
        
            
                
            
        



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.com

 


 


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.com

 


“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

 


“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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Previously in Nick of Time

 


Nicki Janssen and Brad Ward have decided to escape their problems—hers of the health variety, his of the criminal justice kind—and head south toward a sunnier life together. Nicki’s delighted when Brad surprises her with an unforgettable evening of extravagant fun at a posh hotel outside Washington, D.C. The runaways have no idea how close Nicki’s father, Carter Janssen, is to catching up with them—until an unexpected encounter puts everyone to the test.





April 14

Derek’s mom visited me again today. She cried and cried. They told her that Derek was killed in a fight, but she didn’t believe it. She wanted to know if it was true. I told her I never wanted to see her again. I told her that Derek was a thief and he got what he deserved.

They monitor the conversations in there. What else could I say? She begged to hear something good but I just walked away. I’m a piece of shit. A goddamn coward.





Chapter One

Carter Janssen hadn’t moved from the spot there in the parking lot, and when the police cars arrived, they came as a six-pack. Warren Michaels was first to step out onto the concrete.

“You missed them!” Carter shouted. He was furious.

Warren said, “I got a radio report from one of our men on the front door. He told me that you had tried to get them to come along.”

“They wouldn’t,” Carter said.

“They should have,” Warren said. “This is the only thing that made sense. Somehow they knew we were coming. Did you see them?”

“I talked to her,” Carter said. He closed his eyes and saw that look of confusion in his daughter’s face all over again. “I tried to convince her to stay, but she went with him anyway.”

“What were they driving?” asked the lieutenant.

“A Honda,” he said. “Red, I think, but it might have been blue. They were gone before I could get a tag number.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Warren said, reading his thoughts. He squeezed Carter’s shoulder then let it go, a gesture of commiseration. “Besides, Ward is a smart guy. Chances are, he’s already switched those plates out for someone else’s.”

“I tried to yell to you,” Carter said, a little calmer. “There in the hallway, but I couldn’t get your attention.”

“I understand. The good news is, there can only be but so many Hondas out on the street tonight. We’ll put the word out on the radio and stop every one of them if we have to. We’ll get ’em.”

Carter closed his eyes and tried to push away the approaching headache. Please just let it be that simple. “What did you find in the room?”

“They were definitely there,” Warren said. “And they left quickly. All that formal wear and such, they left it all behind.”

Carter sighed. “I guess that’s good news.”

“But there’s bad news, too, I’m afraid.”

The tone of the cop’s voice caused a spear of pain to pierce Carter’s body. As the cop reached into his suit coat pocket and pulled out its contents, the pain blossomed even more. “These bottles have Nicki’s name on them. I suppose they’re important?”

It was all of her meds. All of them. “Oh, my God,” Carter said.

* * *

Nicki watched with amazement as Brad went to work.

The Honda lasted all of five miles, zigzagging from the highway off onto back streets, before he slowed to a crawl in a residential neighborhood.

“We need new wheels,” he explained. “Your dad’s probably got the license number, and even if he doesn’t, at this hour, the cops’ll be stopping anything that looks like a Honda.”

“So you’re just going to steal another car?”

Brad shrugged. “What difference does one more make?”

“So, when the owner wakes up in the morning, he’s going to report his car missing, and when that happens, we’re right back where we began.”

Brad laughed, just a chuckle at first, and then a real laugh, like one you’d hear at a comedy club.

“What’s so funny?” She wasn’t sure why, but deep in her gut, Nicki felt offended.

“Think about it. You’ve got a fatal illness, you’re wandering through the night with a convicted murderer, we’re both probably gonna die in a hail of gunfire, and you’re worried about getting caught stealing a car. It really is pretty funny.”

Nicki was not amused. “Maybe I’m just too tired.”

“Your head is in the right place, though. The trick is to find a car that no one will notice is missing.”

“How do we do that?”

Brad stopped the Honda and pointed past Nicki at a house on their right. “Like this,” he said. “Look at this place. The people aren’t home.” And sure enough, there was an old Toyota parked alongside the curb.

Nicki followed his finger, but couldn’t follow the logic. “Brad, there’s a light on in the house.”

“Exactly,” he said, pulling into the driveway. He killed the lights on the Honda. “What’s the last thing your father does before he goes to bed at night?”

“How should I know?”

“Think about it. Before he goes upstairs for the last time, what’s the last thing he does?”

Nicki pondered the question, but the answer wasn’t there. An ember of anger started to burn.

“He turns out the lights, right?”

She thought about it. Yes, that was the last thing he did.

“It’s the last thing everybody does,” Brad explained. “But what does he do before he goes on vacation to make people think there’s someone at home?”

Now she really did see it. She smiled. “He turns on a light.”

He slapped his thigh triumphantly. “Exactly. Not just any light, mind you, but a light downstairs. I’ve broken into my share of houses, and I’ve got to tell you, at three in the morning, the ones with lights on are the ones that are empty.”

“How do you know somebody’s not sick?”

“If they were, then an upstairs light would be on, or maybe the foyer light. But look there. That’s like a living room light. You can tell because of the bay window.”

Nicki released a chuckle. “You know, there aren’t any rules for that stuff. You could be wrong.”

He flicked his hand in a dismissive gesture and made a face. “I’m never wrong.” He opened the car door and got out, leaving the Honda running in the driveway.

Nicki followed. “What are you doing?”

“I’m making a trade,” he said. As he approached the driver’s side of the Toyota, he reached into his pocket and withdrew a ring of what might have been keys, but from what Nicki could see, they all had an odd shape about them.

“What are those?” Nicki asked.

Brad scowled and brought a finger to his lips. “One of the first lessons in thief school is not to shout, okay? We call it stealth.” He stooped to the side of the door and stuck one of the thin black objects into the lock, while his other hand stuck a tiny Y-shaped strip of metal into the top and bottom of the key slot. “These are lock picks,” Brad explained. His tone was that of a master explaining to an apprentice. “I stick the pick in the lock while holding tension on the cylinder with the tension bar.” He raked the pick in and out of the slot, then withdrew the pick and reinserted it. “These older Toyotas aren’t as hard as some of the other cars. This is a 1992, I’d guess. Beginning in ’95, the lock technology got pretty tough.”

“What are you scraping?” Nicki asked.

“The pin tumblers. There’s a diamond-shaped point on the end of the pick, and as I push the tumblers out of the way, the cylinder turns a bit, and the tension keeps them from popping back in. When I get them all”—Nicki heard a distinctive click, and the lock turned all the way, raising the lock button just inside the window—“the lock opens.” He stood and pulled the door open, triggering the dome light inside, which he extinguished by turning a knob on the dash.

Nicki’s jaw dropped. “I don’t believe you know how to do this stuff.”

Brad beamed, clearly proud of his accomplishment. “But wait,” he said in a strange announcer’s voice, “there’s more.” He produced the Leatherman and again folded out the needle-nose pliers.

“First we have to unlock the steering wheel,” Brad said. Slipping into the driver’s seat, he grasped the steering wheel with both hands and wrenched it violently to the right.

A loud crack! made Nicki jump.

“It’s just a pin,” Brad explained. “A piece of plastic. Break that sucker off and you’ve got an unlocked steering wheel. Now, watch this.” Manipulating the pliers with only one hand, he grasped the ignition cylinder with the tool’s jaws, and again broke something with a mighty twist. Grinning widely, he pulled out the whole assembly and brandished it for Nicki to see.

“Did you break it?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Depends on what you mean by breaking.”

Brad brought the pliers around to the ignition switch again, but with the steering column in the way, she couldn’t see exactly what he did. Whatever it was, the engine turned and coughed to life.

“All you have to do is close the circuit,” he explained. “All of this other crap is supposed to make you feel more secure.”

Amazing, Nicki thought. Simply and utterly amazing. “So, what do we do with the Honda?”

“I need you to follow me in it,” he said. “We’ll dump it a couple of blocks from here and then take off.”

Ten minutes later, they were done. It would have been even sooner, but Brad spotted a similar Toyota—later model but same color—parked down the street a ways, and he took an extra few minutes to swap the license plates.

“It’s the little things that make the difference,” Brad explained when they were on the road again. “To be on the run and stay alive means thinking three steps ahead all the time. When you steal, steal from someone who won’t notice, but then plan that they might. This car here? We’re gonna have to dump it and get another one before too long, probably tomorrow. Meanwhile, if someone does notice that we boosted the car and they report it, cops on the highway are going to be looking for those old plates. If they see us on the road, they’ll call in the plates we’ve got and find out that they belong to a silver-gray Toyota, and we’ll be in the clear. Pretty cool, huh?”

When Nicki didn’t answer, he craned his neck to get a look at her.

She was sound asleep.

* * *

Carter sat on the sofa of the Governor’s Suite, perusing the accumulated evidence. Somebody named Vincent Campanella had one hell of a surprise waiting for him when he got back from his vacation in France. His car had been stolen and over six thousand dollars had been racked up against his credit card without his knowledge. Carter wondered if the gendarme would break the news in person, or if it would merely be handled through a phone call.

The Braddock County cops had found the Mustang in the Ritz Carlton garage, safe and sound, and even with a full tank of gas. There on the bed, Carter could see the assortment of clothes that his daughter had bought with money she didn’t have.

“Under the circumstances, I think we can make a pretty good case for dropping any charges against your Nicki,” Warren said. “They didn’t keep anything they stole. That’s a little bit of good news, anyway.”

Carter forced a smile. “Somewhere under all that horseshit there has to be a pony, right?” he quipped, recalling the punch line from an old joke.

“We’ve got a BOLO out for their vehicle,” Warren went on, “and we’ve got word going out to all the hotels and flop houses. We’ve narrowed their lead to virtually nothing, so I think there’s a lot of reason to be hopeful.”

Carter nodded because it was the thing to do, but he sensed that Warren knew, just as he did, that things were not nearly as rosy as he was painting them to be. In the first place, Brad Ward was proving himself to be resourceful. Carter placed the likelihood that they were still in the same vehicle at just about zero.

“You’ve got to have some faith,” Warren said. “Things have broken your way pretty well so far.”

“You know what?” Carter said with a suddenness that turned heads. “I think I need to be reunited with my car and take off on my own.”

“Where are you going?” Warren asked.

“South and east. Chris Tu, a detective on the force back home who’s been working that end for me, told me that they talked in their e-mails about going to the beach.”

Warren’s eyebrows scaled his forehead. “Specifically? I mean, if you think they’re headed for a particular beach—”

Carter shook his head. “No, it’s nothing that overt. Apparently, they just talked about the beauty of the beach in their e-mails. That was one of the things she wanted to do before she . . . Well, it’s one of the things she wants to do.”

Carter eyed the brown pill bottles on the bed, the ones with his daughter’s name on them. “I don’t suppose you’d let me have those, would you?” he asked. “I know they’re evidence, but if I happen to run into her—”

Warren scowled and shot Carter a look that said he was crazy. “Those aren’t evidence at all, as far as I’m concerned.” He scooped the bottles up with one hand and gave them to the worried father. “No, like I said, as far as I’m concerned, this isn’t even a crime scene anymore. We’ve got everything we need.”

Warren Michaels was doing Carter Janssen a huge favor here, turning away from Nicki’s part in what clearly was grand larceny, if not worse. “Listen, Warren, I—”

“This doesn’t begin to repay my debt to you, Carter. Nathan’s debt to you. You just go and find Nicki, and be sure to give me a call if you need any help.”

“I’ll do that,” Carter said. “Now how about a ride back to your house where I can get my car?”










May 3

Last night they got me. It was the Posse. There were five of them and it went on all night. It was after lights out and they just appeared in my cell. I was asleep until they punched me in the face, and from there it was just one long nightmare. They threatened to cut my balls off if I yelled.

I didn’t yell. I did what they told me to do. I couldn’t stop them anyway. I don’t know how long it went on. Maybe for hours. It even stopped hurting after a while. I think I stopped feeling anything. Until the next morning. This morning. I could barely walk. They promised me more. They said I was theirs for the taking whenever they want.

Georgen was there watching. He wasn’t one of the rapists—at least I don’t think he was—but he stood there and watched a long time.





Chapter Two

Once they were past Stafford, the traffic on I-95 South was a breeze. The Toyota turned out to be a piece of crap, so Brad changed out cars one more time, this time taking a Chrysler Sebring—an old guy’s convertible, but a convertible nonetheless. That was the one promise that Brad had made to himself. The less time he could spend cooped up with a roof over his head, the better. He missed the Mustang, though.

Nicki had fallen back to sleep, curled up on the passenger side with the seat tilted all the way back. As much as he craved her company to keep himself awake, he let her sleep on, envying her.

So, how did the cops catch up so quickly? He thought he’d been careful. It had to have something to do with the credit card, but for the life of him he couldn’t put it all together.

Now that he’d put some miles on his escape, he needed to get off of the Interstate, and onto some thoroughfares where Virginia State Troopers didn’t grow like bushes along the side of the road. In Fredericksburg, he slapped his turn signal and veered off onto Route 17. It would still take him south, and from there to his final destination, but it would take a lot longer, especially as he got into the nightmarish tangle of highways around Norfolk and Virginia Beach. Still, it was safer than the interstate. He just had to take extra care to watch the speed limit signs.

He hated this new paranoia. Until last night, he’d allowed himself to build up a sense of invulnerability, but the events at the Ritz had unnerved him. In one night, he’d undone months of evasion. Instead of having a whole world to scour in search for him, they were down to a hundred-mile radius. The pressure had increased a thousandfold.

The cops would flood news outlets with his picture, and they’d make it sound as if he was the worst criminal ever to walk the planet. They’d lace every report with warnings to consider him armed and dangerous.

Oh, that it were true. If he had the means to defend himself, maybe he could relax a little.

Nicki asked, “Do you know where we’re going?”

He hadn’t realized that she was awake. When he turned to look at her, he saw that her eyelids were still closed.

“South,” he said. “All the way south. I’ve been thinking about it. My original plan was to hit the Outer Banks and just jump from place to place, but things are a little hotter than I’d hoped.”

“I’m tired of being a prom queen anyway,” she said, her eyes still closed. “Now I’m ready to be Bonnie Parker.”

Brad smiled. “Turning tough, are you? How are you feeling? You don’t look so good.”

Nicki sat up straighter. “I think I’m gonna look worse before I look better, too. I left my meds back in the hotel room.”

Brad’s head shot around to look at her. “All of them?”

She nodded.

“We’ll get you more, then.”

Nicki smiled. “We’ve got time.”

“How much?”

A shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve never done this before. Everything is a matter of degree. I’ll be okay, just a little slow until I get them.”

Brad’s head swam at the notion of finding a replacement prescription. Maybe he really was going to need that gun.

“Don’t sound so panicky,” Nicki said. “Honestly, it’s not a huge deal for a couple of days. Maybe even a week. We really do have time.”

“Then why do you look so bad?”

She laughed and opened her eyes. “Well, let’s just say the last few hours have been more stressful than my average day. If I rest, things will right themselves eventually. The meds just speed things along.”

She kept a careful eye on Brad’s face. This was the part of being with her that he couldn’t have thought about. She was a cripple, not the fun-loving travel companion he’d been looking forward to. She was holding him back—she had to be—and part of her wondered when he was going to just pull over and let her out of the car.

“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Nicki said. “I need to know.”

Brad cleared his throat. “Well, if you really have a couple of days to work with, I was thinking that we could wait till we get down to the Florida Keys. There’s a lady down there, the mother of a guy I knew from the joint. She moved there after her son was killed, but she promised me once that I’d always have a home. From there, I’ll be able to find somebody who can help us. It’s just not practical to go walking into a pharmacy and hold the place up for a prescription, you know? Especially not now, when we’re trying so hard to disappear again. I go to a place like that, and ask for drugs like yours, and then all of a sudden they can track us on the map like we had a homing beacon on the car. I just don’t think—”

“Brad, relax,” she repeated. She hesitated before tossing out the Big Question. “Do you want to drop me off?”

This time, when he looked at her, there was pain in his eyes. Maybe even a little panic. “Why would I want to do that?”

“I don’t want to slow you down. It’s got to be easier for one person to hide than it is for two.”

“Is that what you want?”

“I want to know what you want. It would be easier, wouldn’t it?”

She was shocked to see that his feelings were hurt by her question. She thought she was doing the noble thing.

“Well, yeah, it’s easier, but so what? I’ve done this by myself for a long time. I don’t want to be alone anymore. I don’t want to be without you anymore.”

“But I’m sick.”

“I know that. You gonna be less sick if you’re by yourself?”

Nicki scowled. “You know what I mean. I’m worried that I’m going to keep you from getting away.”

Brad shook his head in wonderment. “You really don’t get it, do you? This is where I was going to, Nicki. You are where I was going to. I never in a million years thought you’d go along with this, but you did. I’m here now, and we’re together, and I’m not going to let a little pressure from the cops change any of that. That’s what I keep telling you. Why won’t you believe me?”

