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To Dennis Lynds and all thriller writers,
past and present.
May their stories live forever.
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Introduction

"T'his book is a trailblazer on two counts. It’s the first short-story
anthology of thrillers ever done, and it’s the first publication of a
new professional organization: International Thriller Writers, Inc.

By nature writers tend to be loners, happy with their work, their
families and a few close friends. But we also yearn occasionally for
collegiality. For years we've all said to one another, “Why don’t we
organize?” Then in June 2004, Barbara Peters, of the legendary Poi-
soned Pen bookstore in Scottsdale, Arizona, held the first-ever
thriller conference in the United States. She invited six writers—
Lee Child, Vince Flynn, Steve Hamilton, Gayle Lynds, David
Morrell and Kathy Reichs—and one editor, Keith Kahla, of
St. Martin’s Press, to give presentations about the various aspects
of writing and publishing thrillers. Clive Cussler spoke at the lun-
cheon.

With only two weeks to publicize the event, Barbara thought
she’d be lucky if a hundred people registered. In the end some 125
attended and, to everyone’s surprise, not all were there to learn
about writing. Many were readers who wanted to meet some of
their favorite thriller authors. Here for the first time was concrete
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evidence of what most of us had long suspected: there was a de-
mand among fans for a thriller writers’ organization, too. If we held
conventions, readers would likely attend, as well as us. And if we
awarded prizes—there have never been awards specifically for
thriller books, stories and films in the English language—that in-
terest would only grow.

On the last day of the conference, in the sunny restaurant at
the Biltmore Hotel in Scottsdale, several of the attendees stood
around talking. Gayle Lynds, a highly accomplished thriller writer,
mentioned that she thought the conference indicated the time had
come to create an association for thriller writers. Adrian Muller,
a journalist and freelance conference organizer, pointed out that
the association should not be limited to the United States. Bar-
bara Peters said she’d be willing to hold another, larger conven-
tion. Realizing that she’d almost committed herself, Gayle quickly
announced, “I can’t organize this alone, though.” Her husband, the
incomparable Dennis Lynds, added, “She’s right. She can’t.” Bar-
bara merely smiled and said, “Pull in David Morrell. He’s perfect.”

And that’s what happened.

Adrian Muller volunteered to send out e-mails to every thriller
author he could find to see if there was enough interest among writ-
ers to form a group. A few days later, Gayle and David had a long
telephone call, discussing their workloads and a potential thriller
organization that would be international in scope. They agreed to
jointly head the effort, and over the summer of 2004 Adrian,
David and Gayle talked and exchanged e-mails. Adrian arranged
with Al Navis, who was orchestrating Bouchercon 2004, the great
congregation of mystery readers and writers, to assign a room in
which the thriller authors could meet.

The response to Adrian’s e-mail was impressive. Author after
author said that an association was a great idea. A meeting was
held on October 9 in the Metro Toronto Convention Centre and,
after many discussions, International Thriller Writers, Inc. was
born. In November 2004, members were solicited. That response
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was likewise incredible. Currently there are over four hundred
members, with combined sales exceeding 1,600,000,000 books.

This is all quite astonishing, and fitting because thrillers pro-
vide such a rich literary feast. There are all kinds. The legal thriller,
spy thriller, action-adventure thriller, medical thriller, police
thriller, romantic thriller, historical thriller, political thriller, reli-
gious thriller, high-tech thriller, military thriller. The list goes go
on and on, with new variations constantly being invented. In fact,
this openness to expansion is one of the genre’s most enduring
characteristics. But what gives the variety of thrillers a common
ground is the intensity of emotions they create, particularly those
of apprehension and exhilaration, of excitement and breathless-
ness, all designed to generate that all-important thrill. By defini-
tion, if a thriller doesn’t thrill, it’s not doing its job.

Thrillers, though, are also known for their pace, and the force
with which they hurtle the reader along. They’re an obstacle race
in which an objective is achieved at some heroic cost. The goal
can be personal (trying to save a spouse or a long-lost relative) or
global (trying to avert a world war) but often it’s both. Perhaps
there’s a time limit imposed, perhaps not. Sometimes they build
thythmically to rousing climaxes that peak with a cathartic, ex-
plosive ending. Other times they start at top speed and never ease
off. At their best, thrillers use scrupulous research and accurate de-
tails to create environments in which meaningful characters teach
us about our world. When readers finish a thriller, they should feel
not only emotionally satisfied but also better informed—and hun-
gry for the next riveting tale.

