came from behind her, and sounded nothing like she’d remembered.

She whirled on her bench, and there he was, a fully grown, slightly bulkier version of the boy she remembered. He sported a beard now, albeit it a little scraggly, a darker brown than his yellow hair would have implied, and there was a certain pallor about him that led her to believe that he’d lost his passion for sunbathing. There was no mistaking that smile, though—a flash of brilliant white. When he pulled the sunglasses off, she knew for sure.

“I hate that name,” she said, wishing there was a way to control the heat that spread through her cheeks.

Brad tossed off a shrug. “I know. But I think it’s pretty. I hear ‘Nicolette’ and I think ‘class.’” He moved his shoulders to adjust the straps on his backpack.

Nicki smiled in spite of herself and blushed even brighter. “When I hear it, all I think of is some fat French barmaid.”

Brad laughed and came around to her side of the bench, where he held out his hand. “Come on, now, stand up. Let me see you.”

This was the moment of truth—the moment when he’d see what he’d gotten himself into. Stand and let me see you. Let me see how fat you really are. She stood hesitantly, sheepishly, her face so hot that it nearly brought tears to her eyes.

“You look terrific,” he said. “Even better than I’d imagined.”

They stood there, looking at each other, neither knowing exactly what the next step should be. Brad made the move. He spread his arms wide, inviting a hug, and Nicki stepped closer. She moved haltingly, as if to keep from scaring him off, but when she was finally within reach, he enfolded her in a bear hug. Her face pressed against the muscles of his chest, still defined beneath the fabric of his T-shirt. He smelled . . . rugged. It wasn’t the aftershave smell that she’d come to associate with men she’d met through her father. This was the smell of a man who knew what real work was. Not flowery, but certainly not unpleasant. When he didn’t let go, she finally allowed herself to hug him back.

He eased her back out to arm’s length, his hands still firmly on her shoulders. “God, it’s great to see you again. Was your trip okay?”

“As good as it could be, I suppose.”

He laughed. “Too important to ride the bus, eh?”

Nicki’s instinct was to be defensive, but something told her to hold off—that he wasn’t being critical.

“Are you ready for your adventure?” he asked.

Nicki made a face that said he was crazy. “You mean about who I want to pretend to be?”

“There’s no pretending to it. Who do you want to be?”

Nicki waved him off. Surely, he hadn’t been serious about that. Real was real. What was the point of this?

“Come on, now, tell me. Who do you want to be?”

“This is silly.”

Brad shrugged. “Okay, it’s silly. Now, tell me.”

“I want to be me.” Nicki wasn’t sure why this conversation made her feel uncomfortable.

“Bullshit”

Nicki looked offended. “And what’s wrong with being me?”

“Nothing’s wrong with being you. I’m the one who’s been telling you that for the last four months. But it’s not about what I want; it’s about what you want. Now come on, humor me. Who do you want to be? It can be anybody at all, real or imagined, present or past.”

“I’m not good at these kinds of games.” Nicki heard the whininess in her voice and it embarrassed her.

Brad planted his fists on his hips and cocked his head to the side. It was a gesture of good-humored frustration. He gestured to the bench and they sat down again. He tried to look at her, but Nicki couldn’t tolerate the heat of his eyes. “Hey,” he said. His voice was much softer now. Gentle, even. “Work with me here. This is supposed to be your escape.”

Inexplicably, Nicki found herself close to tears. “I’m here,” she said.

Brad laughed again. “Your body is here. Now, let your mind escape, too. Dream a little. Who do you want to be?”

The whole concept was just so foreign to her. The urge to cry grew stronger. She didn’t know how to play this kind of game.

“Come on, Nicki,” Brad urged. “Just this one time, loosen up. Give me a name.”

Nicki sighed. He wasn’t going to cut her a break. Brad Ward in person was exactly the same as Brad Ward on the computer: kind, always understanding, but never giving an inch. Not on the important stuff, not on the stuff that he wanted for her. “Okay,” she said, finally surrendering to the ridiculous notion. “I want to go to a prom.”

Brad beamed. “Perfect,” he said.

“Perfect for what?”

“Perfect for both of us.”

Nicki was confused.

“I get to be prom king.”

Nicki loved the way his mind could just jump around like that, asking questions one second and then making proclamations the next. “What makes you think you wouldn’t be runner up?” she asked.

Brad didn’t drop a beat: “Because of the arm candy I’ll have with me.” He stood and held out his hand. “Time to go.”

“Where?”

He beckoned with his fingers and she took his hand.

“Are you going to tell me?” she pressed.

“To your fantasy,” he said, and they started toward the door.










March 2

Okay, I’m not pissed anymore. Derek’s mother made him a pound cake. The guards let him keep most of it, and what was left, he shared with me. Gave me half. Exactly half. And he said that his mother was going to pray for me. Next visiting day, she’s going to ask to see me, too, so I can have someone to talk to.

It’s hard to be pissed at someone who does something good for you.





Chapter Six

Deputy Sheriff Darla Sweet thumbed the button on the microphone. “Unit six-oh-four is ten-eight, leaving the Lion.” She’d finished her dinner at the Shore Road Deli, and was back in service, leaving the Food Lion parking lot.

The dispatcher, George Sugrue, sounded bored as he responded, “Ten-four, six-oh-four, nineteen twenty-one hours.”

Darla allowed herself to relax after the channel clicked dead, relieved that George hadn’t pulled one of his adolescent radio pranks. He delighted in referring to Deputy Sweet as Darling or Sweet-cheeks on the radio. Darla had protested a dozen times to Sheriff Hines about it, but she’d never gotten through. In the Essex, North Carolina, Sheriff’s Department, you were either part of the in-group, or you were not. She was not. The fact that she had a four-year degree in criminal justice, or that she could out-shoot, out-run, and out-think every other deputy in the department couldn’t make up for the one qualification she neither had nor wanted: a penis. Not that they hadn’t all offered to let her play with theirs from time to time.

Darla was living up to the commitment she’d made to herself to stick it out through two years. With that much experience under her Sam Browne belt, she’d be able to go anywhere in the country and get a job on a department where her skills would be appreciated. The good news was, at the ripe old age of twenty-four, Darla knew without doubt that no matter what lay ahead, she would be able to say that she’d already had the worst job in law enforcement.

Relief was on the horizon, though. In two weeks it would be Memorial Day and after that, Sheriff Hines would be free to hire in the supplemental force of summer deputies to help with the influx of tourists. For at least a few months, then, Darla would no longer be the only outsider to be shunned by the inner circle.