Nicki heard the words but the message didn’t make sense to her. He could have anyone.

“Unless you’re anxious to get away,” he said, mistaking her silence for uncertainty. “Unless you’re scared.”

Nicki scoffed, “I’m dying. I got past scared months ago. When you’ve got no future, I’m not sure what there is to be afraid of.”

Brad smiled. “I couldn’t have put it better myself,” he said.

* * *

Deputy Darla Sweet stepped through the doorway to the Dairy Queen and adjusted her Sam Browne belt, trying to look confident even as she felt awkward as hell. Gisela Hines—the sheriff’s wife—had called her at eight-thirty this morning to request this meeting, and now that she was here, Darla felt that she’d made a terrible mistake. Whatever was going on in the Hines house was strictly a family affair, and the less she knew about it, the happier she’d be.

All the way over here, Darla had recited the words she wanted to use to extricate herself from this mess, but as valiant and strong as they sounded in the car, she knew that she’d never be able to say them aloud. If she had a brain in her head, she would tell Gisela to talk to a counselor, not a cop.

Darla and Gisela had only met once before, at a courthouse Christmas party, but there’d be no problem recognizing her. Born and raised in Panama, Gisela Hines had an exotic beauty about her that set her apart from the heavily cosmeticized locals of her age. Closing in on fifty, her olive skin had the smoothness of a teenager’s, her eyes the dark intensity of a thoroughly lived life.

As Darla scanned the room, she saw Gisela waving from the back right-hand corner. She had a cardboard tray of food in front of her, but seemed not the least bit interested in eating.

“So, how is Jeremy?” Darla asked as she took the bench opposite Gisela. “Last time I saw him, he was expecting a pretty rough time at home.”

Gisela toyed with her meal. “Frank was very angry. They had a terrible argument.” The decades she had spent in this country had worn away all but the slightest trace of an accent.

“An argument or a fight?” Darla remembered the flash of rage.

“Do not think badly of him, please. It is not his fault. He is just a boy.”

Darla was confused. “Don’t think badly of Jeremy?”

“He is a good boy. Used to get good grades, but that Peter Banks, he is a bad influence. I don’t know why he insists on hanging out with such trash. He knows what it must look like. He knows that his father must win elections to have a job.”

Darla’s jaw dropped without her realizing it. “Mrs. Hines, perhaps—”

“Call me Gisela, please.”

“Gisela, are you aware of how close Sheriff Hines came to striking Jeremy yesterday?”

Gisela waved it off as if it were unimportant. “That’s what I am telling you. That is the influence of Peter Banks. That is not Jeremy’s fault.”

“I’m not suggesting that it’s Jeremy’s fault, Gisela. I’m not even sure you and I are talking about the same things. Jeremy is only a boy.”

Now it was Gisela’s turn to look confused. She scoffed, “Jeremy is a young man. He is strong. There is no little boy left.”

“Of course there is,” Darla said, and then she lowered her voice. “He’s only eighteen. Emotionally, he’ll be a boy for another five years.”

“But he knows right from wrong. He should know right from wrong, yet he smokes drugs with his friend. I’m telling you, before Peter Banks came into his life, Jeremy had no problems at all. Good grades, nothing but bright prospects for his baseball scholarship.”

Darla opened her mouth to say something more, but stopped herself. “Mrs. Hines—Gisela—why did you ask me to meet you here?”

The other woman’s gaze broke away from Darla’s. Apparently, they had gotten to the part she wasn’t comfortable with. She took a deep breath and talked to her hands. “Essex is a small town,” she said. “People talk, and this thing that happened yesterday at the park, that is the kind of thing that can be very damaging.” She raised her eyes. “Damaging to Frank, damaging to Jeremy, and even damaging to you.”

An alarm went off in the back of Darla’s head. Was it possible that this little woman with the charming accent was threatening her? She rattled her head, as if to fix a loose connection. “I don’t think I follow what you’re saying.”

Gisela leaned into the table, lowering her voice even more. “I know how cops talk among themselves, how rumors spread a little at a time. You mention something to another deputy, and then he tells his wife, and pretty soon, everybody knows what is happening.”

“You’re afraid that I’m going to tell people about Jeremy?” Darla asked. “Is that what you’re afraid of?”

“It is interesting to talk about, no? It is the kind of thing that might come up in the squad room. Certainly, it’s the kind of thing that the newspapers would like to hear: Sheriff’s son caught in drug ring. I would ask you not to spread that kind of rumor.”

Darla allowed herself a wry chuckle, even though none of this was remotely funny. She leaned back in her seat, away from the table, and ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t know where to begin,” she said. “First of all, none of what happened yesterday could possibly be turned into a rumor, because it’s all true. Jeremy did in fact get caught smoking pot—though I would hesitate to call that a drug ring—and he did in fact get a pass, courtesy of your husband. I presume that’s what you’re worried about, right? The fact that the people of Essex might draw the conclusion that there are different legal standards, depending on who you are?”

Gisela looked ashamed that she had ever brought it up.

“Okay, well, it’s true,” Darla said. “I’ve always known it’s true within the department, but now I know that it’s true on the streets, as well.”

“It is the influence of that other boy,” Gisela said again.

“Who cares, Mrs. Hines? I mean really, at the end of the day, who gives a flying shit why a teenager does something stupid? They all do stupid things. It’s their job. No one cares.”

The other woman looked around and lowered her voice. “My husband has enemies. They will care. They will try to ruin his job.”

Darla wanted to argue the point, but sensed the fruitlessness of it. It had been her experience over the years that parents in power think that their kids are under far more scrutiny than the truly are. “Let’s not forget about the baseball scholarship,” Darla baited. “That’s very important, too.”

“Yes, exactly.” Gisela missed the irony completely.

“Why am I here? What do you want from me? Is it just to be quiet about what I saw yesterday?”

Gisela nodded triumphantly. “Yes, that’s it exactly. I want you to be quiet. To not tell anyone what you saw.”

“What did Sheriff Hines do to Jeremy last night?” Darla intended the question to catch Gisela off balance and it worked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, how badly did he beat him?”

Gisela squirmed in her seat. “My husband does not beat my son,” she said.

“I don’t believe you. I saw for myself how terrified Jeremy was of getting caught yesterday. I saw the fury in his father’s eyes. Does he beat you as well?”

Gisela’s jaw dropped, her face a mask of horror. “How dare you?”

“Tell you what,” Darla said. “I’ll keep quiet about what happened yesterday if you promise to go public about what happened afterward. Is that a deal?”

“I will do no such thing. You have no right to ask such a thing. What happens in our home is private business.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Yet, here we are in a public place, talking about it.”

Gisela took a few beats to gather herself. “Look,” she said, “my husband wants you to know that there are no hard feelings about yesterday.”

Darla’s eyebrows scaled her forehead. “Oh, he does.”

“He wants you to know that there will be no, um, what’s the word?”

“Retaliation?” Darla helped.

“Repercussions. He asked me to talk to you because he thought it would be, um—”

“Inappropriate? Morally wrong?”

“Embarrassing, to say so himself. He reminded me to remind you that he would do the same for you. He calls it professional courtesy.”

“Oh, is that what he calls it?”

Gisela looked confused. “Why are you being so difficult about this?”

“I’m not being difficult,” she said. “I’m being surprised. Aghast. I understand the part about professional courtesy, but to have you do his dirty work for him is appalling.”

Gisela grew even more uncomfortable. “He has a favor to ask of you, also. You are free to say no if you wish—he made that very clear—but he would feel most indebted to you if you would think about it.”

This should be interesting, Darla thought.

Gisela beckoned Darla to lean in closer to the center of the table. “He would appreciate it if you would keep an eye out for this Peter Banks boy. Watch him and wait for him to break the law.”

Darla nodded, feigning a serious expression. “And then shoot him, right?”

There was that horrified look again. “Heavens no! Just arrest him. Take him off the streets, away from Jeremy. Away from other good boys he might lead astray.”

Darla rattled her head again. “Isn’t that a little over the top? Why not just tell Jeremy to stay away from him?”

“We have,” Gisela said. The frustration raised her voice louder than she wanted. “We have told him a thousand times, but he does not listen.”

This was the moment when Darla should have gotten up and walked out of the Dairy Queen, but something drove her to stay. There was a point to be made here, and for whatever reason, she wasn’t able to make the other woman understand. “Suppose I catch Jeremy breaking the law? Do you want me to arrest him, too?”

“That will not be a problem. He has promised.”

“But you told me that he’s promised a thousand times. What makes you think this time is any better?”

Gisela sat back in her bench and fiddled with a napkin, twisting it around her finger. “This time, he is frightened. This time, he understands what he faces if he breaks the law again.”

At one level, this had started to become amusing, even while it remained largely tragic. “Why does it fall to me?” she asked. “There are a lot of deputies here who would do anything to kiss your husband’s ass. Why does it come to Darling Sweetcheeks?”

From the smile, she could tell that Gisela had heard the epithet before. “They are not as loyal as you think,” she said. “They talk too much about too many things. Many do not like my husband. Some might like to run against him one day. The less they know about this, the better.”

“I see. And since I already know the details, I’m the natural choice to terrorize the young man who did nothing more than spend an afternoon with your son.”

Gisela bristled. “He is a bad one, that Peter.”

Darla suppressed a smile. “I keep forgetting. And why doesn’t Sheriff Hines keep his own eye out for Peter?” The question was rhetorical; she already knew the answer. “Under the circumstances, he couldn’t very well be the one to arrest him, could he? In fact, Peter Banks could commit just about any crime he wanted in this town, right under the sheriff’s nose, and not have a problem, isn’t that right? All Peter would have to do is open his mouth to one judge, and any charge would be thrown out. Is that what your husband was thinking?”

Gisela squirmed. “Something like that.”

“But I was there, too.”

“You wanted to arrest them,” Gisela explained. “You do not have the same conflict of—What is the term?”

“Conflict of interest,” Darla said. “And over the course of the last ten minutes, you’ve handed me one hell of a big one.”










June 9

Once I showed them how scared I was they knew they owned me. I’m Chaney’s bitch now. A slave.

I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to kill him. I’m going to kill all of them.

I’ve got to get out of here. One way or the other. I tried to hang myself night before last. Got the sheet tied up high around the bars, got the other end tied around my throat. Couldn’t take the big step. I pussied out.

I don’t know how Chaney has the run of the place at night, but he does when Georgen is on duty. I don’t know how he pays him, or what he pays him, but my cell door slides open and then he’s got me. When he’s done, he walks away and the door closes behind him and then I’m alone. Unless he’s loaned me out.

I’m disgusting.





Chapter Three

By one-thirty, they were deep into North Carolina, feeling their way east and south, obeying every speed limit. They had the top down, and as the wind blew her hair into knots, Nicki thought for sure that she could feel her strength returning, nature’s remedies taking care of nature’s ills.

“I can smell the ocean,” she said.

Brad craned his neck to look at the thickening sky. “Doesn’t look like it’s going to be much of a beach day.”

“Did I ever tell you that I’ve never been to the beach?”

Brad laughed. “About a thousand times.”

“Actually, I knew that,” Nicki said. “That was my hint. Let’s go to the beach.”

“Don’t you think we should get a few more miles behind us?”

“I’m seventeen years old and I’ve never once felt sand between my toes.”

Brad rolled his eyes. “No sandboxes in upstate New York?”

“It’s not the same. Or so I’ve heard. Wouldn’t know myself, because I’ve never been to the beach.”

He looked at her and made his dimples erupt in a smirk. “I can’t believe you’ve never been. Didn’t your friends just hop in a car and go?”

“You’re kidding, right? My ‘friends’”—finger quotes—“are all mindless idiots, and even if they weren’t, there’s no way my father would let me drive that far with other kids.”

Brad regarded her with a scowl, as if he were confused. Then the smile returned. “Hey,” he said. “Let’s grab lunch at the beach.”

“What a great idea!”

“Are we close to Nags Head? Kids at school used to go to Nags Head on spring break.”

Brad shook his head. “We’re close, but I don’t want to go there. That’s actually a pretty busy place. Too many cops. Besides, it’s behind us, and this is a one-way trip.”

“Where, then?”

“The beach is three thousand miles long, Nicki. I think we’ll be able to find a place. There’s a town called Sail Fish, where I went a hundred years ago. It’s not touristy. Got a little drawbridge you’ve got to go over to get into the place. I think it’s got maybe four restaurants altogether, and the people there don’t particularly like visitors.”

“That means they won’t like us,” Nicki said.

Brad laughed. “Nah, we don’t look like visitors.” He lifted one bare foot away from the clutch and showed it to her. “See? No sandals and knee socks. Oh, yeah, and no cameras. We definitely don’t look like visitors.”

Nicki laughed along with him. “How far is Sail Fish?”

He calculated. “Maybe an hour and a half. It’s nearly at the South Carolina border.”

“I’ve got to eat before then,” she said. “Seriously, I’m starving. At least a snack.”

“You okay?” His tone took on a note of concern.

“I’m fine,” she said. “But until I get the meds thing worked out, food and fluids become even more important.” It’s amazing, she thought, how an illness like hers can make even a layman talk like a doctor.

Brad squinted as he tried to make out the writing on the sign up ahead. “Can you read that?”

Nicki squinted, too. It was a green highway sign with white letters on it. “It says, ‘Essex, one mile.’ ”

Brad could see it now, too. “Let’s find something to eat in Essex.”

* * *

The scent of the ocean grew stronger as they turned left at the stop sign, but there was no sign of water. Dense woods surrounded them—mostly towering, skinny pines growing out of the sandy soil. What few houses they saw looked gloomy and unkempt.

Essex was the land of billboard advertising. Nothing particularly eye-catching or original—although she did get a giggle out of the sign for Dirty Dick’s House of Crabs—most of the boards hawked mid-range motels.

“This is a charming community,” Nicki said.

“Anything not built of steel and concrete looks right homey to me,” Brad replied. “I guess this is all people can afford when they make money only five months out of the year.” Brad kept the speedometer hovering around forty-five, just to be safe.

After another three miles, they found themselves approaching a T intersection with Shore Road. Directly in front, just beyond the dunes that frustrated any panoramic view, lay the ocean.

“You want to eat first or see the beach first?” Brad asked.

“Food,” Nicki said. It wasn’t even close.

Brad yanked the steering wheel, and then they were in the parking lot of a Quik Mart store.

“What are you doing?” Nicki asked.

“Stopping for a snack.”

“But this isn’t a restaurant.”

“Because this isn’t a meal.” He perfectly mimicked her tone. He pulled the Sebring around the far corner of the store and stopped on the other side of a Dumpster, out of sight of the road. He wrenched the transmission lever into Park and turned sideways in his seat, drawing one foot under the opposite thigh, forming the figure 4. “And let’s talk about a big problem we have.” He recapped his concerns about losing their new identities, and worse yet, their credit card. “From now on,” he continued, “we’re strictly on a cash basis, and we don’t have a whole hell of a lot of that. Things are likely to be austere for a while until I can come up with more folding money.”

“We’re not stealing in here,” Nicki said. “Okay? Promise that we’re not shoplifting.”

The comment startled a laugh out of Brad. “I don’t think anyone’s ever asked that of me before.”

He opened his door, pausing to slip his sandals back on. “You’re something else, Nicolette,” he said. “You are something else.”

She got out of the car, too, a little more slowly than he. Concern darkened Brad’s face. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. And I’ll kick your ass if you ever ask me that again. You’re sounding like my father.”

He clapped a hand over his heart and staggered back a step. He stopped her just as they got to the door. “Remember, no conversation with the clerk. Minimize eye contact, but always act normal.”

Her scowl mocked his serious tone.

Brad smacked her on the backside and then walked through the glass door.

Funny how being a fugitive changes you. The first thing Nicki noticed as she stepped into the Quik Mart were the two security cameras, one behind the counter, where the clerk was no more interested in eye contact than she was, and one opposite the door. Maybe eighteen years old with a complexion that would benefit from more soap, the clerk was buried chin-deep in a Star Wars novel. He wouldn’t have noticed if Tony Soprano himself walked through those doors. (Yet another thing her father didn’t know was her obsession with the new HBO show about the mafia.)

The cameras unnerved her. That unblinking eye watched everything they did. She hurried to catch up with Brad, who’d gone straight to the refrigerated cases in the back of the store.

“Lunch meats,” he explained, answering her look of curiosity. “Good nutritional value, quick, and cheap. That’s my three basic food groups.”

“Do you see the cameras up there?”

He didn’t look up at them. “Don’t stare.”

“People will see us here.”

“Not if they don’t go looking for us,” he said. “Nobody monitors cameras. They only look at the tapes if there’s a problem and they want to see what happened. In a place this size, they probably record over the same tape day after day. After tomorrow, there won’t even be a record.”

That made sense. It took some of the edge off of Nicki’s concern. “Don’t you wonder about fingerprints?”