Henry James once wrote, “The house of fiction has many win-
dows.” That observation certainly applies to thrillers, and this an-
thology is an excellent example. When Gayle Lynds suggested
producing it, International Thriller Writers, Inc. sent out a call to
its members for stories. Many replied, and thirty were ultimately
selected for inclusion. I was contacted about acting as editor and
readily agreed, while Steve Berry, another [ITW member and
thriller author, took on the responsibility of managing director.
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When the book proposal was finally shopped by agent Richard
Pine, himself an ITW member, several publishers expressed in-
terest and, after a bidding war, MIRA Books acquired the rights.

Generously, each of the contributors to this book donated his
or her story. Only ITW will share in the royalties, the proceeds
earned going into the corporate treasury to fund the expansion of
this worthwhile organization. The theme of this anthology is sim-
ple. Each writer has used a familiar character or plotline from their
body of work and crafted an original story. So you have something
known, along with something new. As you'll see, the variations
are captivating, as the writers’ imaginations soared. Each story is
prefaced by an introduction from me that sets up the writer, his or
her work and the story. At the book’s end, there are short biogra-
phies of each contributor. What a pleasure it was to read the stories
as they came in, and it’s my hope that you'll likewise relish the
tales.

So prepare to be thrilled.

And enjoy the experience.

—James Patterson

June 2006

P.S. More can be learned about ITW through its Web site at

www.internationalthrillerwriters.com. Check it out.


www.internationalthrillerwriters.com

|EE CHIP

Lee Child’s debut novel was Killing Floot; a first-person nar-
rative introducing his series character Jack Reacher, and al-
though clearly a fast-paced thriller it shared characteristics
with the classic limited-universe Western. At the time Child
was also an experienced media professional, aware that his
second book had to be written before significant reaction
to his first had even been received. To avoid stereotyping—
which can affect a writer as much as any performer—Child
determined to make his second book, Die Trying, as differ-
ent as possible, albeit part of the same series. His plan was
to stake out a wide “left field, right field” territorial span
between books one and two, one in which the rest of the
series could happily roam. Therefore Die Trying featured
third-person narration and a classic high-stakes, multi-
strand thriller structure. But, in its first draft, that structure
went one strand too far. There was a character—James Pen-
ney—who had an appealing introduction and backstory, but
who clearly didn’t have any valid place to go. So Penney
wasn't featured in the completed novel. Instead, he lan-
guished on Child’s hard drive until a request came from an
obscure British anthology for a short story. Child repack-



14 |EE cHIP

aged Penney’s narrative and added a prequel-style ending,
featuring a brief glimpse of Jack Reacher’s early career. The
story was published, but with limited distribution. Now it
comes to life again, revised and renewed, in hopes of reach-
ing a wider audience.



JAMES PENNEY’S NEW IDENTITY

The process that turned James Penney into a completely dif-
ferent person began thirteen years ago, at one in the afternoon
on a Monday in the middle of June, in Laney, California. A hot
time of day, at a hot time of year, in a hot part of the country. The
town squats on the shoulder of the road from Mojave to L.A. Due
west, the southern rump of the Coastal Range Mountains is vis-
ible. Due east, the Mojave Desert disappears into the haze. Very
little happens in Laney. After that Monday in the middle of June
thirteen years ago, even less ever did.

There was one industry in Laney. One factory. A big spread of
a place. Weathered metal siding, built in the sixties. Office ac-
commodations at the north end, in the shade. The first floor was
low grade. Clerical functions took place there. Billing and ac-
counting and telephone calling. The second story was high grade.
Managers. The corner office on the right used to be the person-
nel manager’s place. Now it was the human resources manager’s
place. Same guy, new title on his door.

Outside that door in the long second-floor corridor was a line
of chairs. The human resources manager’s secretary had rustled
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them up and placed them there that Monday morning. The line
of chairs was occupied by a line of men and women. They were
silent. Every five minutes the person at the head of the line
would be called into the office. The rest of them would shuffle
up one place. They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. They knew
what was happening.