But two weeks was two weeks, and for the time being, it was Darla versus the department, with no reinforcements. Actually, she’d reached a certain peace with it. Let George Sugrue get his jollies calling her names, and let the rest of the department think that he was getting the best of her. Fact was, ten years from now, Darla Sweet would be a detective in a major police force somewhere, on her way to a command position, while those goobers were still yukking it up in Essex. Success was always the best revenge.

Darla piloted her cruiser through the parking lot, looking for trouble. Not to cause it, but to break it up when she saw it brewing. She learned last year that these middle two weeks in May were the toughest time for law enforcement here. The spring break hellions were gone, and the real-money tourists wouldn’t start arriving till June, leaving great beachfront rental bargains to be scarfed up by college kids who then jammed thirty people into houses built to sleep ten, drinking themselves into oblivion. They’d get into fights and hurt themselves, or merely fall off the dune decks and hurt themselves, and every father in town would complain that their darling daughters had been asked by these pigs to do something unspeakable.

Not that far removed from the end-of-the-school-year party crowd herself, Darla understood how it all worked, and the partying, per se, wasn’t what bugged her. What knotted her panties was the blatant way in which they flaunted their disobedience of the law, and Sheriff Hines’s ready willingness to let them get away with it.

Right now, for example, in front of the Food Lion, three-quarters of the parking spaces were taken, and it was a pretty safe bet that the kiddies weren’t shopping for vegetables. In fact, at this very moment, three boys who couldn’t be older than sixteen hadn’t even bothered to wrap their twelve-pack of Coors in a bag as they carried it to their car. They knew—as every tourist figured out after a season or two of visiting their fair town—that down here in Vacationland, you didn’t need IDs or permission slips. Sheriff Hines knew as well as they did that the fastest way to get yourself unelected was to do anything to inhibit the flow of money into the pockets of the citizen-merchants. Essex businessmen tolerated five tons of bullshit from tourists every single day, thank you very much, and their only satisfaction was the cash left behind in their wake. So long as it didn’t involve illegal drugs or violence against fellow tourists, Essex was an anything-goes oasis in the summertime. Kids could drink themselves into a stupor and fornicate themselves raw on the beaches. There was even an early-morning beach patrol to clean up the rubbers and other trash before the sun worshipers could hit the sand.

It was the job of the Essex County Sheriff’s Department to walk a legal and political tightrope, making sure that the permanent residents of the community—the voters—remained unharrassed by the visitors, while at the same time making sure that the visitors enjoyed the sense of freedom that kept them coming back for more.

Darla had drawn duty on the north end of the county tonight—the sector with the most year-round residents. As she pulled into traffic, she checked her watch and sighed. It wasn’t yet seven-thirty, and her tour went till midnight. This one had a long-and-boring feel to it.

Ahead and on the right, the sign for Surf’s Up Amusements stood sentry over a field of weeds, marking the entrance to the dilapidated park. It looked like one of those rickety fairs that they used to set up in supermarket parking lots when she was a kid—the ones with the cheesy freak shows, and rides whose only real thrill came from the fear that the ancient Tilt-A-Whirl might disintegrate under the strain. Last season, she’d put even money on whether the Ferris wheel would finally spin itself off its axle.

Darla made a point of swinging through the closed park a couple of times every tour, recognizing it as and excellent place for criminals of every stripe to conduct business beyond the view of the public. Call her paranoid, but if there was one place in the world where she herself would be inclined to hide a body, the Surf’s Up was it.

Darla stopped at the main gate long enough to pull the padlock off the chain that kept it closed, then climbed back into her cruiser. Weeds grew from cracks in the sidewalk, and the finish on the Go-Go-Go Carts sign was even dimmer and more chalky than last year. Flaking rust displayed the rot on every one of the metal rides, despite the owners’ valiant effort to conceal it with a thick coating of red paint.

Darla drove slowly, weaving between the rides and behind the various buildings, doing everything she could to make as little noise as possible. What was the sense of going through this exercise, after all, if you were going to telegraph your every move to the bad guys?

Movement to her left drew Darla’s eyes around to the Fun House. It was a flash of something, visible only for a fraction of an instant, but it registered as someone ducking quickly behind the corner. She coasted to a stop, then gently opened her door and walked in that direction, her hand instinctively resting on the grip of her Smith & Wesson .357 magnum revolver. Essex hadn’t yet made the switch to automatics as standard-issue for their officers, and at $22K a year, she wasn’t in a position to buy one of her own. Not if she was still going to pay for rent and groceries.

Merely being in the presence of the Fun House gave Darla the heebie-jeebies. She’d visited it once, shortly after she’d moved here, and what she saw still haunted her dreams: a two-headed fetus, floating in its amniotic formaldehyde. That, and a lamp shade supposedly made of human flesh from a Japanese prisoner of war camp, featuring the anchor-and-globe insignia from the United States Marine Corps.

Darla could smell the marijuana in the air even before she turned the corner, and the giggling gave the perpetrators away as a couple of kids.

They were trying to make themselves invisible behind some scrub pine, up against the eight-foot chain-link fence that eliminated any hope of bolting and getting away. Truth be told, if they had tried to run, she probably wouldn’t have worked all that hard to stop them. What the hell else did teenagers have to do in a town like this but get high from time to time?

“All right, boys, this is the sheriff’s department,” she said, thumbing the strap off of her weapon, just to be on the safe side. “Show me your hands first, and then show me the rest of you. Step on out and let’s not have any problems, okay?”

There was more giggling as one set of hands showed themselves, followed a second later by another pair. “You’re gonna be sorry,” someone laughed. “This is not going to look good on your record.”

The other voice said, “Shut up, Peter.”

“Sounds like good advice to me, Peter,” Darla said. “Both of you show yourselves.”

The two boys couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old, and judging from the droopy, weepy look to their eyes, they’d been toking for quite some time. One of them—the taller of the two—had spiked, jet-black hair, while the other looked as if he just came off the golf course. Mr. Conservative’s buttoned T-shirt bore the logo of the Essex High School Panthers’ baseball team. Snorting through stifled giggles, they could barely put one foot in front of the other as they staggered out from behind the bush to present themselves to Deputy Sweet.

She couldn’t help but laugh. “Let me see some ID.”

From the body gyrations, you’d have thought the boys were on surf boards. Spike-head handed over his billfold, but Darla refused. “Take it out of the wallet for me,” she said.

“But there’s cash in there,” the boy said.