He planted his fists on his hips. “Do you think we could talk about this later? What are you eating?”

“I want something salty.”

“Up front,” he said, pointing the way with a nod. “Opposite the register.”

She started that way.

“Oh,” Brad said, stopping her in her tracks.

She turned.

“Try not to look at the camera, okay?” He smiled, knowing that that was exactly what she was likely to do.

The Doritos called out to her. She hated the orange fingers and the rancid breath, but oh, boy, did she love Doritos. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had them. This dying thing was a hell of a cure for an eating disorder.

Outside, just beyond the doors, she saw movement. The suddenness of it startled her, causing her to whip her head around, fearful before she knew why. A man dressed in black pants and a red shirt approached the front door from the parking lot. His gait frightened her, the way he pivoted his head from side to side, as if worried that he might be seen. When the guy yanked down the front of a winter ski mask to conceal his face, she understood why. His other hand held a pistol. Before a scream could form in her throat, the door exploded open and the man brought his gun up and leveled it at Mr. Star Wars’s face.

Nicki turned to run, but the assailant stiff-armed her, planting the heel of his hand into her breastbone, and sending her tumbling back into the Twinkies and Ho Hos.

“Stay the hell away from me!” he barked. The hand with the gun appeared to be trembling.

The clerk behind the counter didn’t move. His jaw dropped to his chest and his face paled as his eyes focused on the barrel of the gun.

“Don’t look at me, you fucking moron,” the robber growled. “Give me the cash from the drawer. You want to die?”

The clerk jumped as if poked with a cattle prod, dropping his novel to the floor and putting his hands in the air, high over his head, a parody of an old Western.

“Money,” the attacker repeated. “Put your hands down and give me the fucking money.”

“W-we don’t have much,” the clerk stammered. He looked scared to death.

“Stick your hand in the drawer, asshole. Grab what you’ve got, put it in a bag, and get down on the ground. If you even think of tripping an alarm I’ll blow your head off.”

Nicki had never been so terrified. She’d never seen the business end of a gun before, and she’d never seen anyone willing to commit murder. When she tried to get up from the mess of collapsed shelving and scattered groceries, the masked man unleashed a kick that nailed her in the ribs.

“I told you to stay the fuck where you are!” he spat.

The pain exploded through Nicki’s chest, making her wonder if maybe he’d shot her anyway.

“Please don’t,” she sobbed. “Please don’t hurt me.”

But the robber had already turned his attention back to the clerk, who was frantically scooping money out of the drawer and stuffing it into a plastic shopping bag.

She’d forgotten all about Brad, thoughts of survival pushing everything else out of the way. So when she saw him moving up behind her assailant, it was all she could do to keep from yelling out his name. He moved like those ninja warriors she’d seen on television, slowly closing the distance.

The assailant sensed it, though. When Brad was still five feet away—a good two feet farther than he needed to be for a decisive strike—the gunman turned. Nicki screamed.

Brad rushed the attacker like a linebacker, hitting hard, somewhere in the midsection. An explosion rocked the Quik Mart as the gun discharged, triggering another scream from Nicki. She tried to roll out of the way of the fight, but the driving force of Brad’s tackle sent both men hurling straight for her. She covered her head with her arms, and grunted as they fell on her hard.

Brad was yelling, too, and like Nicki, his words didn’t make sense. It was a roar of frenzied anger, and after the first two seconds, it became clear that the robber didn’t have a chance.

Brad cocked his fist and fired it into the gunman’s face. Nicki could feel the impact reverberate all the way down to her. “Drop the gun!” Brad commanded, and he leveled another bone-crushing blow to the face.

The gunman made a high-pitched squealing sound as the blows found their marks, and as he rolled away, across the white linoleum floor, Nicki noticed that he left a bloody smear. The gun clattered to the floor and Brad made a dive for it, executing a shoulder roll to come back to his knee, with the gun leveled at the attacker, who himself had found his feet.

“Freeze or you’re dead,” Brad commanded.

The attacker stood there, saying nothing, drooling blood through tight weave of his woolen mask.

“Hands,” Brad commanded. “I want to see hands.” The gun looked different in Brad’s hands than it did in the robber’s.

The attacker made that high-pitched squeal again, then without a word, he spun and ran for the door, not even slowing as he charged out into the steadily darkening day.

“Stop, goddammit!” Brad yelled, and he threw the weapon at the door.

“What are you doing?” Nicki said. “Shoot him!”

“The goddamn thing is empty. He was robbing the place with an unloaded gun.”

But it wasn’t unloaded. She’d heard it fire. Her ears still rang from the noise of it. Movies and television couldn’t come close to capturing the heavy percussion of a gunshot up close. Even firecrackers couldn’t touch it, and she’d detonated some hellacious firecrackers in her time.

As her hearing returned, she watched Brad struggle with his temptation to chase after the gunman to get even with him. The look she saw in his face—in his eyes—was one that she’d never seen before, not in him, and not in anyone else. It was a look of sheer rage, the emotion raw and unfiltered. She saw it in the set of his jaw, too, and the way the ridge over his eye was bleeding, but he clearly had not yet noticed.

“Are you okay, Brad?”

“Son of a bitch is out of his mind. What the hell was he thinking? I shoulda broken his neck when I had a chance. I went for the gun instead. Goddammit!”

The new Brad frightened her a little, and as he brought his gaze around to her, he seemed to realize it. “Oh, Jesus, Nicki, are you all right?” He hurried over to help her stand.

“I’m fine, I think,” she said.

“I’m going after him,” Brad said. He started for the door.

“No, don’t. Please,” Nicki said. “Just let it go. Nobody’s hurt, so just—”

What was that?

It was an odd sound, a hissing, gurgling sound that made her skin pucker. Brad heard it too, and together they turned toward the cash register, where the young kid with the paperback was nowhere to be seen.

“Oh, shit,” Brad breathed.

“What?”

He pulled on her arm. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”

She jerked away. “No. What is it?” She moved closer to the counter, frightened of what she might see, even as she knew that it could be nothing else.

“We don’t have time for this,” Brad said.

When she got close enough to the counter to see the horrors it concealed, she clapped a hand over her mouth to contain her scream.

The clerk—she could see now from his name tag that his name was Chas—lay sprawled on the white linoleum floor, half-sitting against the far wall of the clerk’s space, a human island in a lake of blood that continued to spread at a horrifying rate from a gaping wound in his throat. “Oh, my God!” Nicki gasped. “Oh, Jesus, he’s dead.”

As if to prove her wrong, Chas tried to lift his hands to his wound, only to find that his arms were too heavy.

“Oh, Brad, what are we going to do?”

Brad pulled on her arm again. “We’re getting the hell out of here.”

“We can’t,” she said, again pulling away. “He’s hurt. We have to call an ambulance.”

“He’s not hurt, Nicki, he’s dead. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

Nicki couldn’t believe he said that. She moved around the end of the counter to enter the clerk’s space and get closer. The metallic smell of his blood—redder and thicker than any blood she’d ever seen before—turned her stomach. She ignored the pain in her swollen knees as she leaned in close to him.

The boy’s eyes—a brilliant green—were windows to his terror. “Brad, call 911,” Nicki said.

“Are you out of your mind?” he hissed. “We can’t do that.”

“We have to. Look at him.”

From a wound somewhere near Chas’s collar, blood spewed in an irregular fan with each beat of his heart, cascading down his already-soaked shirt to get lost in the mess that was his pants. His eyes locked with Nicki’s, even as the light in them faded. He reached for her, but again, the effort was just too much. His hand made a slapping sound when it landed in the lake of accumulating gore.

Without thinking, Nicki reached for it, enfolded it in her own. “I’m here, Chas,” she said.

It wasn’t the first time she’d watched someone die. In a strange, twisted way, it was easier to watch her mother slip away. At least then, the owner of the hand she held knew that it was a gesture of love. Here, Chas seemed to know that it was a gesture of pity, and that made all the difference in the world. His eyes begged for her to do something—anything—that would make things better.

“I’m so sorry,” Nicki said. “I’m so, so sorry.” She fought the urge to tell him that everything would be all right. It was what people who knew better liked to say, and she knew how much it pissed her off when people did it to her.

Panic sparked in those green eyes. Tears welled up.

Nicki found herself back in the hospital room with her mother—or the emaciated shell that pretended to be her mother—begging her to stay, even as the electronic monitors and the gentle whispers from the nurses and doctors all told her that that was impossible. She remembered the uselessness of her mother’s fight to stay with Nicki, to answer her prayers.

“It’s a better place,” she said softly to Chas. “There’s no pain, and people are always nice to you. Just let yourself—”

“All y’all freeze right where you are!”

Nicki and Brad both jumped at the sound of the new voice and looked up to see an old man—probably all of eighty years old—staring down at her from the back of the counter, a huge automatic pistol gripped tightly in his fist.

“Leave that boy alone.” Then he saw the carnage. “Oh, sweet mother of Jesus—”

This time, there was nothing stealthy or quiet about Brad’s move. He just launched on the old man, pushing him hard with his left hand, and then dropping him with a single punch to his face. Nicki yelled at the suddenness of it, the viciousness of it. “Brad! My God!”

Brad bent over and came up with the old man’s gun, which he stuffed into the waist band of his chinos. “Come on, we gotta get outta here.”

It was all happening too fast. Nicki didn’t know what to do, what to think. All she knew was the panic welling up from somewhere deep inside.

“We’ve got to go now. He’s probably already called the cops. Maybe set off an alarm.”

“Where did he come from?”

Brad rolled his eyes, which were growing hotter by the second. “Who the hell cares? He came from the back room, okay? He must have been back there the whole time. Now, let’s get out of here.”

“But what about him?” she asked, pointing to Chas.

“Look at him,” Brad said.

She did. The light in those green eyes had extinguished. They were dolls’ eyes now, staring at forever.

“He’s dead,” Brad said. This time, his tone was softer.

“And him?” She gestured toward the old man, who lay somewhere out of her sight on the other side of the counter.

“I didn’t hit him that hard. He’ll be okay. Now, come on.”

It was as if she were frozen in place. Should she stay or go?

“The cameras saw it all, Nicki,” Brad said, reading her thoughts. “You’ve got no reason to stay. Nothing you say can add anything to what they’ll be able to see on the tape. Decide now. Yes or no. I can’t stay.” He seemed to vibrate with anxiety to get the hell out of there.

It was too much. There were too many sides to consider all at once. This wasn’t the kind of decision that you just made and walked away from. The ramifications were enormous. A boy was killed, for God’s sake. This was all wrong. Wrong with a capital W. She’d somehow wandered through Alice’s looking glass, and the whole world as she’d come to know it was all twisted and distorted.

Brad started for the door. “Bye, Nicki,” he said. “I love you.”

“Wait!” she called after him. “I’m coming!”










June 25

Honest to God, I’m going to kill Chaney. Even if I die trying, I’m going to kill him. I’ve got a plan. I know a way to get a knife past the metal detectors. I’ve tried it twice—once leaving the kitchen and then on the way back in. Killing him will be the easy part. Living for more than thirty seconds afterward is a little tricky. That’s okay, though, as long as Chaney’s dead.





Chapter Four

Darla Sweet was still a block away from the Quik Mart when she marked on the scene, speaking quickly and then tossing the mike onto the passenger seat. Heavy raindrops began to spatter the windshield of her cruiser.

Without dropping a beat, the dispatcher acknowledged, “On the scene, Unit six-oh-four at fourteen thirteen hours. Give us a situation report first chance you get.”

No, I’m going to keep all the details to myself, Darla didn’t say. A shooting! Part of her didn’t believe it. Shootings didn’t happen in Essex, at least not like this. Not in a robbery. Occasionally, a couple of goobers would get into an argument that blew out of proportion, but an armed robbery? That just didn’t happen here.

Besides, this was old Ben Maestri’s place. A nicer old man never walked the face of the planet. It was beyond her imagination that anyone would want to do him any harm. An alcoholic and a gambler, he’d fallen on hard times, Darla had been told, but even when the folks in town gossiped about that, it was always with a tone of pity, not disgust. She prayed silently that she wouldn’t find him dead on the floor.

As she slid her cruiser to a halt outside the windows of the Quik Mart, she imagined the voices of her instructors at the academy. She knew all about waiting for backup and about tactical approaches, but this was Essex, where the nearest backup might be ten minutes away, and the nearest tactical unit was easily an hour beyond that. As her right hand threw the transmission into Park, she threw the door open with her left, leaving it gaping as she pulled her revolver and ran full-speed through the front doors.

“Sheriff’s Office!” she yelled, her weapon extended at arm’s length.

“Here!” someone yelled. “Oh, God, here, behind the counter!”

Her senses buzzing with premonitions of a trap, Darla eased forward far enough to peek over the counter to see the bloody mess on the floor behind. An old man and a teenager both sat on the linoleum, smeared with blood.

“Please help,” the old man said. He seemed to be crying, even as his face showed emptiness of both color and expression. Besides the blood that coated the floor, another thin stream flowed from a gash just below the old man’s eye.

Darla holstered her weapon and hurried around to the open end of the counter, nearly losing her balance when she hit the blood slick. She thumbed the mike on her epaulette. “Six-oh-four to Central, we have a confirmed critical GSW and another unidentified injury. Start two rescue units this way, and expedite backup. I’ll be ten-seven rendering aid.” Then, to the old man, she said, “Where are you hit?”

Old Ben just looked at her, uncomprehending. “How could they do something like this?” The odor of booze wafted off of him.

“I said, where are you hit?” Feeling for a pulse on Chas’s neck, she found the gaping hole and realized instantly the seriousness of the boy’s wound. It didn’t matter what was wrong with the old man; the kid was worse off, and therefore first on her list. Pulling the kid away from the wall by his feet, she caused him to slip backward onto the floor, where his head impacted with a terrible thud. Darla keyed the mike one more time. “Six-oh-four to central, I’m beginning CPR.”

With Chas now supine and staring, Darla lifted his jaw toward the ceiling, further exposing the gristly wound that gaped just above his collar. She pinched his nose shut while pressing her opened mouth onto his and blew. She’d recertified on this procedure six times now, and she still couldn’t remember the sequence of events. She blew four quick breaths into his mouth, producing a terrible gurgling sound from the wound. At that instant, she realized that it was all a lost cause. With the trachea punctured, the air she blew would only make it as far as the hole, uselessly blowing a bloody fog against her cheek, but never reaching his lungs. Still, she had to try.

If she kept going, his chances rose to some tiny sliver of a percent above zero; if she stopped, he wouldn’t even have that. Either way, she sensed that the taste of his blood would never go away.

Darla crossed her palms the way she’d been instructed, found the kid’s xiphoid process, where the ribs came together just below the breastbone, and she started chest compressions. One-and, two-and, three-and . . . All the way to fifteen, and then she moved back up for another mouthful of blood. She didn’t realize that a person could have so much blood.

“Do you think you can help me here?” she asked the old man, but he just continued to stare.

“I don’t believe it,” he whispered. “I just don’t believe this is happening.”

He was useless. Where the hell was the ambulance?

As the cycle switched from ventilations to compressions for the tenth or maybe fifteenth time, Darla paused long enough to vomit up the burger she’d had for lunch, adding a bit of herself to the unspeakable mess on the linoleum. It went like that forever, maybe minutes, maybe the better part of an hour. Ventilations, compressions, ventilations, compressions, puke.

Finally, in the distance, she heard the approach of sirens. The sound peaked, and then she heard the ping of the front door opening and the squeal of feedback as Sheriff Hines spoke into his radio. “Six-oh-one’s on the scene.”

“Sheriff!” Darla called. “Give me a hand!”

“What the hell are you doing, Deputy?”

The tone of the sheriff’s voice startled her. She’d expecting something more urgent, something more congratulatory, perhaps. “CPR,” she said. Like this wasn’t obvious?

“Stop,” Hines commanded.

Darla assumed she’d heard wrong and kept going. You don’t stop CPR until you’re exhausted or until the patient is pronounced dead. They’d said that a hundred times in the class.

“I said stop, goddammit,” Hines growled. “Jesus, look what you’re doing to the crime scene. What, did you miss the lecture on preserving evidence?”

Was he out of his mind? Darla stared at the sheriff in disbelief. “I’m supposed to let him die?”

“He’s dead. Look at him. He’s purple. He’s got a huge hole in his throat and he’s bled out a gallon of blood. How dead do you want him to be?”

Darla understood the words, but the message eluded her. Why was the sheriff angry when he should have been writing up a citation for her heroic efforts?

“Come on, Deputy, enough already! Now! Stop.”

She stopped. And for the first time, she got a good look at what the sheriff was seeing. Chas’s mouth and nose were purple under the smear of gore, as were the tips of his fingers. She’d been so focused on saving his life that she’d lost sight of the fact that there was no life left to save. The futility of it all brought tears to her eyes.