She fixed him with a glare. “Maybe you ought to keep your mouth shut,” she said.

“Jesus, Peter,” his friend agreed. “Take it easy.”

“Wiser words were never spoken,” Darla said.

Peter fished his driver’s license out of the billfold and handed it over. “Like she’s going to arrest us?” he scoffed.

“I’d consider it an honor”—She looked at the license—“Peter Banks.”

“My friends call me Peter.”

“Potheads call me Deputy Sweet.” Darla beckoned for the other boy’s ID, which he’d already removed from his wallet. “You’re next,” she said.

“Look at that name closely now,” Peter snorted.

The other boy exploded, “Goddammit, Peter, shut up!”

Darla looked first at the picture to make sure it matched the kid in front of her, and then glanced at his name. Whatever changed in her expression was apparently hysterical, because Peter busted out with a guffaw.

“Ain’t that a kick in the ass?” he laughed.

Darla ignored him, keeping her eyes on the quiet one. “Jeremy Hines,” she said, reading the license. “You Sheriff Hines’s son?”

Where just a moment ago stood a stoned, defiant young man, a little boy had taken his place, his complexion gray with fear. She wondered if he might begin to cry. “Yes, ma’am.”

Darla sighed. Things were suddenly a little trickier.

“I think this is where you tell us to behave ourselves and send us on our way,” said Peter.

Ah, but therein lay the problem. If it were anyone else in the world, under any different circumstances, she might have done just that—almost certainly in the case of the quiet one, if only to show the loud one the price of being an asshole. “Both of you, have a seat there on the ground.”

Peter looked stunned. “Yeah, right.”

Darla glared. “Sit.” Back home, her dog would have recognized the same tone of voice.

“Please don’t call my father,” Jeremy said. “He’ll kill me.”

Darla pointed at a spot on the sandy ground. “Don’t make me use pepper spray and handcuffs, okay?”

Jeremy hesitated, then folded his legs beneath him to sit Indian-style in the sand.

Darla’s eyes darted to Peter. “You, too, mouth,” she said. “And if you want to guarantee a face full of spray, start flapping your gums again.”

Peter clearly was confused. He thought about another smart-ass comment—Darla could see the words forming behind his eyes—but he thought better of it and sat on the ground next to his friend.

“Must be interesting growing up as the sheriff’s kid,” the deputy observed, her gaze boring straight through the sullen son. “My guess is, you must get away with quite a lot.”

Jeremy shrugged, unable to make eye contact.

“It depends on who catches him,” Peter offered. Darla’s instinct was to tell him to shut up, but she sensed that the kid had finally rediscovered sincerity. “You guys—the deputies—are usually too scared to do anything. But if the sheriff catches him himself, there’s hell to pay. For smoking weed, the dude’s not exaggerating. His old man will kill him.”

“Is that so?” Darla mused aloud, suppressing a smile. So much for sincerity. How terribly convenient that young Peter should show such heartfelt concern for his buddy at a time when that same concern served his own interests so well.

“These are things you should think about before you break the law,” she said. Jeremy had begun to tremble, and while she couldn’t see his face anymore, she could hear his snuffles.

Goddammit, she hated this shit. Crying women didn’t bother her a bit, but there was something about a crying man—a crying boy in this case—that just tore her heart out. The kid was scared and clearly remorseful, even if his buddy was a class-A asshole, and she knew in her heart that the sheriff’s reaction to this would be huge, especially in an election year. Jeez-o-peez, if it were anyone else in the world . . .

Screw it. At the end of the day, this was about choices, and the worst one made here was selected by Jeremy Hines when he lit up his joint. Maybe a hard lesson was the very thing he needed. Besides, either the kids in this community were going to respect her as a law enforcement officer or they weren’t.

Come to think of it, the decision wasn’t that hard at all. She brought the portable radio to her lips and keyed the mike.





Chapter Seven

Carter Janssen had just passed the Maryland House rest stop on I-95, heading south at eighty miles an hour, when his cell phone chirped. He flipped it open and brought it to his ear. “Janssen.”

“Hey, Carter, it’s Chris Tu.”

“You’ve got news for me?”

“I do, but you might want to pull over before I give it to you.”

“From the tone in your voice, it sounds like I’ll want to drive faster.”

The detective sighed deeply on the other end of the phone. “Okay, here it is. We had a tough time tracking down the right Bradley Ward, but I think we’ve got him.”

“But you’re not sure?”

Detective Tu hesitated. “Well, I guess we are sure. This is the Bradley Ward about whom you reached an agreement with his foster parents to have him removed from the household in return for dropped charges on some burglary thing.”

Carter felt himself blushing. He’d forgotten that there was a letter in the file. Had he remembered, he would not have fudged his knowledge of how the boy came to disappear. “Okay, go ahead.”

“After he left the Bensons’ house, he pretty much fell off of the radar screen, mostly showing up in the occasional brawl at a homeless shelter here and there. It was enough to get him a record and get me a set of fingerprints to work with. Here’s the part you’re not going to want to know: two and a half years ago, he was sent up for murdering a bystander in the robbery of a little bodega in Lansing, Michigan. I don’t know how he got to Michigan, but the way he got out was via the back door of his prison. In fact, he’s a ‘person of interest’ in a couple of prison murders, too. He’s been a fugitive for almost six months now.”

Carter lifted the turn signal lever and moved into the right-hand lane, slowing down to the speed limit. Chris Tu was right; this was the sort of news for which one should stop the car. “So, that means that the FBI is after him, too. Interstate flight.” He worked hard to keep the panic out of his voice.

The detective didn’t bother to stifle his chuckle. “Yeah, and we know what kind of priority those cases are getting these days, right?”

Carter let a sigh escape. The FBI had been focused so exclusively on the fight against terror that sometimes it seemed as if those were the only laws on the books anymore. “I’m surprised that he’s an escapee,” Carter said, thinking out loud. “I get those bulletins every month, and would have thought for sure that the name would jump out at me.”

“Ah, well, that’s the point I neglected to tell you,” Tu said. “He doesn’t go by Bradley Ward anymore. He goes by Bradley Dougherty. I’m not sure what the origin of the name was, but it’s strictly an alias. My guess is, he’s got a whole new one by now.”

Carter ran it all through his head, trying to decide on the best course from here. He checked his watch. Seven-thirty. “Have you put the announcement out on the wire yet?”

“I put it out on Dougherty, yes, but I wanted to wait to talk to you before I mentioned Nicki. What do you want me to do?”