The sheriff looked at her as if she smelled bad. He planted his fists on his hips and gestured toward the door with a jerk of his head. “Go on, get outta there. Step outside and get some air. Try not to step on more evidence than you have to.” Outside, they could hear the approach of more sirens, and the distinctive rattle of a fire truck’s Jake brake. Hines triggered another squeal of feedback as he told the dispatcher to put fire and rescue back in service. “We have a confirmed DOA here.”

“What about him?” Darla asked, pointing to the mouse that was growing under Ben Maestri’s eye.

“You need an ambulance, Ben?” the sheriff asked.

The old man shook his head. Neither his eyes nor his mind seemed able to focus.

“Bad day to be drunk, Ben,” Hines said, his tone dripping with disgust. “Darla, take him out with you and see if you can get some information from him. I’ll see what I can put together in here.”

“They’ve got cameras,” Darla said.

“Is that what those are? Come on, take custody of him.”

Darla helped the old man to his feet and led him back around the corner. She was nearly to the door when the sheriff called her name.

“You are functional, aren’t you?”

She took the question as an insult. “I assure you that I am fully functional.” She leaned on the word to demonstrate her annoyance.

“Don’t say yes if you mean no, Deputy. Tell me if you’re too shaken up to do your job.”

“I’m fine.”

The sheriff seemed satisfied. “Okay, then I’ve got an order for you. I want you to keep everybody out of this place unless I say specifically that they can come in, you understand? The crime scene is already a mess, and I don’t need any more tourists.”

Anger boiled in her gut, causing her cheeks to flush. “What about the crime scene detectives from the State PD, can I let them in?”

Sheriff Hines’s jaw set. “Don’t be a wiseass, Deputy. You know what I meant. Now, get Ben the hell out of here.”

* * *

Once outside, in the fresh air, the old man seemed to find himself again. They sat on the hood of Darla’s cruiser, trying their best to ignore the bustle around them. Deputy Jackson Ryan arrived from the south end of town and made himself busy stretching crime-scene tape around the entire perimeter of the building.

The state boys had announced their interest in the case, and had promised to respond to the scene as soon as they had personnel available, but it was a pretty good bet that they’d take their sweet time. It was a robbery, after all, not a serial killing, and given the tumultuous nature of Sheriff Hines’s past dealings with the North Carolina State Police, Darla didn’t expect anyone in that organization to put themselves out too much on behalf of the Essex Sheriff’s Department.

“Sheriff Hines won’t be askin’ nobody for nothin’,” Ryan said as he listened to the radio traffic. “If he does, you’d best check to see how deep the snow is in hell.”

Ryan was a good man to have around if you needed to arrest a drunken football player, but for anything requiring more brain than brawn, he was the perfect choice for stretching crime-scene tape.

“It was two kids,” Ben repeated, sounding annoyed as Darla kept pushing him for details. “That much I’m sure of.”

“You saw them?”

“I was as close to them as I am to you. I tried to stop them, but they took my gun.” He explained his encounter as well as he could, clearly trying to avoid the mental image of the wounded boy.

“Did they say anything?” Darla asked.

“Honey, he cold-cocked me the second he saw me. If they said anything, I didn’t hear it. Leastways, I didn’t pay attention.” As he spoke, he rubbed the spot on his cheek where the blood had already begun to scab over.

“But you actually saw them shoot your clerk.”

“His name was Chas,” Ben said. “He was a fine young man. Wanted to go to Chapel Hill.”

“That was the clerk?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And did you actually see these robbers shoot him?”

Ben hesitated before answering. “Yes, ma’am, I as much as saw them rob the store.”

Darla cocked her head. “What does that mean, you as much as saw them? Did you see them or not?”

“I saw them going through his pockets, trying to rob him, too.”

The deputy tried to settle the wave of frustration. “Can you try not to get ahead of me, please, and just answer the question I’ve asked?”

“I’m trying to, Deputy.” The old man looked close to tears.

She settled herself. “I know you are. Try not to think about what happened after the shots were fired. Tell me what happened before that.”

Ben Maestri’s gaze shifted again. He looked embarrassed.

“What’s wrong?” Darla pressed.

“I was in the back room,” he said. “I was in the restroom.”

“Going to the bathroom?” Ordinarily, Darla would not have asked that as a follow-up, but the old man’s hesitation told her that the location was about more than standard bodily functions.

“Life’s been kinda stressful,” Ben said. “The store’s not doing so well, and even with a really terrific summer, I’m not sure that we can pull everything out.”

Darla waited a couple of seconds for the rest of it, but he seemed to think that he was done. “Ben? What are you telling me?”

He closed his eyes and gave himself up to the detail that he hated to admit. “Sometimes, when life is just too much for me, I treat myself to a couple of drinks back there.”

Darla wasn’t sure she understood. “In the bathroom?”

“I’m supposed to be on the wagon,” he said. His posture demonstrated his shame.

“You were in the bathroom so no one could see you.”

He nodded. “Exactly.”

“And how much have you treated yourself today?” Darla worked to stifle her smile. The way he smelled, everyone within a block of the old man would know that he’d been hitting the bottle. She’d been expecting something far more dramatic.

Another sigh. “More than I should have. Four drinks, maybe five.”

“Whiskey?”

“Bourbon. I can handle it, though. I got a liver made of steel.”

Soon to be concrete, she didn’t say. This was disappointing news. Not because old Ben Maestri had fallen off the wagon, or even that he hadn’t witnessed the shooting, but because every word of his testimony would be second-guessed later in a courtroom.

“So, what did you see?” Darla asked.

“I heard the gunshot,” Ben said, “and I knew right away what was happening. I called 911 from the desk in the back room, and I grabbed my Sig from the drawer, and I went out there. I was surprised as hell to see that the robber was a little bitty thing of a girl. I told her to move away, and then bam! I got blindsided by the other one. A guy, but don’t ask me what he looked like. Most of what I saw of him looked like a fist.”

Ben’s eyes drifted off again. “How can people do things like that? He was so young. Such a nice young man.”

Darla agreed. Such a waste. The cash drawer was already open, for heaven’s sake. Why did they have to kill the kid, too?

“Did you keep a gun out there at the register, Ben?” she asked. “Do you think maybe Chas tried to defend himself?”

Ben shook his head. “That boy never harmed a soul in his whole life. God bless it, if I’d known that there was even a remote chance that something like this might happen, I’d have never—”

“Wait!” Darla exclaimed. Holy shit, could it be this easy? “Two teenagers, right? A boy and a girl?”

“I already told you, I didn’t hear—”

Darla didn’t wait for him to finish the thought. It didn’t matter. She dashed around to the front seat of her cruiser and reached in for the clipboard that was forever propped in the center console. She had it in her hand when she came back to Ben. “We got word this morning on a couple of runaways,” she explained. “Now I’m going to show you a picture, and I want you to look at it carefully. If you—”

“That’s them!” Ben declared. He could see it already from his oblique angle on the clipboard. “That’s them, I swear to God. Oh, Jesus, that’s the two I saw.”

The old man’s outburst startled her. “I know you’re anxious for the killers to be caught,” she said, hoping to settle him down, “but it’s important for you to take your time with this.”

“I don’t have to take my goddamn time, missy. I know who I saw, and this is them.”

Darla thought of asking him one more time, but the look of exasperation told her that he was as sure as anyone could be.

“We got this on the wire this morning,” Darla explained. “We’re halfway home.” As she spoke, she walked toward the front doors.

Jackson Ryan yelled, “Hey! You can’t go in there!” But she’d already pulled it open.

The door pinged as she walked through, and she was surprised to see the sheriff leaning against the counter, his expression vacant, clearly unnerved. He looked up at the sound of the bell and growled, “I thought I told you to stay out of here.”

“Are you okay, Sheriff?”

He glared at her. “Don’t try to mother me, Deputy. Even my mother didn’t enjoy the experience.”

“You just look kinda—”

“There’s no videotape in the recorder, okay?” It sounded as if he’d intended to shout the words, but couldn’t muster the energy. “I got a dead boy on my hands, and the one good shot we had at catching his killer was screwed up because a drunk old man was too lazy to load his damn security machine.”

“We won’t need it.” Darla started to take a step closer as she announced the news, but stopped as Chas Delphin’s corpse came into view. “I got a positive ID from Ben. It’s those runaway kids who came over the wire this morning.” She checked the clipboard again. “Brad Ward, aka Brad Dougherty, and Nicolette Janssen. She’s from upstate New York, he’s from Michigan.”

Sheriff Hines looked confused as he processed the information through his head. “That’s awfully fast, Deputy. Are you sure that Ben knows what he’s talking about?”

“I showed him the pictures, and he was certain. Aggressively certain. I think these are our perps, Sheriff.”

Hines still did not seem convinced. In fact, he seemed kind of lost, as if he’d checked out of reality.

Darla continued, “Ben told me that the killers were rifling through Chas’s pockets. Maybe they left some prints behind. If we can get a positive hit from that, then we’re home free. We don’t even need the video.”

Sheriff Hines considered that, and a smile blossomed on his face. “You’re right,” he said. “If we can put some known fugitives here on the scene, then we’ve got all the evidence we need, don’t we?”

“Exactly.”

“Yes,” he said. “That’s really very good, isn’t it? That’s excellent, in fact.” The smile became a grin. “Okay, Darla, here’s what I want you to do. Get the information out on the net that these escapees are murderers and that they’re expected to be in the area. Have Deputy Jackson bring me the fingerprint kit out of the trunk of my cruiser and we’ll get to work on that part of it.”

“You want me to put in a request for the State PD crime lab?”

Hines gave her a look. “This one’s ours, Deputy,” he said. “Even a hick backwoods sheriff like me knows how to lift a fingerprint.”

Darla understood the subtext: This was an election year, and given the events of the past couple of days—not to mention the faltering economy, the drop-off in tourist dollars, and all the other crap that led voters to seek changes in November—it wouldn’t harm Sheriff Frank Hines one bit to have a solid success on his record.

“Okay,” Darla said. “I figure they’ve got a twenty-, thirty-minute head start at best. There’s a good chance we can close this one today.”

The sheriff smiled. “Good work, Deputy,” he said. “Damn good work.”

Those were words that Darla Sweet never thought she’d hear, uttered by a man who did not speak them easily. The warmth they brought surprised her. “Oh, and listen, Sheriff,” she said, stopping when she was halfway to the door and turning to face him. “I spoke to your wife this morning—”

Hines waved her off. “I’m sorry about that. It never should have happened.”

“That’s okay, really. I just wanted you to know that there’s nothing for you to worry about.”

The sheriff gave a tired smile. “Darla, I’ve got a son experimenting with drugs in an election year. He’s been gifted with a pitching arm that he’s not interested in using, and he’s solidly on the path that’s going to keep him from ever escaping this little burg. I’ve got plenty to worry about. But it’s my problem, not yours. I just panicked a little, is all.”

She didn’t know what to say. Suddenly, she’d become one of the sheriff’s confidants. “I think anyone would, under the circumstances. I put myself in your circumstance and—”

“Don’t,” he interrupted. “Don’t put yourself in my head, Deputy. I don’t want you there. What I want is for you to get your ass out on the street and find the bastards who did this.”

She’d pushed too hard. “You got it,” she said. “I’ll get right on it.” She ignored the urge to apologize.

“And Deputy? Make it clear that these are heartless killers, okay? Make it clear that they shot and killed an unarmed teenager just to get a few dollars out of the till. Make sure that responding officers react accordingly.”

Darla scowled. “Accordingly?”

“If there’s more blood to be spilled, I want it to be theirs.”





Chapter Five

On its best day, Interstate 95 was ugly. Parts of it were less ugly than others, but from origin to terminus, it was thousands of miles of monotony broken only by the occasional view of open road. In this weather, with the rain falling in sheets, it was an exercise in white-knuckle driving. The worst problem was the spray from the tractor trailers, which rendered Carter’s windshield nearly opaque.

Carter hoped he wasn’t being foolish driving all this distance without knowing where he was going. How did he know he wasn’t heading in exactly the wrong direction? Sure, the smart money said that Brad and Nicki were probably heading for the beach, but who was to say that the terrible weather hadn’t scared them off toward an entirely different compass point? Who was to say that they weren’t still hanging around Brookfield, waiting for the heat to disappear?

No one could say anything for sure, but motion was better than sitting still. Carter wondered when the pressure would make him implode.

When he was a younger man, Carter harbored dreams of suburban contentment. Unlike so many in the office of the district attorney, he had no designs on wealth or fame or political advancement. He was what he’d come to realize was the last of a dying breed—a public servant whose chief sense of gratification came from serving the public. He took pride in putting bad guys behind bars.

The whole idea was to have a plain vanilla life, sweet but ordinary. The linchpin, though, was always the family. God knew he loved Jenny, and Jenny knew it, too. In retrospect, he wasn’t at all sure that he could say the same about Nicki. He’d left far too many of the child-rearing chores to her mother, always promising to make it right just as soon as he crossed the next hurdle.

But the hurdles never ended. Somehow, in mere moments, seventeen years had passed, and he was all alone, struggling to temper bonds with his daughter that should have been forged when she was a toddler.

Every time he thought that life had gotten as bad as it possibly could, he discovered that there was no bottom to the well of badness. Honest to God, he just didn’t know how much more of this he could take.

“Get a grip,” he told himself, embarrassed that he’d spoken aloud. Who was he to feel sorry for himself, when Nicki was staring down the tunnel at her own death? It was terrible, he knew, but more and more he’d come to think of Jenny and Nicki as the lucky ones. For them, the pain had stopped, or soon would. For Carter, the misery and loneliness had no foreseeable expiration date.

The bungled transplant call was the end of the line for Carter. It was the goal for which he and Nicki had focused everything for so long, and when the call finally came, he’d allowed himself to smile.

Then, when the heart and lungs were ripped from their hands, it was as if his soul had been ripped from his body. There was nothing left anymore. There was no hope. When he replayed the details of last night’s argument in his head—no, wait, that was two nights ago, wasn’t it?—he found that the specific words were gone, evaporated from his mind into the cloud of so many similar screaming matches. But the desperation in Nicki’s voice remained etched forever in every synapse: All she wanted was to be normal.

Even in the panicky, giddy ride to the hospital for her transplants, her nervous chatter had dealt not with life in its metaphysical form, but in terms of being able to go to college next year, with a specific eye on spring break. This, from a girl who’d never attended anything close to a spring break.

Carter hated himself for never having taken his daughter to the beach himself. She had in fact seen it several times, en route to Italy one year and to Disney World another, but she’d never touched it. Neither Carter nor Jenny were all that fond of the water, and together, they’d justified their dismissal of a beach vacation by telling Nicki that she had a whole lifetime in which to make up for lost time at the beach.

A whole lifetime. My ass.

The ring of his cell phone brought Carter back to the here and now. He pulled it from the clip on his belt and flipped it open. “Janssen.”

“Hello, Carter, this is Warren Michaels. I’ve got some troubling news for you.”

As he listened, it was all Carter could do to keep his vehicle on the road.

* * *

The sky was the color of lead. Brad and Nicki didn’t make it five miles down Shore Road before heavy drops started to hammer the windshield. Three minutes after that, the skies erupted. Rain fell in torrents. They had no choice but to pull to the side of the road and stretch the fabric top over the Sebring. It was time they could ill afford, but necessary. Brad told himself that the rain gave them a reason to have the windows up, and therefore be less noticeable.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said when they were on the road again. Nicki hadn’t said three words since they’d left the Quik Mart, and the silence made the whole nightmare even worse. His comment drew a numb gaze. “A boy was killed,” he said, “and we witnessed it, and we need to do something about it. Is that close?”

He was right on the money.

“Well, listen. That’s not our problem. If we’d come into that place ten minutes sooner or ten minutes later, we wouldn’t even be giving it a second thought. That poor bastard would still be dead, and we’d still be on our way to Florida. It was a coincidence, okay? A random happening. You can’t sacrifice your future because some asshole you never met fired a gun.”

“But he’s dead,” Nicki said. No matter how many times she tried to wrap her mind around it, the concept seemed too large. Dead was forever.

“We’re all gonna die sooner or later.” Brad looked at Nicki, a long enough take that she began to worry about him seeing the road. “We’re in the sooner category, know what I mean? So was the kid in the store. Christ, I don’t even know his name.”

“Chas,” Nicki said. “Short for Charles, I guess.”

Brad brought his eyes back around to the road. “Well, Chas just drew a low number. That sucks, but I wasn’t holding the hat he drew from. Us staying free for a while won’t bring him back. All it will do is keep us free.”

Nicki couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Don’t you even care?”

“Of course I care.”

Nicki pounded her thigh with her palm. “We should have done something!”

Brad flashed anger, and then his features softened. “You did do something, Nicki. You held his hand and stroked his head and made sure that he didn’t die alone. You made sure that somebody noticed his pain, and you eased him over to whatever lies on the other side. You did everything that could have been done.”

Nicki looked at him, shocked.

“I care, Nicki. I really do. But he’d be no less dead if we’d hung around there. Don’t you understand that? It’d be different if we were patching his wound, or keeping him from bleeding to death or doing CPR or something. But dead plus one minute is the same as dead plus fifty years. We had to leave.”

“What about the old guy?” Nicki asked.

“What about him?”

“He thinks that we did the shooting.”

“All the more reason to get the hell out of there,” Brad said. “The tape will show it wasn’t us. That’ll be the first thing the cops look at, and when they see what happened, you’ll be off the hook. I, on the other hand, will be one giant step closer to getting nailed again.”

They fell silent. Nicki couldn’t clear the image of the dead boy out of her mind.

“Do you want me to drop you off and go it alone?” Brad asked.

Nicki looked at him, surprised. “No.”

“It’s getting a lot hotter than you signed on for,” he added. “I just thought—Well, I want you to know there’s no hard feelings if you want to just bag it. For you, this is like spring break. For me, it’s life and death. If they get too close—” He cut himself off before he said something he might regret.

The spring break line pissed her off. “Jesus, Brad, I’m dying. That’s not exactly a vacation.”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” he said. “I just meant that the stakes are different for you. If this all goes to shit, you get to go home. I don’t exactly have that option.”

Nicki’s gut seized with the tone of his voice. There was a finality to it, a subtext that terrified her. “What are you saying?”

Brad returned his eyes to the road. “Forget it.”

“No, I won’t forget it. What are you telling me?”

“I’m telling you exactly what I said. I’m not going back to prison.”

“Neither am I.”

Brad kept his eyes on the road as he said, “It’s not the same.”

There it was again. “So, what, you’re going to kill yourself if the cops get too close?”

He didn’t answer.

“That’s crazy, Brad. That’s totally insane.”

She saw the muscles in his jaw flex as he worked to swallow anger. “You haven’t been there, Nicki. You don’t know.”

“Oh, I think I have a pretty good idea.”

“Well, you’re wrong,” he snapped. “You think that because you’re sick, you’ve got the shittiest deal in the world. Trust me. It can get a lot worse than that.”

“Spoken like somebody who has a life ahead of him,” Nicki said. It was one of the most powerful lines in her repertoire, guaranteed to shut down an argument, the one verbal thrust for which there was no parry.

But Brad didn’t back down. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, I’m already dead. Don’t you get it? My clock started ticking the second I walked out of prison. It’s just a matter of time. There is no transplant that can prolong anything for me. Today, tomorrow, next week, one way or the other, I’m dead.”

“But you can’t do that,” Nicki argued. “It’s too . . .” She struggled for the right word. “Easy.”

Brad laughed. “If it were easy, I’d have done it by now. I’d have done it after my first week in the joint. Killing yourself might be a lot of things, but easy isn’t one of them.”

Nicki opened her mouth to speak, then shut it again. What was there to say?

“And you’re a fine one to talk about easy. If you believed the crap you’re slinging you’d be in a hospital, squeezing out every drop of hope. Yet, here you are.”

The words hit Nicki hard. She’d never thought about this adventure with Brad being a weird kind of extended suicide pact. Now that she did think about it, she didn’t like it at all. “It doesn’t matter for me,” she said. “I’ve got a year. Maybe. At best. It might as well be a week or a second. You could have another fifty, seventy-five years ahead of you.”

Brad scowled. “I think you really think that’s a good thing.” He looked at her. “I’m twenty-two years old, Nicki. Do you realize that if the State of Michigan has its way, I’ll be forty-six before I even get my first parole hearing? And nobody ever gets out on their first hearing. I can’t do that. I can’t.”

“Won’t,” Nicki corrected.

He shrugged. “Okay, I won’t spend the rest of my life in prison, just as I won’t sit here and argue the point with you. That’s not to piss you off, that’s just the way it is. You’ve never lived with that kind of violence, and until you have, there’s no way for you to understand.”

Nicki could tell from his body language that this discussion was over. Maybe the smart play for her really would be to just walk away. Brad was a criminal, for God’s sake. A cute criminal, and sweet and mostly kind, but everything about him was criminal. He stole cars, he lashed out at old men. He participated in armed robberies where people were killed. Having seen for herself how horrendous a thing that was to do, how could she possibly continue this way?

They were barely moving. All she had to do was open the door, and it would be all over. She wasn’t a prisoner. Pull the handle, open the door, take a step, and there you go. There was no way this could turn out well, not for either of them. If Nicki had a brain in her head, she’d get as far away from Brad as she could, and head on back to—

What?

What was there for her to return to? A hospital room and a pump in her gut? Slow death in a sterile room. Just like Mom.

“What are you thinking?” Brad asked, breaking the silence.

Nicki forced herself to look right at him as she answered. “You never laughed at me,” she said.

“Huh?”

She felt the heat rising in her cheeks. “I was trying to figure out a reason to stay here, a reason not to run back like a scared little girl.”

Confusion etched Brad’s brow. “When didn’t I laugh?”

“You know, back then. Back in the old days, when you lived next door and I was drooling over you. When I pretended to be so worldly, talking about things I thought would impress you, you never laughed. You could have. I was always afraid that you would, but it would have destroyed me.”

“This is a high-price reward for showing a little restraint.”

Nicki was getting to the difficult part. “That’s just part of it. You were the boy of my dreams.”

Brad grew uncomfortable, shifting in his seat.

She went on, “I used to do those crazy things, like writing my name as Nicolette Ward, and I used to hate myself for it, because I knew that nobody as gorgeous as you would ever think twice about me.”

He groaned, “Oh, God.”

“I know. It was puppy love. But even after you left, I used to dream that we’d get married and we’d go on long drives, just the two of us.”

He shifted uncomfortably again.

“This is the dream,” she said. “Silly, huh?”

Brad didn’t know what to say.

“Too much information?” Nicki ventured.

He answered, “No! I guess maybe I’m just not all that comfortable with the idea of being ‘gorgeous.’ ”

They shared a laugh. “Your turn,” Nicki said. “What happened to your parents?” The question seemed to startle him, so she added, “I know your mother’s in jail, but I don’t know anything else.”

He quipped, “I guess that jail thing is the family business.”

“What did she do?”

“She sold drugs to the wrong guy. Sold a lot of them in fact, got hit on a federal beef and sent up for like, forever.”

“Oh, that’s awful.”

“Last time I saw her, I was eight. I never did know who my dad was. I don’t think my mother did, either. At least she couldn’t narrow it down to one paying customer.”

Nicki gasped. “You mean she was a pros . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word.

“Prostitute? No, she was a whore. A crack whore at that. I don’t remember a single day when I could look in her face and not see her stoned. She decided to keep me around for the welfare money. She got a check every month to take care of me.” He scoffed. “Now, there was money well spent.”

“She spent it on drugs instead?”

“I don’t know what the hell she spent it on.” As he mined deeper into the memories, Brad’s tone hardened, and the muscles in his jaw flexed. “But it wasn’t on dinners and birthday cakes, I can tell you that. Neighbors were the only reason I didn’t starve to death. They fed me and the other stray cats. All of us alive because nobody got around to putting us in a sack and drowning us in the river.”

It was an image that hit Nicki hard. No wonder Brad had learned how to hot-wire cars. No wonder he could compartmentalize his thoughts so well.

“When they first arrested her, I was scared to death,” Brad continued. “I didn’t know what would become of me. I didn’t know where I would live, or how I was going to do anything. I mean, my mom wasn’t good for anything useful, but at least she was there, you know? At least there was another heartbeat in the room at night. But then this nice social worker—her name was Alice—took me away from our apartment, and put me in this group home, just for one night. She actually stayed in the room with me.

“Alice settled me down by telling me how they’d get help for Mom, and how they’d get all the drugs out of her system so she could be healthy again. And in the meantime, I would be sent to live with some other really nice people. You know? Like, I was going to be taken in by the Brady Bunch or something. I had these images in my head—I mean, really, this is how I thought—I had these images in my head of me tossing a ball around in some front yard somewhere, hanging out in the neighborhoods where kids like me never had a chance in hell of living. It was like I’d get this really big jump start on my life. And then, after Mom was healthy again, she’d join us, and everything would be just like it was on television.

“Then I hit the first foster home. Nice enough people—I mean, they fed me and didn’t scream at me—but they were both four hundred years old and smelled like dirty underwear. That’s what I remember most about them, seriously. They smelled like dirty underwear.”

Nicki laughed. “How pleasant.”

“No, it wasn’t. I stayed there for a few days, I guess, maybe a few weeks, they all run together after a while. They drove me to a new school where I’d never been before, with kids who only knew that I was somebody’s foster. That meant I was fair game for anything anyone wanted to do. Who’s gonna complain to the principal, right?”

“What, did they beat you up and stuff?”

“Only at the beginning. This ‘nobody cares’ shit cuts both way, you know? It wasn’t like I was gonna get in trouble at home if I got expelled from school. There’s nothing like getting beat up a few times yourself to teach you how to beat the shit out of others. I was never in one school long enough to have any friends, so it was fine with me to have only enemies. Just so long as they were all scared shitless of me. In the long run, it’s easiest to have one really nasty, nose-crushing, ball-busting fight at the beginning, so that everybody knows to stay the hell away from you. When you’re the new kid and you’re nice, people just think you’re a pussy.”

“So, how many fights did you get into?”

Brad launched a bitter laugh. “Hundreds. Thousands, maybe. How many days are there in a school year? Times how many years in school. I was the baddest guy in the building, all the time. It was the way I survived.”

A station wagon on their left was pacing the Sebring as the traffic crept along, its turn signal blinking relentlessly. When Brad paused to let a space open up in front, the guy behind them blasted them with his horn. Nicki spun in her seat and gave the guy the finger.

“Way to go,” Brad laughed.

“Fastest finger in New York.” She let a moment pass before pressing for more. “What happened to you after you left the Bensons?”

Brad didn’t want to go there. “You want the first day or the second?”

“There’s a difference?”

Brad considered changing the subject, and then just went for it. What the hell. “The Bensons were fed up with me. All of the foster families got fed up with me. It’s my special gift. But giving the devil his due, they did keep me for almost two years. That was, like, eight months longer than anyone else. Anyway, the burglary beef was the final straw, I guess, and your father’s never-ending desire to make his house a convent. Since I was seventeen then, just a few months from official sorry-pal-you’re-on-your-own emancipation, the social workers didn’t want to endanger another family by putting me in with them, so they sent me to another group home.”

“A detention center?”

“Not really, but it might as well have been. Nasty-ass place. One thing for sure, I wasn’t the baddest guy in the house anymore. There, I wasn’t even in the top ten. So, after one night, I said screw it. I packed my stuff into my school backpack, walked out the door in the morning, and never checked back in. I lived on the streets after that.”

Nicki looked horrified.

“It’s not that bad,” he said, shooting her a smile. Then he had to hit his brakes hard to keep from hitting that station wagon, whose driver had finally decided to move over.

“It has to be scary,” Nicki said.

Brad shrugged. “You learn who to stay away from, and who you can trust. I’ll tell you what surprised the hell out of me is that there really is a homeless community. Just like you get to know people in your neighborhood because you go to the same clubs or the same church, us street bums do okay taking care of each other.”

“How did you live? On handouts?”

“I wish. You see, that’s what the smart ones do. You can make a pretty decent living panhandling if you’re not one of the drooling crazies. My age kinda worked against me there. People look at a homeless guy who’s sixty and they feel sorry for him. Try that when you’re a teenager, and you just get a lot of lectures about your work ethic.”

He intercepted the look that flashed through Nicki’s face.

“You’re one of them, aren’t you?” He laughed. “You’re one of the lecturers.”

“Well, why should you get handouts when you’re perfectly capable of working?”

“What was I going to do? I couldn’t put my hands on a school transcript if I had to, so I can’t even qualify as a high school graduate. If you pick the right street corner, you can get double minimum wage, and you don’t have to clean baby vomit off the fast food booth.”

“What about your dignity?”

This time, the smile erupted into a laugh. “Okay, well, there are early casualties to certain lifestyles. My dignity stopped being important around the time when my mother started screwing strangers in our living room.”

“God, that’s awful. So, how did the prison thing happen?”

“I was stupid. Begging bored me. It might keep food in my belly, and a buzz in my head from time to time, but I gotta tell you: It’s really freaking boring. I needed a business to get into. Something I knew how to do.” He glanced over at Nicki and waited for her to connect the dots for herself.

“Drugs?”

“Bingo. The family business. You know what they say. Do what you know. So, I did.”

“You’re lucky you weren’t killed.”

“I was in the game for precisely one day.”

“You’re kidding. Why?”

“My very first customer was a cop.”

“No way.”

“I swear. I walked right up to this guy, offered him a nickel bag, took his money, and then every cop on the planet swooped down on me.”

“You were in Michigan then?”

“No, that was in New York. Rikers country. Anyway, I didn’t have to do much time. A few months, and then a long probation, which I promptly ducked, but nobody seemed to care.”

“Getting away seems to be another one of your special gifts.”

“Well, I certainly hope so. I never want to do anybody harm. I never really want to get in trouble. It’s just that whenever I see an opportunity, I somehow get involved only on the dark side of it. Everybody dreams of being an entrepreneur, right? I just chose a bad product.”

“That happened to be illegal.”

His eyebrows climbed his forehead. “Look who’s sounding like a prosecutor.”

Nicki blushed.

“All the really profitable stuff is either already taken, or it’s illegal. And I didn’t have a lot of seed capital, as they say.”

“You don’t even sound repentant,” Nicki said. Her tone was leaden with accusation.

“About what? Surviving?”

“About being irresponsible.”

Brad laughed. “Oh, responsibility. And who are we supposed to be responsible for? Do you think that old Chas back there felt responsible for earning money for college or for a new car, and then ended up bleeding to death on a cold floor? Life isn’t about responsibility, Nicki. Life is about living, and doing whatever it takes to make sure you end the day the way you want to end it. It’s why I’ll never go back to prison. You own nothing in that place, not even your life. Every day in prison is just another routine, highlighted by psychos who want to stick you with either a knife or a dick.”

Nicki listened to his rant, mesmerized not so much by his message as by his commitment to it. It’s what she liked most about him; loved most about him. He lived in a world where there was no doubt. You decided what you were going to do, and then you did it; if that pissed people off, then too bad for the pissed-off people. She marveled how anyone could talk about things that were so clearly wrong, yet make them sound so right. Every time she tried to form an argument in her head, it ended up sounding like an empty platitude.

“So, now you know what an asshole I am,” Brad said, breaking yet another thoughtful silence. “You still up for the weird adventure?”

She looked at him long and hard, searching for the hint that he was something other than what he portrayed himself to be. What she saw was a little boy in a man’s body, a kid who never discovered his own childhood and instead constructed a world where breaking laws was fine so long as you broke them for the right reason. He was Robin Hood meets Peter Pan. She had no business staying here with him. This was the road to ruin, the road to hell.

“I’m up for it all,” she said.

But she was looking sicker and sicker. Maybe not so bad that strangers would notice, but Brad could see it around her eyes.





Chapter Six

Carter didn’t even slow his stride as he showed his badge to the cop out front and ducked under the crime-scene tape. The name tag over the deputy’s pocket read Ryan, and he seemed to be pissed that he’d drawn guard duty.

“Whoa,” Ryan said. “Just where do you think you’re going?”

“I’m with the district attorney’s office,” he said.

The deputy scowled and took a closer look at the badge. “That says you’re from New York.”

Carter didn’t argue. “That’s right. My daughter was allegedly involved in this crime, and I understand that you people think she killed someone.” On the other side of the door, Carter could just barely make out the sounds of an ongoing argument.

“What’s your name?”

“Carter Janssen. I’m Nicolette Janssen’s father.” In his first stroke of positive luck, Carter had been only thirty-five minutes away when he’d gotten the call from Michaels.

“I see.” Jackson Ryan looked at the identification wallet one more time, as if to assure himself that he was talking to the right guy. “You’ll need to speak with Sheriff Hines.”

“I’d love to. Is that him there?” He nodded to the thickset man in the khaki uniform.

“Yes, but he’s busy.”

“Don’t you think he’d want to talk to me?”

Deputy Ryan considered that. “Wait here.”

“Thank you.”

The deputy walked through the front doors. Carter followed two steps behind.

The old man locked in verbal combat with the sheriff looked like hell, red-faced and madder than a hornet. His left eye was black and swollen. Spittle flew from the old man’s mouth as he spoke. “I swear to God, Frank, if you accuse me of being senile one more time, I’m gonna punch you in the nose.”

Sheriff Hines seemed amused as he held out his palms to ward off the old man’s attack. “I’m not saying you’re senile, Ben. I’m saying you’re drunk.”

“And I’m telling you there was a tape in that machine this morning!”

“Okay, then. What happened to it?”

“I don’t know!”

Another uniformed officer, this one a woman in her twenties who hadn’t quite found the right combination of macho and feminine to really be attractive, joined the conversation. “Mr. Maestri,” she said.