It was a tougher decision than it might appear at first glance. “Clearly, we’ve got the best chance if we put pictures out there for both of them, but can you make it clear in the announcement that Nicki is not wanted for any crimes? Say that they’re traveling together, but make it clear that they’re not actually together. Can you do that?”

“Sure I can. And since you think that they’re most likely to be headed toward the DC suburbs, we’ll be sure to get their pictures to the media outlets in time for the eleven o’clock news, and then again for their morning broadcasts.”

Carter nodded. “That’s good. And if you can, make sure that all the police agencies east of the Mississippi get an alert in their morning updates.”

“I can do that,” said Detective Tu.

“I’m still heading to Brookfield,” Carter said. “See what I can put together at the bus station.”

“You holding up all right?”

Carter allowed himself a bitter laugh. “Chris, the way these past few years have gone, this just feels like any other day to me.”

* * *

“I love your car,” Nicki said. It was a Mustang GT convertible. Red. Most cool. He’d even held the door for her as she climbed inside.

“It’s a pavement-eater all right,” he agreed. He stuck a little too close to the line as he swung a turn, showing off the vehicle’s suspension.

“How long have you had it?”

“It’s new,” he said. “Well, new to me. I got it for the trip.”

“This trip?”

Brad bounced his eyebrows and smiled. “I promised you style, didn’t I?”

Nicki giggled and sort of hugged herself, conscious of just how long it had been since she’d heard the sound of genuine delight coming from her own throat.

Brad laughed at the sound. “Now I understand why your screen name is Giggler.”

She blushed. “When are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

“Not very far,” he said. “I figured you’d be tired. Besides, this is where your fantasy is set.”

Nicki laughed again. “My fantasy? What do you know about my fantasies?”

“You said you wanted to go to a prom.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t know that.”

He smirked. “I guessed a little. Okay, so tell me what you can’t do.”

“Excuse me?”

“This PPH thing you’ve got. What can’t you do, other than climb Mount Everest, which fortunately is not on the agenda.”

He was so charming. God, it was even better than she’d remembered. “I can do about anything,” she said. “I just get tired doing it. If I push too hard, then I get short of breath, but then if I relax and take my rat poison, then everything turns out fine.”

“Your rat poison?”

“Coumadin,” she explained. “Blood thinner. It’s the same stuff they put in mouse traps. The mice eat the Coumadin, and they bleed to death on the inside.”

Brad was concentrating on the road as he wormed into traffic, but he shot her a quick look anyway. “Those are the humane traps, right?” He settled for the center lane. “Is bleeding to death a worry for you?” he asked. “Not that you look like a mouse, or anything.”

Nicki laughed again. “Actually, I do have to wear this”—she waved her left hand to display her Medic-Alert bracelet—“in case I’m in an accident or something.”

“So that’s it?” Brad asked. “Shortness of breath and fatigue? Doesn’t sound all that fatal to me. You look terrific.”

Nicki knew that second part was a lie, but she appreciated the effort. “It’s the way the disease works,” she explained. “Today’s a good day. Tomorrow might be really crappy. I never know. But I get way more crappy days than I used to get six months ago. In another six months, I’ll have way more crappy days than good ones, and six months after that, I’ll be worm food.”

The worm-food comment drew an uncomfortable look, but Nicki smiled to show that it was okay. Along with pushing up daisies and the big dirt nap, worm food was her favorite for knocking people off balance. The one word she couldn’t bring herself to say was dead.

“Well, at least we’ve got a year,” Brad said. “Just you, me, the road, and adventure.”

God, how she loved the sound of that. Adventure. Real adventure, free from prodding fingers and meddling know-it-alls. Free to die the way God intended her to.

“How are we going to support ourselves?” Nicki asked.

Her question sparked a guffaw from Brad. “You’re too damned practical, Nicolette,” he chided. “Do you worry about the little stuff all the time?”

“Every single moment,” she said. It was the part of her personality that bugged her the most. There were days when she wondered if her mother’s illness and then her own had just flat-out made her forget how to have any fun anymore. “Does this mean you’re filthy rich or something?”

“Me?” Another guffaw. “Not hardly. I’m lucky to be able to afford McDonald’s three times a week.”

Nicki’s features twisted into a scowl. This wasn’t making any sense. “What about a job?”

Brad had a smirk in his arsenal that seemed designed purely for the dimples it produced in his cheeks. “I’m only twenty-two, Nicki. I’ve got a whole lifetime to have a job.”

“Well, how do you—”

Brad held up his hand suddenly enough to startle her. “No more questions. Okay? For a little while, no more questions.”

A warning bell sounded in her head. Out of nowhere, she remembered a story from her father about a girl who dared to meet someone from the Internet, only to wind up brutalized and left for dead.

“Uh-oh,” Brad said. “I pissed you off. You’re not talking.”

“All I’ve got are questions,” she said. “My father would tell me that you’re probably a criminal and that I should be very careful.”

“Your father’s an asshole.”

Nicki’s jaw dropped.

Brad sensed her shock and turned his head to look at her. “What, I’m telling you something you don’t already know?”

“Well, no, I guess not . . .”

“Oh, it’s one of those, ‘I can say it but you can’t’ things?” Brad laughed. “Do you have any idea how many times you typed the word asshole during our chats online? Something like a million.”

That sounded about right, actually. What was it about Brad that allowed him to say things that should have pissed her off, but in fact didn’t? “At least I know firsthand.”

Brad made a snorting sound. “Trust me. I have some firsthand knowledge myself.”

“Sounds like a story I haven’t heard yet.”

“Nicolette Janssen, there’s a thousand of those stories out there.”

“Tell me.”

“All in good time.”

“Oh, come on. You know everything about me, and I don’t know a thing about you. That’s not fair.” Nicki leaned forward in her seat to look around and see his face. “Come on, just one thing. One story.”

“One’s going to lead to ten, and then the mood will be ruined,” Brad said. “I want today to be special.”

“Just one,” Nicki pressed. “I promise.”

Brad let out a long sigh and smiled in spite of himself. “Just one, right?”

“Right.”

“And then you’ll stop?”

“I promise.”

“Okay, then ask a question.”

Suddenly, just one didn’t seem like nearly enough. Ten, maybe, but not just one. “Okay, then, if you don’t have a job, how can you afford this car?”

“I stole it,” he said. Then he laughed at her gaping expression. “Sorry you asked?”

“You stole a car?”

“Not just a car. This one. A fire-engine red Mustang convertible. I’ve wanted one of these all my life.”