The old man turned away from the sheriff to face the deputy.

“Is it possible that the robbers went back there and took the tape?”

“Absolutely not,” he said. “I’d have seen that. The only person who could’ve taken the tape is the sheriff here.”

Behind the old man, a team of four uniformed cops sifted through debris and photographed the scene. They all stopped working at Ben Maestri’s comment and looked up, clearly expecting an emotional show from the sheriff. Carter thought he saw the cop’s back stiffen, but otherwise, he seemed to take it in stride.

Carter asked, “Is there a back door?”

All eyes turned toward the newcomer. “Who the hell is this?” the sheriff demanded.

Deputy Ryan jumped a little. “Oh. Uh, excuse me, sheriff, but this man here says that he’s the father of one of the perpetrators.”

“Alleged perpetrators,” Carter corrected. “There’s no way she did any of this.”

“What’s he doing here?”

“I can speak for myself,” Carter said. He produced his badge again, and handed it to Hines. “I’m Assistant District Attorney Carter Janssen, from Pitcairn County, New York.”

The lady cop tried to get a look at the credentials, but Hines snapped the case shut before she had a chance, and handed it back to Carter. “What are you doing here?”

Carter passed the badge case to Darla Sweet. “My daughter is a runaway,” he explained. “I was on my way south when I got a call from a colleague in Virginia that you had put out a multistate BOLO for her.”

“So, you just happened to be in the neighborhood?” Hines asked, looking skeptical.

“Something like that. But I’m here to tell you that you’re barking up the wrong tree.” He accepted Darla’s return of his badge case.

“And why is that?” Hines asked.

“She’d never hurt a soul, Sheriff. She’s a model student.” Carter recognized how naïve that sounded, but it was the truth.

“A model student and a runaway?” the sheriff baited. “Unusual combination.”

Carter had been expecting a little professional deference here, or at least a moderate show of sympathy, but he got none of it from Sheriff Hines. The temper regulator in the back of his brain began to twitch. “There are extenuating circumstances,” he said.

“Extenuating enough to justify murder?” There was a hardness to Hines’s eyes that boiled Carter’s blood. He’d dealt with dozens of these God-complex cops over the years, and there wasn’t a single one them he didn’t hate.

Carter didn’t rise to the bait. “You have a witness?”

“Right here,” said the old man.

Carter offered his hand. “Carter Janssen.”

“Ben Maestri.” He smelled like a dirty rug.

“Tell me what you saw,” Carter said. His tone carried an implied “please.”

“The hell are you doing?” the sheriff said. “This ain’t New York, Counselor. You got no jurisdiction here.”

“And if this is your only witness, you’ve got no case. I heard you say yourself that he’s drunk.”

“That don’t mean I didn’t see what I saw,” Ben said. “There’s a videotape of it, too, ’cept Barney Fife here lost it.”

Hines ignored Ben, while Darla touched the old man’s arm. The gesture said that this was neither the time nor the place for aggression.

Carter’s stomach flipped at the thought. “You’ve got a video of my daughter shooting the clerk?” It was beyond rationality that such could be the case.

“Apparently he never loaded the machine,” Darla said.

“Don’t you start, too!” Ben yelled.

Everyone ignored him. The sheriff said, “Mr. Janssen, I know this is difficult for you, and you know that you have no right to be here. You’re interfering. Still, you need to know that it’s more than what Ben saw or didn’t see. I’ve also got fingerprints belonging to Nicolette Janssen and to Bradley Ward—”

“You can’t possibly have fingerprints on Nicki. She’s never been fingerprinted.”

The sheriff glanced to Darla, who opened the plastic cover on her clipboard and found the applicable notation. “Big Top Elementary School. Looks like she was in the sixth grade.”

That was ridiculous. Nicki had never been involved in the justice system. Then he remembered. He’d had her fingerprinted as part of the frenzy a few years back about kids being kidnapped. The police sold the program to the community as a way to keep kids safe, when in fact its real purpose was to facilitate identification of human remains. It had been Jenny’s idea; Carter had never been comfortable with the whole notion. “Those records aren’t in any database.”

Darla answered this one. “No, sir, they’re not. But since we already had word to be on the lookout for these two in particular, and since I already got a positive ID on the photos that went out on the wire this morning, it was merely a matter of confirming.”

It just was not possible. “Maybe they just stopped in for a soda or something, and they left their prints,” Carter offered. “There must be thousands of fingerprints in a place like this.”

“The fingerprints were in blood, Mr. Janssen.” Darla delivered the news softly.

Carter opened his mouth to argue, but he had nothing to say. He just stared, his mind unable to grasp it all.

“I’ll have to ask you to step outside now, sir,” Hines said, and he motioned to Deputy Ryan.

The deputy from outside put his hand on Carter’s arm. Carter didn’t resist, but he didn’t move, either. He looked around the ravaged room at the toppled racks and the blood on the floor. Mercifully, the body had already been removed. “Nicki could not have done this,” he said. “She’s not capable of this kind of violence.”

“We don’t suspect otherwise, sir,” Hines said. Carter’s eyes lit up at what he thought might be a glimmer of hope, but it snuffed itself when the sheriff said, “But she’s an accessory for sure. In an aggravated capital murder. If you have any idea where she is, you’d be wise to help us find her before this really spirals out of control.”

Carter knew the implications. For the difference in penalty between capital murder and accessory before the fact, Nicki might have pulled the trigger herself.

“Sheriff,” he said, “if I knew where she was, none of this would have happened.”

* * *

“This isn’t good,” Brad said.

Nicki stirred at the sound of his words, unaware that she had fallen asleep. They’d just rounded a sand dune and were approaching the Matoaka Fishing Pier when they got a good look at what was causing the traffic backup. A hundred yards ahead, a frenetic display of blue lights blocked the roadway.

“An accident?” Nicki asked.

Brad squinted to see. “I don’t know. Looks more like a roadblock to me.”

“Searching for us?”

“What do you think?” That sharpness had returned to his voice. Brad slapped the turn signal and turned into the parking lot of the fishing pier. The wind-ravaged sign boasted the best crab cakes and onion rings in the Outer Banks.

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. Something. Ask me what we’re not going to do. I have a better answer for that.”

Attached to the fishing pier was modern-looking video rental store. Not a national chain, but the neon sign announced that tourists were welcome.

“We need current information,” Brad said. “I’m gonna chat up the folks inside. You still hungry?”

It was nearly four o’clock by Nicki’s watch, and at the mention of food, she remembered how famished she’d been before the incident at the Quik Mart. “I’m starving,” she said, and then she felt guilty for even thinking about something as mundane as food.

As they walked up the ramp to the front door of the fishing pier restaurant, Nicki couldn’t decide if the combined aromas of salt air and fish were appetizing or repulsive. The rain drenched her clothing, but without the capacity to run, she just endured. Brad made no comment as he matched her slow gait.

The floor tiles popped under their feet as they crossed the sagging lobby, past the ancient Pac-Man machine in the corner on the right, and the racks of fishing supplies on the left, toward the door with the sign, EAT HERE.

Ceiling fans churned in a futile attempt to draw cooler air into the dingy dining room. Given the hour, precious few people were eating. In fact, of the half-dozen patrons bellied up to the bar, not a single one was munching anything but alcohol.

A busty woman in a Beat Army T-shirt shot them a snaggletoothed grin as they entered. “You gonna want food?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” Nicki said. She added a smile as an afterthought.

“I’m Mandy,” the woman said. “Just sit anywhere and I’ll be out to take your order in a shake.”

The walk and the stress had taken a worse toll than Nicki had feared. She felt utterly wiped by the time they got to the first table, but Brad didn’t want to sit there. “Let’s go where we can watch out the front window,” he said. Now that they were inside, he moved quickly, leaving Nicki to fend for herself.

By the time she joined him, fifteen seconds later, he was watching the traffic. “This is gonna be tough,” he said. “They’re gonna have pictures of me, and with the traffic moving this slow, they must be looking inside every vehicle. I don’t know how—”

He clipped off his words as Mandy approached with two menus. “That’s some storm, ain’t it?” she said. Between the water on the outside of the windows and the condensation on the inside, it was tough to see anything out there.

“That’s some traffic,” Brad countered. “Looks like there’s a big accident up the road.”

Mandy flipped the menus on the table as if she were dealing a couple of cards. “That ain’t an accident. That’s a roadblock. We got us a manhunt for a couple of killers. Robbed a convenience store up in Essex, killed the clerk. Terrible thing.”

Nicki gasped before she could stop it. What about the videotape?

The gasp brought a look from Brad, but Mandy didn’t seem to notice. “I heard they was looking for two kids. A couple. A boy and a girl.” She paused and her eyes narrowed. “Couldn’t be you two, could it?”

The inside of Nicki’s mouth turned to chalk.

Brad smiled. He rubbed his chin dramatically and pretended to think it through. “Let’s see, what’s today, Saturday? The kidnapping was on Monday, the arson on Tuesday, the bank robbery on Wednesday . . . Nope, we’re not scheduled to rob the convenience store till next Thursday.”

If Mandy saw the horror in Nicki’s eyes, she didn’t show it. What she did show was genuine amusement. “Okay, smarty, do you know what you want?”

“Are they really the best crab cakes in the Outer Banks?”

The waitress winked. “Guaranteed to be the best in the restaurant, anyway.”

“Sold,” Brad said.

The waitress wrote something on her pad, then turned to Nicki. “Are you all right, missy? You don’t look so good.”

Nicki forced a smile. “Summer flu,” she said. She’d never been any good at lying and she knew that Mandy must have seen right through her. “How about just a Diet Coke and an extra fork for his crab cakes?”

Mandy shook her head. “They’re not big enough to share,” she said.

“That’s okay. I’m not very hungry.”

The waitress made a clucking sound. “Missy, a girl your size needs to eat. With the winds that are comin’, your boyfriend’s gonna have to tie a string to your ankle and fly you like a kite.” She waited for Nicki to change her mind.

“Bring a second order for her,” Brad said.

He waited till Mandy walked away then leaned into the table and hissed, “Jesus, Nicki, that was . . . not smart.” He stumbled over the word stupid, knowing that it would piss her off. “Now she has a reason to remember you.”

“Me!” She knew it was too loud, and she cranked it down. “What about you? Talking about the traffic, getting her to ask if we’re the ones.”

“Now she thinks we’re not. At least not until they start flashing pictures around.”

Fear and anger turned Nicki’s face into an unsettling mask. She lowered her voice even further. “What happened? I thought the video was going to show that we’re innocent.”

She was getting better at reading his eyes, and despite his calm façade, she saw the fear. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe the tape didn’t work. Maybe the cops are running false rumors so people will be scared enough to look for us. I just don’t know.”

“Well, now’s a pretty shitty time to be ignorant,” Nicki snapped. “When I wanted to stay at the scene, you were a hundred percent positive that there was no reason. What are we supposed to do now?”

Brad shot a glance over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching them. “Will you please settle down?” he hissed. “We’re good for now. For the next few minutes. That gives us time to plan for the next few minutes. I’ll think of something.”

“What?”

“Nicki, are you deaf? I don’t know, okay? Give me some time.”

Nicki threw herself into the back of her chair and crossed her arms. It was the same gesture of pouty frustration that she’d perfected when she was three years old. “I don’t believe this is happening,” she groused.

“Hey. You can just walk away any time you want, remember?” He turned away from her and looked out the window again.

Nicki pushed away from the table and stood.

“Where are you going?” There was an edge of panic to his voice.

“To the bathroom. Is that okay?”

Brad hesitated. “Okay.” As she walked away, he said her name and she turned again. “Don’t be too long. If I see an opportunity, it’ll probably happen fast. We can’t stay here long.”

Nicki turned and headed off to find the ladies room. She made eye contact with Mandy, who read her mind and pointed to the back corner. “Over there, dear. Be sure to hook the door because the latch doesn’t work.”

Nicki felt her chest tightening. Her heart was pounding at 140 beats per minute, and that was too fast. When you had this kind of condition, you became very adept at counting your pulse at a subconscious level. Without her meds, the stress was going to trigger an episode for sure.

In the galaxy of people who suffered from primary pulmonary hypertension, Nicki had been one of the luckier ones. She remained largely asymptomatic, even as the disease progressed with alarming speed. Fatigue was the chief complaint, which likewise rendered the disease difficult to diagnose before too much damage was done.

When the disease did flare up for her—Nicki called them her episodes—the telltale sign was the fluttery feeling in her chest, not entirely different than the feeling brought on by routine anxiety. Without quick intervention, the fluids would back up in her bloodstream, and then the real problems would start. Coumadin kept the backed-up fluids from clotting, while the Digoxin got rid of the fluid altogether.

The restroom had to be a hundred degrees, a hundred ten maybe. Stifling. And it reeked of sweat and fish guts. Nicki slipped the door hook into the eye that would keep it from drifting open, did her business, flushed, and washed her hands. She started to reach into her bag for her pills, but stopped herself. How could she have left them behind?

She tried to settle her heart down with a deep breath. “You can’t think about the bad stuff,” she whispered. “You can’t panic.”

But the panic was there, anyway. So was the sadness. A wave of it took her breath away. A sob choked her, and then it just started to flow from her soul. She sat on the rickety toilet, covering her mouth to keep the sound from escaping.

You can’t lose it. Not now. It’s too late for that.

But what else was there? What more could she do than cry?

She needed to get her breathing under control and do something to slow her heart rate or there’d be hell to pay, and very soon. She could almost feel the vessels in her chest starting to close.

By forcing herself to take long, deep breaths, Nicki was able to kill the sobs, and as they died away, she wrestled control of her breathing. It took five minutes, but the episode never fully bloomed.

Brad would be getting pissed that she was taking so long.

Nicki hadn’t seen the pay phone on the wall as she’d entered the restroom, but there it was now, a dilapidated old thing that looked like it had been installed before she’d been born. The wall surrounding the phone bore dozens of names and numbers drawn in pencil, ink, and crayon. God only knew how many romances those names launched, how many arguments. She thought it poignant that each of the scrawled numbers reflected a moment in the writers’ lives. There was something terribly romantic about it all.

She wondered if the phone was a sign. The same phone that had played so important a role in so many lives could end this entire nightmare. All it would take was a single call to her dad, and he could fly down and have her back at home in just a few hours. Through him, her doctor could phone in a prescription to the nearest pharmacy, and the flutteriness would go away. It was really just that simple.

It was really just that complicated.

And what about Brad? What would he do? Obviously, he’d continue running. He had a reason to run, and it would be so much easier without the burden of caring for her. He’d so much as said so himself. Without her meds, who knew what lay ahead?

It all made sense when she thought about it. Really, making the phone call was the only rational thing for her to do. Or it would be if the alternative nightmare were any less bleak. She conjured shadows of what her future would look like after the phone call: the hospital rooms, the needles, the doctors who spoke in her presence as if she weren’t there. Was that what she really wanted?

Please, no. Still, no. A million times no.

But neither was this.

A boy was dead. She had to do something about that. No matter what Brad said, they had to do something. People needed to hear the real story of what happened. Otherwise, all of this manpower being invested in tracking Brad and her was being completely wasted. The police needed to be looking for the real killer. If nothing else, at least Nicki knew what he was wearing.

It wasn’t about her, she told herself. It wasn’t about Brad. It was about justice for that kid in the store. Justice for Chas.





Chapter Seven

Carter sat in his car in front of the Quik Mart, trying to force it all to make sense. He had the engine running for the air conditioner, but he wouldn’t be going anywhere. Not until he got some of this madness sorted out. He sat there with his forearms resting on the steering wheel, staring without seeing through the opaque wall of water that cascaded down the windshield.

The case against Nicki, as wildly off base as it had to be, felt frighteningly strong. Ironclad. They had fingerprints, a positive identification from a witness, and a perpetrator with a past record of armed robbery and murder.

He wanted it to be impossible, but it was entirely feasible that Brad Ward could have done this. If Nicki had even been in the same car, that would mean an accessory charge at minimum.

It was all too big to wrap his mind around: his daughter—his only child—sentenced for a crime committed by a boy she hardly knew. Surely, a jury would show leniency under those circumstances. Maybe not. Would it matter? If the North Carolina courtrooms were as packed as their New York counterparts, it could take a year or longer for the case even to arrive on the docket. Given Nicki’s out-of-state status and the seriousness of the crime, the prosecutor would undoubtedly oppose bail. Carter would have if the roles were reversed.

For Nicki, every scenario equated to life without parole.

Carter tried to think of the right thing to do. The kids were bound to be caught. If not today, then certainly this week. The search was just too hot for it to be otherwise. People might not care about teenage runaways, but they cared a whole hell of a lot about teenage murderers.

He needed to talk to her, counsel her on what her next move should be. As if he had any clue what that was.

The right thing would be to turn herself in and hope for the best. But was it the reasonable thing? If he were in her position, is that what he would do, or would he try to preserve every moment of freedom?