“But you can’t just steal somebody’s car!”

“Sure I can. It’s not as difficult as you think.”

Nicki was appalled, and couldn’t understand why she was laughing. “But it’s against the law.”

“It must be tough being a lawyer’s kid.”

“Brad!”

“What?” He seemed both proud and amused.

“Suppose the police come after you?” She pivoted in her seat and looked behind them at the clutch of traffic.

“They won’t,” he said. He explained how things worked out at the airport.

“That’s terrible!” she said when he was done.

“Oh, come on, Nicki, lighten up. I’m not hurting it. When I’m done with it, for all I know, somebody will find the car and return it. It’s not like I’m running a chop shop here.”

“A what?”

“Chop shop. That’s a place where you take cars that have been stolen and you cut ’em up and sell ’em for parts.”

Nicki couldn’t believe they were talking about this. “Have you ever been part of a chop shop?”

Brad sighed and looked at her for longer than Nicki thought he should have had his eyes away from the road. He signaled right and pulled into a Giant Food shopping center, where he found a parking spot close to the road and pushed the transmission into Park. For a few seconds, Nicki thought that he was waiting for her to get out, to leave him alone, but then she realized that he was just gathering his thoughts.

“Nicolette, look—”

“Please don’t call me that. It’s Nicki. I won’t even answer to that other one.”

“Nicki, then.” Brad turned sideways in his seat, curling one leg atop the center console. “I don’t know what you think I am. I don’t even know why you agreed to come on this crazy trip I planned. I think it’s because you know it’s your only shot at having a decent life, and you’ve got to live the whole damn thing in the next few months. This stupid disease is gonna take everything away from you, and you want to have something worth losing before it’s gone. Am I close?”

His words made her feel somehow whole. Maybe he was just regurgitating what she’d written to him a thousand times, but it was wonderful to hear her own thoughts articulated by someone else. She smiled.

“Good. Great. I thought so. Well, I’m not like that, okay? I’ve seen plenty of this life, and there hasn’t been a single day that I haven’t wondered why I’m still doing the dance. If it all ended tomorrow, I honestly wouldn’t give a damn. All life has handed me is one fistful of shit after another, and when I get a chance, I take it.” While he spoke, Nicki watched his eyes darken as his voice grew thick. He wasn’t about to cry—no tears could be found within a hundred miles of Brad Ward—but the hurt and the anger were all there. She could actually see those thousand stories flashing in his eyes.

“Don’t tell me about laws, because I don’t care. Obeying them gets me in as much trouble as breaking them does. And don’t tell me about right and wrong and all that lofty church crap, because let me tell you, I’ve seen shit that ‘wrong’ doesn’t even touch.”

He was like an entirely different person right now. She wasn’t sure exactly what triggered this diatribe, but she sensed that she’d hooked directly to his heart, bypassing the filters of his brain.

“I’m doing this trip as a kick, okay? As a treat. I thought we’d have some good times and a few adventures, but listen to me, Nicki, because this is very important. Are you listening?”

She nodded.

“Good. I only know how to be who I am. I tried being a thousand other things in my life, and I suck at all of them. I’m going to be me. You can think of me as a criminal, but I think of me as a pragmatist. You can think of me as a thief, but I think of myself as a provider. Am I making sense to you?”

Again, she nodded.

“Good. But I’m tired of providing just for myself. I wanted company, and from the very first moment that I started thinking about this, you were the only person I ever thought of asking. I know you don’t believe that because you’re all over that ‘I’m not worth anything’ bullshit, but I’m telling you like it is.

“Your father is going to tell people that I kidnapped you—or that somebody did. He’s going to see only what the goddamn laws allow him to see, and when he does, he’s gonna be pissed as shit that you went along with it. You need to decide if you’re with me, or if you’re going back to Bumfuck suburbia.”

“I have to decide now?”

Brad shrugged. “For now you do, yeah. I mean, you can change your mind anytime you want. You say, ‘stop the car,’ and I’ll stop it. But you need to know up front that I’m not going to get some job flopping burgers, and I’m not staying in no-tell motels. This is your swan song, and it may be mine, and I want it to have class and style. That means we’re going to bend a few laws.”

“You mean break a few laws.”

Brad paused, correctly reading the signs that he hadn’t run her off. He smiled. “It’s hard to tell sometimes. They don’t actually make a snapping noise or anything.”

Nicki laughed. It was her nervous laugh, a little breathless, reflecting the fluttering of her stomach, the rush of adrenaline. Part of her was thrilled, but another part wished that she’d never asked her question. An even larger part of her worried about the other 999 untold stories.

This was decision time. As they sat there in the grocery store parking lot, invisible in the crowd of shoppers, Brad’s eyes never left her, never eased the burden of her making a commitment one way or the other—a commitment for at least the time being.

Everything he said ran counter to everything she knew. Despite her adolescent attitude—yes, she knew she had it, and yes, she flaunted it every time she thought she could get a rise out of her father—she’d never broken any law, and now Brad was talking about a potential crime spree. She was riding in a stolen car for crying out loud!

For all the potential danger, Brad was offering real living—real on-the-edge adventure. Maybe if somebody else had been sitting there with a better offer—someone else who liked her for who she was, and countered Brad’s plan with a law-abiding alternative—then maybe she would have chosen differently. How could she know? But for the time being, the only alternative plan offered hospitals and doctors and the smell of disinfectant; a lifetime—literally—of worried looks and temperature-controlled environments and warnings to be careful.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m in.”

Brad beamed. “Outstanding.” He pulled the transmission back into gear and headed for the exit from the parking lot.

“No violence, though,” Nicki said.

He looked hurt. “We’re not doing a Bonnie and Clyde thing, Nicki. We’re not even doing a Thelma and Louise thing. This isn’t about breaking the law, okay? That’s not the point. The point is to have a good time. As it is, I’ve got plenty of cash to last for a while, and you brought some, too, right?”

“I could only get $500.”

“That’s fine. That’s plenty.” Suddenly, excitement returned to his voice, nudging aside that morose edge that had unnerved her before. He was once again the Brad whom she’d come to know so well in cyberspace. “And quit worrying about me being a sicko, okay? Because I’m not.”

“I wasn’t worrying about any such thing,” she protested.

“You were too,” he said, and he did the eyebrow thing again.

Nicki smiled at the windshield. “Maybe I thought about it a little.”

“These days, you’d be nuts not to,” he agreed.

“It’s my dad. He keeps harping on me about all the crimes that he prosecutes—”

“Nicki?”

She stopped talking and turned to face him.

“Do me one favor, okay? Let’s not talk about your father anymore.”

His words hurt her feelings somehow, and he sensed it.

“He’s the past,” Brad explained. “He’s what was. What used to be. Now, you and I, we’re all about the future. We’re all about finally having some fun!”

He punctuated that last sentence with a shot to the gas pedal that launched them back into traffic. “Can I see your cell phone?” he asked.

“Who are you going to call?”

“Does it matter?”

Nicki hesitated, but didn’t really know why. Then she reached into her pocket and slid out her Nokia phone. She handed it to him.

“Thanks,” he said. And then he threw it out of the car into traffic.

Nicki whirled in her seat. “What did you do? That was my phone!”

“It’s cheap and old-fashioned,” Brad said. “Motorola’s Startac is way cooler.”

“Brad! We have—”

“That’s your old life, Nicki. That phone is your father and the doctors and everything else that sucks the life out of you. If you need a phone, we’ll buy you a new one.”

Nicki watched him for a long time while he continued to drive. God, he was hot.

Five minutes later, he slowed and pulled into another driveway. “There it is,” he said. “Your fantasy castle.”

Nicki saw it, but she didn’t believe it. “Oh, my God,” she breathed. It came out as a giggle. “Are you kidding?”

The smile blazed on Brad’s face. No, he wasn’t kidding.

 


To be continued . . .





Watch for the next exciting episode of Nick of Time:

TIME TO HIDE

Coming soon from Lyrical Underground!










Special bonus for fans of John Gilstrap’s 
Jonathan Grave thrillers! 
Keep reading to enjoy a preview excerpt from

Friendly Fire

Coming from Kensington Publishing Corp. 
in July 2016.





 
Chapter One

Ethan Falk recognized the monster’s voice before he saw his face. Actually, the voice by itself wouldn’t have done it. It was the voice in combination with the phraseology. “Be quick about it, if you don’t mind.”

Be quick about it.

With lightning speed—the speed of imagination—Ethan was once again eleven years old, his ankles shackled by a chain that barely allowed for a full step, that prevented him from climbing a ladder without hopping. The pain was all there. The humiliation and the fear were all there.

Without the voice, he probably would not have recognized the face. It had been eleven years, after all. The monster’s hair had turned gray at the temples, and hugged his head more closely. The features had sagged some and his jaw had softened, but the hook in the nose was the same, as was the slightly cross-toothed overbite. There was a way he carried himself, too—a square set to his shoulders that a decade had done nothing to diminish.

Ethan felt his face flush as something horrible stirred deep in his gut, a putrid, malignant stew of bile and hate and shame. “Look at me,” he whispered. He needed the confirmation.

An old woman’s voice startled him. “Are you even listening to me, young man?”

No, he wasn’t listening to her. She stood there, a silver thermos extended in the air, dangling from two fingers. “You’re out of half-and-half,” she said. Her clipped tone told him that she’d said it before.

Because reality had morphed into the past with such sudden violence, the request registered as a non sequitur. “Huh?”

“My God, are you deaf? I said—”

The monster turned. Raven, Ethan’s nominal girlfriend and fellow barista, handed the man his drip coffee, and as the monster turned, Ethan caught a glimpse of him, full-face. His heart skipped. It might have stopped.

The lady with the thermos continued to yammer.

Please need cream or sugar, Ethan pleaded silently. That would put him face to face with the man who’d ruined so much. The man who’d beaten him, torn him.

But apparently the monster preferred his coffee black. He headed straight to the door, not casting a look toward anyone. Whatever his thoughts, they had nothing to do with the sins of his past.

Perhaps they had only to do with the sins of his future.

“. . . speak to your supervisor. I have never—”

“No,” Ethan said. The monster could not be allowed to leave. He could not be allowed to torture others.

He could not be allowed to dominate Ethan’s life anymore through recalled horrors.

Another customer said something to him, but the words—if they were words at all—could not penetrate the wall of rage.

Ethan needed to stop him. Stop the monster. Kill the monster.

He dropped the stuff he’d been holding—a tiny pitcher for the steamed milk and the spoon through which to sift it—and was deaf to the sound of them hitting the floor. People looked at him, though. Raven at first looked confused, and then she looked frightened.

“My God, Ethan, what’s wrong?”

Ethan said nothing. There wasn’t time. The monster was on the loose, out in the world, preying on other people. On other children.

Raven tried to step out in front of him to stop him—how could she know?—but he shouldered past her. He moved fast, not quite a run, but close to it. Fast enough to catch the attention of every pair of eyes in the shop.

As he passed the pastry case, he snagged the knife they used to cut bagels. It had always been the wrong style for slicing bread, with a straight edge instead of a serrated one, but they’d learned as a crew that if you kept a straight edge sharp enough, it will cut anything.

The whole rhythm of the shop changed as he emerged from behind the counter with the knife. The old lady with the thermos put it down on the counter and collapsed into a fetal ball on the floor, covering her head and yelling, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

In a distant part of his brain, Ethan felt bad that he’d scared the poor lady—all she’d wanted was a little customer service—but in the readily accessible portion of his brain, he didn’t give a shit. Maybe next time she wouldn’t be such a bitch.

The crowd parted as Ethan approached the door with his knife. He didn’t slow as he reached the glass door, choosing instead to power through it as if it weren’t there. The blast of autumn air felt refreshing after the stuffiness of the coffee shop. Invigorating. Head-clearing.

Where is he?

The shop lay in a suburban strip mall. There weren’t many people milling about, but this was lunch time, so there were more than a few. The monster could only have gone but so far. He had to be here somewhere.

He saw a guy from a Subway sandwich shop chatting on the corner with a hot girl from the quick-quack medical place next store. She wore a checkerboard scrub suit that strained in all the right places. Ahead and to the left, a lady in a red jacket carried a take-out order from the ribs joint. (“You bring your appetite, we’ll bring the bib.”) Beyond that lady, taillights flashed on the back end of a pickup truck, followed by the backup lights.

Shit, he’s getting away.

He stopped himself from chasing, though, because he knew that the monster wouldn’t be in the pickup. It was too far away. He wouldn’t have time to get that far.

Ethan pivoted to look the other way. He stepped around the corner of the coffee shop to look past the drive-through traffic.

There he was.

The monster walked easily, as if not a care in the world, on his way to the rest of his day.

Ethan took off at a run. He’d changed a lot, too, in the past eleven years. His shoulders had broadened, and he’d grown to six-two. The monster no longer had a chance of holding him down with a hand on his chest and a knee in his belly.