How was a person supposed to wade through such terrible options and come up with any kind of rational—

The chirp of his cell phone interrupted his thoughts. Reaching into his suit coat pocket, he checked the number on the display, and when he didn’t recognize it, he nearly ignored it, but then pushed the connect button anyway. “Carter Janssen.”

“Daddy, it’s me.”

The sound of Nicki’s voice startled him. He shot a panicked look to all compass points to see who might be listening. “Nicki, are you okay?” He settled his tone. This was a time to be cool, a time to chat as if he were hearing from an old friend. “Where are you, honey?”

“Daddy, I’m in so much trouble. You need to help me.” She was crying, but not hysterical.

“I know, sweetie,” Carter said. “Just tell me where you are and I’ll come right there and get you.”

“I’m so sorry, Daddy. I didn’t mean to . . . I’m so sorry.”

“That’s all right, honey. Whatever happened, there’s a way to fix it. Just tell me where you are, and I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

“You don’t understand, Daddy. Somebody’s been killed. In a little town in North Carolina—”

“Essex. Yes, I know. I’m there now. I know what happened. I know who you’re with, and I know that you never would have been the one to pull the trigger. Your friend Brad did that. I know. But if you—”

“No, Daddy, it’s not like that. He—”

“Listen to me, Nicki. I think there’s a deal to be made here. If you cooperate and turn Brad in—just tell me where you are—then I think a judge would be swayed—”

“No, Daddy!” This time, the urgency in her voice cut him off in mid-sentence. “We didn’t shoot anyone. Someone else did. He wore a mask and he had a red shirt on. A sports shirt with a number on it. He came into the store, pulled a gun, and when Brad tried to stop him, the guy shot the clerk. He shot Chas.”

Carter wasn’t buying it. “Honey, I know you think you love this boy, and I know that you’re trying to cover for him—”

“No, Daddy! Listen to me! He didn’t do anything.”

“Nicki, your fingerprints are all over that store. Bloody fingerprints, at that. You can’t—”

“Of course they are. We tried to save him. Brad and I. We tried to stop the bleeding in his neck, but we couldn’t.”

“There’s an eyewitness, Nicki.”

“There can’t be! Oh, wait. That old man? He didn’t walk out till way after the shooting. He saw us trying to help, and then pointed a gun at us. That’s when we ran.”

Carter felt the air escaping from his lungs. This sounded like a very well-rehearsed alibi, one he’d love to buy, but his bullshit-o-meter was pinging. “Nicki, you’re not making any sense. If you didn’t do anything, why would you run away?” He heard himself cross-examining her and he hated himself for it. “Look, none of that matters—”

“It does matter, Daddy. We didn’t do anything. They think we did.”

“It’s not his first time, Nicki.” There. He put it right out there for her to see. “He’s committed this same crime before.”

“He only drove the car before. He never shot anybody. He’s never killed anybody.”

Carter couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You know about his record? You know about the robbery and his escape from prison, and you’re still with him?”

“I love him, Daddy.”

Carter was ready to do battle. She did not love him. She was seventeen years old. She wouldn’t know what love was if it hit her with a rock.

But he restrained himself. This was neither the time nor the place. “I know you do,” he said. The words tasted like sour milk. “And I know that you’re trying to run away from the life you think is awful, but honey, you can’t do it this way. It’s too dangerous. Every moment you’re on the run makes it that much more difficult to prove your innocence.”

“There was supposed to be a video,” Nicki said. “There are cameras all over the store, and we thought that the video would show that we didn’t do anything but try to help.”

“You thought wrong, Nicki. The cameras are there, but the man who owns the place has a drinking problem. He forgot to load the machines with videotape. Which to me is a good thing under the circumstances, because he swears that he saw your friend Brad shoot the clerk.”

“That’s a lie!” He could tell that Nicki was in a place where she could be overheard by the way she dialed down her tone. “He couldn’t have seen that.”

Carter was growing impatient. “Nicki, he’s an eyewitness. He knows what he saw.”

“That’s just the point,” Nicki said. “Even if we’d done the shooting—which we didn’t—he couldn’t have seen it because he wasn’t there. He was in the back room. He didn’t come out until Brad and I were on the floor behind the counter trying to help Chas.”

Carter drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. He was beginning to see an early ray of light here. “Maybe he saw it on the monitor in the back,” he offered, testing the strength of Nicki’s argument.

“Then why did he stay back so long? Why didn’t he come out shooting earlier?”

“Maybe he was frightened.”

“Then why did he come out at all? Why didn’t he wait till we were gone? Or call the police from back in the back room? Come on, Daddy, that doesn’t make sense.”

Carter started to say something, but stopped. She asked a very good question, one that was not adequately answered by what old Ben Maestri was saying. “But why would he lie?” he wondered aloud.

“Why would I?” Nicki responded. The question knocked him off balance. It was perhaps the most important question of all, and it hadn’t even passed through his head. “I’m not a murderer, Daddy.”

“I know that—”

“And I wouldn’t stay with someone who is. You have to know that.”

Up ahead, through the rain, Carter noticed that the female cop from inside the Quik Mart was watching him through the front window. “But you are with a murderer.”

“Says you.”

“Says a jury of his peers.”

“Who convicted him on a technicality. He didn’t shoot, Daddy, he drove. The law might see it as the same, but you know as well as me that it’s different.”

“What about the prison murder?” Carter asked. “How does he explain that?”

“What?”

He could tell just from the sound of her voice that he’d blindsided her. “So, he didn’t tell you about that one?” he baited. “Maybe he’s not being as forthright as you give him credit for.”

“I don’t believe you,” Nicki said.

“He killed a fellow inmate,” Carter said, recalling the brief details sent on to him by both Chris Tu and Warren Michaels. “He was about to be arrested for that when he bolted from the prison.”

She was stunned. He could tell from the depth of her silence. “So, he hasn’t been tried on that, then,” she said. She was fishing for anything that looked like hope.

“Nicki—”

“No, he must have had a good reason. He’s not a violent man. He couldn’t hurt anyone. He just couldn’t.”

The circularity of her logic made his head swim. “Look, Nicki, I know it’s important for you to believe—”

“I’m not leaving him,” she said. “I’m not.”

“Then why are you calling me?”

Again, she was flustered. “I, uh, I just thought . . . I wanted . . .”

“You wanted me to come and get you.” He said this gently. He had to be careful. If he pushed her too hard, she’d hang up on him. “Just tell me where you are, sweetie. Give me the address, and I can be there in just a few minutes. Or, I can send the police.” The instant that word—the p word—left his lips, he knew he’d blown it.

“Dammit, Daddy, it’s always the same with you. You don’t understand anything.”

He cursed himself. In the heat of the moment, he’d said exactly what was on his mind. He knew better than to do that. Dammit! “Okay, then, no police,” he said. “I won’t call anyone. I promise.” He spoke quickly, fearful that she’d hang up on him. “Just let me come and get you. Let me pick you up.”

“And then what?” she asked.

The question caught him unprepared. “What do you mean?”

“You pick me up and then what? You said that they want to arrest me for that killing. If they really believe that I did it, then what happens after you pick me up?”

A sense of dread invaded Carter’s soul. He hadn’t thought it through this far yet. “Then we’ll get it straightened out. Somehow.”

* * *

Nicki sneaked a glance around the corner to look at Brad. The food had arrived, and he was eating. She ducked her head back before he could see her.

“Nicki, are you there? Pay attention to me.”

“I’m here, Daddy. You haven’t answered my question. I ran away in the first place because I didn’t want to spend my last months in a hospital. I sure as heck don’t want to spend them in jail.” Past the rain-spattered glass on this end of the restaurant, the fishing pier extended out a hundred yards over the churning sea. She envied the few remaining holdouts whose lives allowed them the luxury of fishing in the rain.

Her father’s tone lost some of its edge. “We’ll show that you’re innocent. We’ll show that he’s the one with the record of killing, and that you’re deserving of mercy, under the circumstances.”

“There are no circumstances!” It came out as a whispered shout, but a shout nonetheless, too loud for the tight surroundings. “He didn’t kill anyone. I didn’t and he didn’t. Why won’t you believe me?”

“But he did, sweetheart. If not at the Quik Mart this afternoon, then twice before. At least twice before. You can’t pretend that those just go away.”

Nicki’s head reeled with the revelation of this second killing. Her father would do a lot to get her back, but she didn’t think he’d lie. “He’s gentle, Daddy. And he’s sweet. He’s taking care of me.”

“This is taking care of you?”

“Brad saved my life. If he hadn’t been there, I might have been the second victim. It’s not our fault that the guy chose that moment to rob the store.”

“You shouldn’t have run.”

“I shouldn’t have had to.” Nicki found herself startled by the defiance in her own voice. “Daddy, you know what’s going to happen if I turn myself in. You’ve told me a thousand times how cops like to prove their own theories. If I step out, they’re going to arrest me, and then they’re not going to believe me any more than you do. I’ll die in jail.” That last sentence caught in her throat, and she realized that she was crying.

Something softened in her father’s voice. “Dammit,” he growled, but it wasn’t a sound of anger as much as it was one of defeat. “Tell me again that he’s treating you well,” he said.

The tears continued to flow. “Like a princess,” she said, but even she could barely hear her words.

“And promise me that the minute that changes—the instant it changes—you’ll be on the phone to me or to the police. No second chances for him. No talking you out of it.”

Nicki’s voice was thick. “I promise.”

She could see the expression in his face, his eyes closed, the muscles in his jaw flexing as he clenched his teeth. “Tell me again what happened. Every detail.”

* * *

It took another five minutes, but she told him everything about the robbery. When she left something out, he prodded her to fill in the blanks. She swore again that she was safe, but lied when he asked how she was feeling.

“How are you going to get more meds?” he asked.

She realized that he’d probably seen the bottles she’d left behind. “We don’t know,” she said. “We haven’t thought that far ahead. It’s not a problem yet, though.”

“Yes, it is. I can hear it in your voice. I can hear it in your breathing.”

Nicki smiled. “Okay, it’s not a big problem yet.”

“I have the bottles,” Carter said. “Maybe we could meet somewhere and I could hand them off to you.”

Nicki sensed a scam. She was probably a terrible person for thinking such a thing, but her mind conjured a picture of a trap: her dad handing over her meds while a hundred cops lay hidden in the shadows, watching.

Carter interpreted her silence for what it was. “Keep it in mind,” he said. “It’s an option. I don’t mean to push. I just want you to know that I’m always a phone call away.”

There was a tenderness in her dad’s voice that Nicki had rarely heard. In the past, there’d been orders and occasional grunts. Now he sounded like . . . a father. “I love you, Daddy,” she said, and the tears returned.

“I love you, too,” he rasped back. “More than that, I miss you.” He cleared his throat. “You be careful.”

“I will,” she said. “I promise.”

As she hung up the phone she sensed the shadow that was Brad. When she turned to face him, his expression was plain, entirely neutral. “That your dad?” he asked.

She nodded. The emotions from the call were still too raw to reduce into words.

He put his hands into his pockets. “So, what’s the deal? Are you staying or going?”

Looking at him standing there in the shadows of the little phone alcove, Nicki felt her gaze grow hot. “You lied to me,” she said.

He looked shocked. “What are you talking about?”

She pushed past him, heading out toward the pier. “Hey,” he called, hurrying after her. “Where are you going? What’s wrong? What did he say?”

After the stifling heat of the restaurant, the chill of the torrential rain made Nicki gasp. She didn’t know where she was going, but anyplace indoors had become too crowded. She needed space, fresh air.

Brad kept with her step for step as they hurried out onto the pier. Their clothes became saturated within seconds. “Nicki, come on. Talk to me. What happened? What did your father tell you?”

She stopped short, causing a collision. “Don’t ask me what he told me,” she spat. “Cough up what you didn’t tell me.”

Brad was oblivious to the water cascading down his face. His eyes narrowed as he tried to figure out what Nicki was talking about. “Give me a hint,” he said. “Give me a place to start.”

“Well, you could start with the other murder,” she said.





Chapter Eight

Brad’s eyes launched sparks of fear. Then it was gone, leaving just Brad again, back in full control of his emotions. “I didn’t lie,” he said.

“Bullshit.” She turned away.

He grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back around. “I never lied to you,” he said. “You never asked, and I never told, but that’s not the same.”

“You said you never killed anyone!” But for the rain, the loudness of her voice would have stopped traffic.

“This isn’t the same,” Brad said. “This isn’t what we were talking about.”

Nicki looked amazed, her brows scrunched as she grunted out something that might have been a laugh or a cough. “So, what, I have to itemize things now? Have you murdered so many people that we have to talk about them one at a time?”

“I’m telling you it’s not like that,” Brad said, his voice more forceful. “In the world, it’s murder. In prison, murder is different. In this case, murder did the world a favor. It was about me staying alive.”

Nicki laughed again. “Oh, you’re a piece of work,” she said. “Always the victim, right? It’s not your fault—”

“No, it’s not,” Brad said. He was angry now, and he cut her off in mid-sentence. “It’s not my fault. I did it, and I admit I did it. Hell, the whole prison knows I did it, and there’s not a soul alive who would want it a different way.”

This time, Nicki’s laugh was less dismissive. She wanted to punish him for hiding details of his life, but she could see from the heat of his expression that she’d trod on private ground.

“You want to hear the story?” he said. “Is that what you want? You really want to hear the details? Because if you do, I can sure as shit share them with you.”

No, she didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to know any of this. Hell, she didn’t even want to be here; certainly not like this, not with all the crap that was swirling around them. But she nodded anyway. “I think I have a right to know,” she said.

“I think you’re right.” Brad held out his hand. “Let’s take a walk.”

“In the rain?” No sooner had she asked the question than she realized what an idiotic one it was.

“What, you’re afraid of getting wet?” Already, they couldn’t get any more soaked if they dove off the end of the pier.

Brad led the way back toward the restaurant, his hand gripped around hers. It was as if he wasn’t going to let her go. Before they reached the doors to go inside, though, he veered off to the left, and from there, it was a steep climb through scrub grass and rocks down to the beach below. So near the pier, the air smelled of creosote.

“Where are we going?” Nicki wanted to know.

“We’re going where we can have some privacy,” Brad said.

In rain like this, no place without a wall could be dry, but at least the space under the towering pier was a little less unpleasant. Brad led the way to one of the pilings, where he leaned his back against the splintery wood and examined his toes as he collected his thoughts. Nicki helped herself to a seat atop a rock.

“I don’t know what you’ve heard about prison life,” Brad began, “but whatever it is, reality is worse. I was mainstream general population from day one. Guys who can afford good lawyers to lose their cases for them can at least draw isolation for a few weeks till they figure out how the place works, but not my public defender dickwad. I was GP from the very first day. You can’t believe how much violence there can be till you’re locked inside with it. There was one guy, his name was Chaney. He led a group called the Posse. It was a gang of killers. There was no limit to what they were capable of.” His voice trailed off as he remembered the details.

Brad relayed the details of Derek Johnson’s murder and the way that Lucas Georgen just allowed it all to happen. It took the better part of fifteen minutes to tell the whole story, and with each additional word, Nicki edged ever closer to asking him to stop.

“After Derek was dead, and I denied him to his mother—to the one person in the world who seemed interested in pushing a little kindness my way—I hit bottom. I just didn’t give a shit anymore about anything. And then they came after me.”

Nicki’s eyes grew wide. “Were you . . . Did they . . .”

Brad chuckled. “It’s the first thing people always want to know, and it the one thing that the media has right. You take it wherever they want to put it or they cut your throat. Sometimes, they cut your throat anyway. There’s no sense fighting. All it does is make everything hurt more for a longer time.

“But then they think they own you. They think that you’re their property to lend out or to sell however they want.”

“Sell?”

“For cigarettes, mostly. That’s another thing the movies have right. Inside, cigarettes are cash. Even if you don’t smoke.”

Nicki screwed up her face. “But why would they sell you? What were people buying?”

Brad gave her a look that said, “Duh.”

“Oh,” she said.

“But I knew after that first attack and that monster Georgen just stood there and watched—I swore that they were going to die. I knew I couldn’t get them all, so I targeted Chaney. He was the leader, and he was the one I hated most. If I’d had time, Georgen would’ve been next. Looking back, I wish I’d done it the other way around.”

“So you killed Chaney?” Nicki said.

Brad didn’t answer at first, retreating to that place in his mind where she’d seen him go before.

“Brad?”

“I waited in the same corner where the Posse liked to wait for people. It was like one of two spots in the whole place that nobody could see unless they were looking for it. Chaney used to work in the prison library, and his thing was to take the rolling cart of books all over the place, and in the process, he’d collect his protection money. Thing is, it was the one time when he used to travel alone. I waited for probably fifteen minutes. A couple of people saw me there, and they had to know what I was up to, but nobody squealed me out.