The monster had no chance of winning this fight.

Ethan ran at a full sprint, closing the distance in just a few seconds. When he was only ten or fifteen feet away, the monster seemed to awaken to the danger and he turned.

Good, Ethan thought. Get a good look at me you son of a—

The monster led with a punch that came from nowhere and caught Ethan with withering force just in front of his ear. Light flashed behind his eyes.

But Ethan still had the momentum, and the collision took both of them to the ground between parked cars. The monster’s head sheared a side view mirror from its mounts, and then pounded hard against the pavement.

They landed in a tangle, with Ethan on top, in the command position. As his vision swam from the punch and the fall, he knew that survival meant acting quickly. The monster bucked beneath him, trying to throw him off. The guy didn’t seem scared at all. He seemed angry. If he got free—

Be quick about it.

Despite all the squirming and writhing on the ground, Ethan’s right hand was still free, and it still grasped the knife. He raised it high.

In that instant, the monster seemed to understand what was going to happen.

In the next, Ethan drove the blade through the monster’s left eye and into his brain.

* * *

“All units in the vicinity of the Antebellum Shopping Center, respond to the report of an assault in progress. Code three.”

Detective Pam Hastings pulled her microphone from its clamp on the dash and brought it to her lips, keying the mike. “Detective One-four-three responding.” With the white mike still in her grasp, she used the first three fingers of her right hand on the rocker switches to light up the grill lights and their counterparts in her back window. She cranked the siren switch all the way to the right—to the Wail setting.

Known throughout the Braddock County Police Department as a lead-foot (with the Internal Affairs reports in her record to show it), she didn’t think about the future paperwork as she mashed the accelerator to the floor and let herself be thrown into her seat back as the 305-horsepower Ford Police Interceptor accelerated from cruising to holy-shit-fast in zero-point-few seconds. In that same amount of time, at least four other units likewise marked responding. Nothing drew a crowd of cops quite like violence in progress.

Pam didn’t know where the other units were coming from, but she knew that she was only a quarter-mile away, and that almost certainly meant that she would be first on the scene.

“Units responding be advised that we’ve received multiple calls on this. Callers report a man in the parking lot next to the Caf-Fiend Coffee House with a knife in his hand. One victim appears to be down.”

That raised the stakes. If the callers were right—and when multiple callers had the same story, the situation was almost always as reported—Pam was at best cruising into the middle of an attempted murder in progress. At worst, well, there was no ceiling on what the worst might be. She used her right thumb to release the snap on her thumb-break holster. If she was going to need her weapon, she was going to need it quickly. Milliseconds counted.

Peripheral vision became a blur as Pam pushed the speedometer to its limit down Little Creek Turnpike, switching the siren to Yelp as she approached intersections. She’d learned over her thirteen years on the job that if you move with enough conviction—whether on foot or in a vehicle—people will get out of your way.

As Fair Haven Shopping Center whizzed past her on the left—a blur of colorful signage and logos—she lifted her foot off the gas to prepare for the hard left onto Pickett Lane, named after a Civil War loser who led thousands of his men to slaughter at the Battle of Gettysburg. She couldn’t live with the irony of dying on a road named after such a man. She tapped the brakes, but didn’t jam them, taking the turn twenty miles an hour faster than the intersection was designed for, but a solid fifteen miles an hour slower than her tires could handle. Her seat belt kept her from being launched into the passenger seat.

The ass end of her cruiser tried to kick out from her, but Pam wrestled it back in line with gentle pressure on the wheel. The casual observer wouldn’t have seen even the slightest fishtail.

Straightaway. The engine growled as she pressed the accelerator to the floor. Up ahead, as far as she could see, the traffic somehow knew to pull over. She saw cars in the median, a truck up on the curb on the right. This was the part of the job that she loved more than any other.

The Antebellum Shopping Center was now in sight, ahead and on the right, and she slowed. It was one thing to get to the scene quickly; it was something else to rush into an ambush. Because weapons were involved, county protocols required that she wait for backup. But because someone was in the process of being murdered, she decided to disobey the rules. The fact that the murderer had a knife and she had both a .40 caliber handgun and a 12 gauge shotgun within easy reach made the decision a little easier.

Pam cut her siren and slowed to twenty miles an hour as she turned into the shopping center. She pulled the mike from its clamp again and keyed it. “Detective One-four-three on the scene.”

“Four-four-seven. Hold what you’ve got. I’m ninety seconds out.” That would be Josh Levine, a cool kid with a big heart and a bigger crush.

Pam opted not to respond. A crowd had gathered in the parking lot outside the Caf-Fiend Coffee House, naturally forming the kind of semicircle that directed Pam’s eye to the threat. The closest gawkers beckoned her forward, while the ones who were farther away continued to stare and point at the hazard.

“The situation is critical,” Pam said into the radio. Translation: I’m triggering the protocol’s exception clause. “Other units expedite.” Translation: Run over anybody in your way if you want a piece of the fun.

She threw the transmission into Park, kept the engine running, and stepped out of the cruiser.

“He’s up there!” a lady yelled. “Shoot him!”

Pam ignored her. In fact, she ignored everything but the events she saw play out before her. With her Glock 23 at low-ready, she approached carefully yet steadily, sweeping her eyes left and right, vigilant for an unseen threat, perhaps an accomplice. She tried to focus on her tactical breathing—four seconds in, four seconds held, then four seconds to exhale. It made all the sense in the world when she learned about it in the classroom, but it was pretty damned hard to do in real life. The combined energy from all the people watching her seemed to create its own form of heat.

Crime scene gawkers were a funny lot. Roughly a third of them thought you were a God, a second third thought you were Satan incarnate, and the rest didn’t give a shit. They were the ones with the cell phone cameras. She saw three on her periphery, one of which hovered in the air at the end of a selfie stick. Of the thirty or so people who had gathered, none of them had pressed forward to help the victim or to confront the attacker. That was her job. The crowd’s job was to film it and to offer criticism after the fact.

She’d nearly made it to the front when she caught her first glimpse of the gore. Two cars were painted with it, as was a nice-looking, terrified young man in the apron of a Caf-Fiend barista. The kid seemed confused. He looked at the knife in his hands as if it belonged to someone else.

Pam raised her Glock to high ready and rested the front sight at the center of the attacker’s chest. “Police officer!” she yelled. Her voice cracked a little. She hoped it wasn’t obvious to anyone else that she was in way over her head. “Put the knife down or I will shoot you!”