“My boss thought I was going to the infirmary to get my hand stitched.” He displayed a ragged scar on his palm. “I told them that I’d cut myself, but if I didn’t show up soon, they were gonna come looking for me.

“I waited and waited, and then I heard the sound of the book cart. It had these crazy wheels that always rattled and squeaked whenever you pushed it along. Nothing else in the world sounded like that cart. So, I heard it coming, and I just waited.

“I saw the cart first, and then I made my move. Chaney tried to step back, but he wasn’t fast enough. I stuck the knife in his belly right at his belt line, pushed it all the way to the hilt.”

Nicki could tell by his expression that Brad was back there again, reliving the moment in vivid detail. The expression on his face was anything but the revulsion she felt at hearing the story. His expression was all pleasure.

“He tried to fight me for maybe two seconds, but then I guess the pain got the better of him. I started sawing with the blade, in and out, a full thrust every time. It was a goddamn sharp knife, too. I spent hours putting the edge on that thing. Christ, you should have seen the blood. It spilled out of his gut like I’d burst a water balloon. He tried to fall, but I wouldn’t let him. I pulled him closer and kept sawing until I hit the underside of his ribs. I had no idea how hot blood is when it comes out of a person. It’s like spilling coffee down the front of you when it pumps out like that.

“I think he died then, standing up, with me supporting his weight. I was looking right at him, too. Right into his eyes, and it’s like this light just goes out. It’s there one second and then it’s gone.”

Brad looked up, saw Nicki’s expression of revulsion, but beyond it, lying under the surface the way cake sometimes peeks out from under the layer of icing, he thought he saw a glimmer of understanding.

“He deserved it,” Nicki said. From her tone, Brad couldn’t tell if she was reassuring him or herself.

“Yeah, he did,” Brad agreed. “When it was over, I looked up and there were all these people staring at me. Inmates, all over the place. They weren’t cheering the way they normally do in a fight like this, and nobody was coming in to break it up. They just stood there, watching. It was like they were afraid of me. Like I was back in middle school, where people were afraid to step on my shadow. Then somebody said, ‘You’re toast, dude,’ and I knew that he was right. Way too many witnesses. If the Posse didn’t kill me before dinner, then the state would get to it in a couple of years. Prisons don’t mind letting the violence escalate to the point where you have to kill, but when you do it, they call it murder, just the same as if I’d gone to some school yard and shot the place up.

“So, I’d had all these ridiculous plans to break out of there through tunnels and shit—stuff that I’d never in a million years have been able to do—and there I was, with a need to get out of right-by-God now, and I had no idea what I was gonna do. I just ran. Had no idea where I was going, and there was the laundry cart. It was just sitting there on the loading dock. I dove into it and pulled clothes over top of me. I knew I’d be caught. I mean, really, who’d have thought it could be that easy?

“I was gone before anybody even moved the son of a bitch’s body. I just wish I’d taken the extra time to hunt down Georgen. That would’ve made it all worthwhile.”

“They’d have killed you,” Nicki said.

“They’re gonna kill me anyway. At least then, the books would be settled.”

He stopped talking. There it was, out in the open, just the way Nicki said she wanted it. “Sorry you asked?”

Nicki reached out and took his hand. “Yes.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

Nicki looked at him hard. For the first time, she sensed that he’d shed all the masks. She was seeing the real Brad. There was more to this man than kindness and love. There was violence, too. And pain.

She loved him even more.

“There wasn’t any tape in the security recorders,” she said. “Daddy told me. They’re looking for us as the killers, just like she said in there.”

Brad winced.

She forced a smile. “How are you coming with those getaway plans?”

As if lifting a veil, the pain evaporated from Brad’s face, replaced by one of his patented smiles. “I’ve got a good one, I think,” he said, “but I don’t want to tell you about it till it’s done.”

Nicki cocked her head, wondering.

“It means breaking some more laws,” he explained. “Some big ones. And you don’t want to be part of it till it’s over.”
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Chapter Three

Ethan sat in that damned car for a long time—long enough for his left hand to go numb from the handcuffs. Finally, a uniformed cop slid in behind the wheel, glanced at Ethan in the rearview mirror, and then dropped the transmission into gear and drove off. The fact that the cop never asked him any questions made Ethan wonder if Hastings had shared with her crew her advice for him to stay silent.

The ride to the police station was short, maybe ten minutes. The cop drove around to the back, where they waited for a garage door to open. They pulled through, and then waited for the door to come back down before the driver got out, walked around to the back of the cruiser, and opened Ethan’s door.

“Come on,” he said. “Time to get you processed.”

Processed is what you do with sausage, not with people, Ethan thought, but he said nothing. As he shifted position to get out of the vehicle, he realized how full his bladder was. “I need to pee,” he said as he swung his legs around to stand up.

“Go ahead,” the cop said. “They’re not my pants.” He put a hand around Ethan’s right biceps and helped him to his feet. “Thanks for the warning, though. Most prisoners aren’t that courteous. They just piss on you without notice.”

Ethan considered asking the cop for a little help, but as soon as the image formed in his mind of a cop messing with a prisoner’s zipper, he knew it was a stupid idea. As was the idea of letting him out of the cuffs just long enough to do what needed to be done. He’d just have to endure.

Saying nothing, he allowed himself to be led from the garage and into the basement of what he assumed was the local jail. The door through which he passed certainly looked thick enough and heavy enough to be part of a jail. And Ethan knew what he was talking about. This wasn’t his first rodeo, after all. The cops would soon find out about his previous history of breaking and entering and his two DUIs. A few abortive attempts at drugs, but the drugs never bent reality enough to be worth the risks. The high wasn’t worth the expense. Not when you could buy beer by the quart for a couple of bucks at 7–11.

He’d done this processing thing in each of those cases, but he’d been released on his own recognizance on the B and E, and let go from the DUIs after the mandatory six-hour stint in the drunk tank. The judge had warned him of dire consequences if he didn’t straighten up and fly right, and he’d been trying. Really, he had. He even thought maybe his life was back on a normal track.

Until the monster. Until this nightmare. It was all still very new, but looking back on it from the perspective of a couple of hours downrange, he’d have done it again. The monster had to die. Had to. Surely these people would understand that.

The heavy door slammed shut. Beige concrete blocks surrounded him on both sides as the cop led him across gleaming white linoleum that reflected and multiplied the glare of overhead fluorescent light. Fisheye cameras on the ceiling watched their every step. The hallway was narrow, and it terminated at another door, as heavy as the first, but this one sported a thick glass window.

The cop made eye contact with a guard at a desk inside, and the door buzzed. The cop pushed it open, and Ethan felt hope evaporate. He sensed that he’d breathed his last breath of fresh air for a very long time.

In that vacuum of hope, he felt the hot urine stream down his right leg. It soaked his socks before it showed through his pants, and it streamed over his shoes. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t worry about it,” the cop replied. “It happens more than you might imagine. At least you don’t have to feel like you’re going to explode.”

“It’s embarrassing.”

“It’s jail,” the cop said. “There’s a lot more embarrassment to come. Just try to keep it in perspective.”

The man at the end of the hallway sat at a window, reminding Ethan of a receptionist in ugliest medical practice in the world. He wore the same uniform as the cop who escorted him. The receptionist cop smiled as they approached.

“So I see we’ve got a bed-wetter,” he said. “I’ll have to make a note for rubber sheets.”

“Give him a break, Vince,” the cop said. “This is Ethan Allen Falk. We’re booking him on a homicide.”

“Ah, the big one!” Vince declared with a smile. “Bring him in and sit him down so we can get down to business.” The door with the window buzzed.

“Can I change clothes?” Ethan asked his escort at a whisper.

“Soon enough,” the cop said. “Really, don’t worry about the little stuff.” Ethan glanced at the cop’s name tag. He wanted to remember the nice cops. There was Hastings out there in the parking lot, and now this one. His name tag read Bailey.

The open door revealed an elaborate warren of doors and concrete block walls. The light in here was dimmer, and there was a lot more noise—the sound of many people at work doing many things. Officer Bailey led Ethan to a long metal bench. “Have a seat,” he said. “This will take a while.”

“Nathan, I haven’t seen you in what, a week?” the deputy said. “You been on vacation?”

“I took the kids to see Mickey down in Florida,” Bailey said. “Fifty thousand screaming tourists and two-hundred-degree heat. I’m back to take a vacation from my vacation.”

The small talk went on for twenty minutes as Ethan sat on his bench, crossing and re-crossing his legs as he tried to find a comfortable posture. Nothing seemed to work. By the time he was called up to the tall desk, the bench had filled with five more men in handcuffs. They all looked way tougher than he, and none of them had pissed their pants.

Officer Bailey gripped Ethan’s biceps and helped him to his feet. “Sometimes balance is a little hard when you don’t have your hands.”

“Okay,” Officer Vince said, “I know that you’re on the record not wanting to answer any questions, and that’s fine, but these are just for information’s sake. Nothing about the charges against you.”

Ethan gave his name (again) and his address (again). No, he didn’t have any medical conditions, and no, he was not on any prescriptions. No, he was not addicted to any drugs, and no he wasn’t intoxicated—as if they wouldn’t find that out for themselves. And finally, no he was not experiencing suicidal ideations. He wondered what percentage of the people Vince processed had any idea what that term even meant.

Officer Bailey donned a pair of black leather gloves and Ethan stood still as the cop rummaged through his pockets yet another time. They’d already stripped him of everything out at the scene of the attack, and he didn’t wear any jewelry. Bailey unfastened Ethan’s belt and pulled it free of the loops. He wrapped the leather strip around his fist to make a loop, and then stuffed the loop into a plastic bag that was then inserted into the other plastic bag that contained his stuff.

Officer Bailey left after that, handing Ethan off to a towering cop whose name tag read Taylor, and who his colleagues called Bob. “Promise me you’re not going to be a problem,” Officer Taylor said.

Ethan didn’t answer because he didn’t think the cop needed one. He allowed himself to be led farther down the concrete hallway. Next came the mug shot—full-face and profile—followed by finger printing. Ethan was surprised that they did the printing behind his back while he was still cuffed, manipulating his fingers one at a time while instructing him which digits to extend. How big a risk did they think he was?

“You’re doing fine, Ethan,” Taylor said. They turned left and were buzzed through another door. The room was small, maybe ten-by-ten feet, and it smelled wet. An industrial-looking Dutch door dominated the left wall, heavy metal, with a panel at the top that swung away from Ethan, exposing bank-teller bars that had a half-moon slot along its lower edge. Another deputy stood on the other side. He looked unhappy.

“Remember your promise not to be a problem,” Deputy Taylor said. He moved behind Ethan and fumbled with the handcuffs. “Just hold still.”

Ethan didn’t bother mentioning that he had never promised anything, though he had no intention of fighting anyone. As the handcuffs fell away, he brought his hands around to the front and rubbed his wrists. The bracelets had left red grooves in his skin.

“Now we need you to take your clothes off.”

Ethan’s guts stiffened. “Excuse me?”

“Get naked,” said the guy behind the bars.

“Why?”

“Every new guest gets a shower,” Taylor said in a light tone. “And then you get your new wardrobe.”

“I took a shower this morning.”

“It’s just procedure,” Taylor said. “No big deal.”

Ethan felt his heart race. He wondered if color had drained from his face. He felt a rush of dizziness.

Take your clothes off and be quick about it.

I don’t want to.

I don’t care. Don’t make me hurt you.

That was before, he told himself. That was not now. The monster was not here. The monster was dead. He knew that because he’d witnessed the blood spray.

“Look,” said the guy behind the cage. “There’s an easy way to do this, and there’s a hard way. You can shower and be clean, or you can shower and be bloody. Your choice.”

Taylor seemed to sense something. He cocked his head. “You okay?”

Ethan didn’t answer. He opened the three buttons at the top of his polo shirt, and pulled it over his head. He hovered it in the air, unsure what to do with it.

The deputy at the window tapped the top edge of the lower door. “Right here.”

Ethan draped the shirt, and then kicked out of his shoes. Reeboks, the most expensive shoes he’d ever bought, purchased four months ago in celebration of his first real job. He picked those up and placed them on top of the shirt. They were still damp with his piss. He bent at the waist to pull up his pants legs and get at his socks.

“You can sit on the bench if you want,” Taylor said.

Sit on the bed if you want. I can help you.

Ethan sat. He took his time, pulling each sock down below his ankle bones before scooping them off his feet one at a time.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, we don’t have all day,” Window-man said.

Be quick about it.

He unbuttoned his jeans. Unzipped them. Paused.

“We’re not going to hurt you, Ethan,” Taylor said.

I’ll go easy. It won’t hurt. I promise.

He lifted his butt from the chair and pulled his legs out of the holes. He folded them vertically at the seam, wet leg over dry leg, and then folded them again, and then again, creating a nearly perfect square.

Those tight little underpants, too.

“What?” His head shot to Taylor.

“What what? I didn’t say anything. But we need to get on with this.”

Ethan hadn’t worn tight underwear in eleven years. Not since that day. He stepped out of his soaked boxer shorts, folded them, and placed them on the bench atop the rest of his clothes. He felt tears pressing behind his eyes, and he saw that his hands were shaking.

“Over here.” Window-man beckoned Ethan with two fingers.

Naked now, Ethan carried his clothes to the deputy and placed them next to his shirt and his shoes.

“Try not to gain or lose too much weight over the next twenty years,” the window cop said with a chuckle. “These are your go-home clothes, too. And holy crap are they gonna stink by then.”

Ethan hated the man behind the bars. He was a shithead bully with a badge. An asshole who sensed weakness in others and preyed upon it. He was a predator.

“This way,” Taylor said. He beckoned for the next door. This one was wooden and needed no buzzer to pass through. On the other side, a row of three shower heads protruded from the wall, dripping water onto iron-stained once-green tiles. Taylor gestured to them with an open hand. “There’s soap in the dispensers on the wall. I advise you to be thorough. After this, once we transfer you to the Adult Detention Center, you’ll be limited to two showers a week.”

Ethan hesitated, his hands covering himself. “Are you going to watch?”

“’Fraid I have to. Believe me, there are other things I’d much rather be doing.”

Ethan moved hesitantly, haltingly. With his hands still cupping his genitals, he stepped over the two-inch curb that marked the edge of the shower and shivered as his feet hit the ages-old accumulation of water. The water spigots were a knurled wheel-and-spoke design that looked more appropriate to an outdoor hose bib. They were unmarked, but Ethan bet on the standard arrangement of hot on the left. Standing to the side, he cracked the knob, heard a rush of air, and then dodged a formless spray of frigid water that hit him even from his offset of ninety degrees. The chill took his breath away. Five seconds later, the temperature transitioned to scalding. After fifteen or twenty seconds of balancing with the knobs, the spray was tolerable.

Eyes closed, Ethan took his time. He tried to recall the tricks the psychologists had taught him about focusing away from the demons and toward the positive. He needed to find that boat dock in the woods that he’d never actually visited, but that he’d conjured as his place to retreat mentally. If he could make it to the dock, the bad thoughts could be kept at bay.

It had worked so well then. But back at that point, after he’d been rescued and returned, the reality of his life was indeed safe. Now, he was back in the hands of—

“Okay, that’s enough,” Taylor said. “Rinse off and let’s get going.”

Ethan leaned forward into the wall, into the spigots, and let the water flood for just a few more seconds over his face and hair. Down his back. Then he shut the water off.

Keeping his back turned to the deputy, he said, “Where is my towel?”

“That comes in another two minutes. Turn around and look at me, please.”

Covering himself again, Ethan turned. Taylor had donned a pair of blue rubber gloves.

It won’t hurt. Just imagine you’re at the doctor’s.

Ethan’s heart rate doubled. “No,” he said.

“It’s procedure,” Taylor said. “Nobody enjoys the cavity search, but—”

It did hurt. Oh, my God, it hurt so bad. And the monster laughed as Ethan yelled.

“No!” Ethan shouted it this time.

Taylor seemed startled. “Come on, Ethan, don’t—”

—make this any harder than it needs to be.

The color in the room changed in Ethan’s head. Reality transformed into something unreal—unrooted. He knew it was impossible, but he was eleven years old again. But now he was big. Now he could defend himself.

He launched himself at the cop. Not the shithead predator deputy, but the nice one. The one named Taylor. Like Andy Taylor from Mayberry, the show that played without end on TVLand. The deputy was taller by a head, but Ethan knew a trick to make up the difference. As he lunged forward, he tucked his chin just a little and then on contact, thrust his head up under the deputy’s jaw. He heard a snap, and he heard someone yell. It might have been Ethan’s own howling, but he couldn’t be sure.

They were on the wet floor now, bare skin against leather and hardware. Ethan threw punches and he received them, but he didn’t feel anything. This was not going to happen to him again.

The space around him reverberated with noise and he saw more shoes and he felt more hands. He swung at as many of them as he could. His guts exploded as someone landed a kick, and then he saw the stick coming.

Darkness.
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