The attacker held out his free hand as if to ward her off. “No!” he said. “I’m not the killer. He’s the killer. He’s a kidnapper, a rapist and a killer!”

“Put the knife down!”

“You don’t understand. I’m the victim here. He’s . . .” The kid’s face seemed to clear, and he looked at his hand. At the blood. “Oh, my God.” Then he looked at the bloody man who lay motionless at his feet. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

Pam moved her finger lower on the trigger guard. The experts all agreed that inside of twenty-one feet, a man with a knife could kill a cop before the cop could pull a firearm from its holster. Correcting for the fact that she was scared shitless, but that her gun was already trained on the bad guy, a finger only a quarter inch from the trigger pretty much canceled out that research. If he took a step toward her, she was going to blast his heart out through his spine.

“Listen to me!” Pam yelled. Her voice was firm and strong this time. “Put the knife down and lie down on the ground.”

“I’m the victim!”

“You’re the victim with a knife,” she replied. “You’re putting me in danger, and you’re putting all these other people in danger, too. Put the knife down, do what I tell you, and then I’ll listen to your side of the story.”

In the distance, the sound of sirens crescendoed. One of them would be Josh Levine. If he thought she was in mortal danger, he would shoot before talking.

The assailant didn’t move.

“What’s your name?” Pam shouted.

The kid seemed confused. Perhaps it was the ordinariness of the question.

“Your name,” Pam prompted. “What is it?”

“Um, Ethan. Ethan Falk.”

Pam lowered her weapon a few degrees. “Nice to meet you, Ethan Falk. I am Detective Hastings, and I am here to arrest you. Whether you’re innocent or guilty, victim or perpetrator is not my concern. All I know is that right now, there’s a man on the ground at your feet, and you’re standing over him with a bloody knife. What would you assume if you were in my position?”

“It looks bad, doesn’t it?”

The comment struck Pam as funny and she smiled. “Yes, it looks bad. So how about you put the knife—”

“But I didn’t do—”

“Listen to me, Ethan! Do you hear those sirens? Those are other cops, and when they arrive, they’re going to see you still standing there with a knife. They’re going to see the blood, and there’s going to be many more guns pointing at you. You don’t want that. Please just drop the knife and—”

He dropped it. The knife landed flat on the victim’s back. Baby steps.

“Thank you, Ethan,” Pam said. “Now, keeping your hands where I can see them, I need you to step forward into the road—”

Just then, a Toyota driven by a soccer mom in a pink top sped down the parking lot aisle that separated cop from felon.

“Jesus,” Pam cursed. “Really?” Refocus. She stepped out into the roadway and pivoted to her right, keeping more or less the same distance between herself and her suspect.

“Four-four-seven is on the scene.” Josh Levine had arrived.

Pam’s portable radio was out of reach while she was covering the killer. She wished she could tell everyone to come in easy. To her suspect, she said, “Ethan, I need you to take two giant steps forward into the street and lie flat on your face, your hands out to the side.”

He seemed to be caught between reality and someplace else.

“Come on, Ethan, I know you can do it.”

“Don’t shoot me.”

“I won’t shoot you if you don’t threaten anyone. Come on, two big steps forward, and then just sprawl on the ground. We’ll get past this one step, and then everything else will be easy.”

Josh Levine burst out of the crowd on Pam’s left, Mossberg shotgun pressed to his shoulder. “You heard her!” he shouted. “Get on the ground! Now!” He pressed in three steps too close, ruining the safe zone that Pam had been trying to create. “I said now!”

“Josh, shut up!” Pam shouted. The words were out before she had a chance to stop them. But once out, they needed to be followed up. “I’ve got this. Step back.” She was distantly aware that she was making some great video for the cell phone crowd.

“Look at me, Ethan,” she said. “Not at him, at me. He won’t hurt you. But do you see how nervous you’re making everyone?” She dared a couple of steps forward, if only to earn the frightened glances that were going toward Levine. More sirens approached, and more units marked on the scene. The entire Braddock County Police Department would be in the parking lot soon.

Ethan took two exaggerated steps forward, taking care not to step on the body, and ostentatiously avoiding the stream of blood, to stand in the middle of the street. If the Toyota had come by then, he’d have been launched over the hood. He walked with his hands out to the side, cruciform, his finger splayed.

“You’re doing great, Ethan,” Pam said. “Now, I just need you to—”

Levine rushed him. With the shotgun one-armed into his shoulder, he closed the distance in two or three quick strides. Grabbing the back of the kid’s shirt at the collar, he kicked his right foot from underneath him while driving him forward and down. Ethan barely had enough time to get his hands out in front to prevent his face from being smashed into the pavement.

With the kid down, Levine kneeled on the small of his back and pressed the muzzle of the shotgun against the base of the kid’s skull. “I’ve got him!” he announced. He used expert technique to cuff the kid.

Pam’s shoulders sagged. She holstered her Glock and approached the two men on the ground. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said when she was within easy earshot. “I had this under control.”

“Yeah, but I have him under arrest,” Josh said. “You’re not going anywhere,” he said to Ethan Falk.

Anger boiled in Pam’s gut, but she swallowed it down. The kid had been one hundred percent compliant.

Josh cocked his head. “Are you pissed?”

“You didn’t have to hurt him,” she said.

“You know he killed a guy, right?”

Pam didn’t answer. She helped Ethan to his feet and Mirandized him. She did her best to ignore the citizens who crowded her as she escorted her prisoner to Levine’s cruiser, and she didn’t acknowledge any of the other officers. It was the damn cameras. She just wanted to be out of their range.

“Watch your head,” she said as Ethan lowered his butt into the backseat.

“Detective Hastings?” They were Ethan’s first words since he’d been pressed into the pavement.

Pam made eye contact.

“That man kidnapped me when I was eleven years old. You look it up. It was terrible. He was a monster. I’m sorry for what I did, but he was . . . a monster.”

Just from his tone, Pam believed him. “Okay,” she said. “Make sure you tell your lawyer. And the prosecutor if you decide to talk to him. The FBI will have a record of your rescue, and that will surely help. We’ll talk again in a little while—”

“But I wasn’t rescued by the FBI,” Ethan said.

“Then how did you get away? Did you escape?”

Ethan shook his head. “No, I was rescued, but not by the FBI. I was rescued by a guy named Scorpion.”

“Who?”

“That’s all I know. His name was Scorpion.”

“That’s not a name.”

“Of course it’s not a name. But that’s what he called himself. He saved my life.”
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