Just before one o’clock, James Penney shuffled up one space
to the head of the line. He waited five long minutes and stood
up when he was called. Stepped into the office. Closed the door
behind him. The human resources manager was a guy called
Odell. Odell hadn’t been long out of diapers when James Pen-
ney started work at the Laney plant.

“Mr. Penney,” Odell said.

Penney said nothing, but sat down and nodded in a guarded way.

“We need to share some information with you,” Odell said.

Penney shrugged at him. He knew what was coming. He heard
things, same as anybody else.

“Just give me the short version, okay?” he said.

Odell nodded. “We're laying you off.”

“For the summer?” Penney asked him.

Odell shook his head.

“For good,” he said.

Penney took a second to get over the sound of the words. He’d
known they were coming, but they hit him like they were the
last words he ever expected Odell to say.

“Why?” he asked.

Odell shrugged. He didn’t look as if he was enjoying this. But
on the other hand, he didn’t look as if it was upsetting him
much, either.

“Downsizing,” he said. “No option. Only way we can go.”

“Why?” Penney said again.

Odell leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his
head. Started the speech he’d already made many times that day.

“We need to cut costs,” he said. “This is an expensive opera-
tion. Small margin. Shrinking market. You know that.”
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Penney stared into space and listened to the silence breaking
through from the factory floor. “So you're closing the plant?”

Odell shook his head again. “We’re downsizing, is all. The
plant will stay open. There’ll be some maintenance. Some repairs,
overhauls. But not like it used to be.”

“The plant will stay open?” Penney said. “So how come you're
letting me go?”

Odell shifted in his chair. Pulled his hands from behind his
head and folded his arms across his chest defensively. He had
reached the tricky part of the interview.

“It’s a question of the skills mix,” he said. “We had to pick a
team with the correct blend. We put a lot of work into the deci-
sion. And I'm afraid you didn’t make the cut.”

“Whats wrong with my skills?” Penney asked. “I got skills. I've
worked here seventeen years. What’s wrong with my damn
skills?”

“Nothing at all,” Odell said. “But other people are better. We
have to look at the big picture. It's going to be a skeleton crew,
so we need the best skills, the fastest learners, good attendance
records, you know how it is.”

“Attendance records?” Penney said. “What’s wrong with my
attendance record? I've worked here seventeen years. You say-
ing I'm not a reliable worker?”

Odell touched the brown file folder in front of him.

“You've had a lot of time out sick,” he said. “Absentee rate just
above eight percent.”

Penney looked at him incredulously.

“Sick?” he said. “I wasn’t sick. I was post-traumatic. From
Vietnam.”

Odell shook his head again. He was too young.

“Whatever,” he said. “That’s still a big absentee rate.”

James Penney just sat there, stunned. He felt like he’d been
hit by a train.

“We looked for the correct blend,” Odell said again. “We put
a lot of management time into the process. We're confident we
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made the right decisions. You're not being singled out. We're los-
ing eighty percent of our people.”

Penney stared across at him. “You staying?”

Odell nodded and tried to hide a smile but couldn’t.

“There’s still a business to run,” he said. “We still need man-
agement.”

There was silence in the corner office. Outside, the hot breeze
stirred off the desert and blew a listless eddy over the metal
building. Odell opened the brown folder and pulled out a blue
envelope. Handed it across the desk.

“You're paid up to the end of July,” he said. “Money went in
the bank this morning. Good luck, Mr. Penney.”

The five-minute interview was over. Odell’s secretary appeared
and opened the door to the corridor. Penney walked out. The sec-
retary called the next man in. Penney walked past the long quiet
row of people and made it to the parking lot. Slid into his car. It
was a red Firebird, a year and a half old, and it wasn’t paid for
yet. He started it up and drove the mile to his house. Eased to a
stop in his driveway and sat there, thinking, in a daze, with the
engine running.

He was imagining the repo men coming for his car. The only
damn thing in his whole life he’d ever really wanted. He re-
membered the exquisite joy of buying it. After his divorce. Wak-
ing up and realizing he could just go to the dealer, sign the
papers and have it. No discussions. No arguing. He’d gone down
to the dealer and chopped in his old clunker and signed up for
that Firebird and driven it home in a state of total joy. He'd
washed it every week. He’d watched the infomercials and tried
every miracle polish on the market. The car had sat every day
outside the Laney factory like a bright red badge of achieve-
ment. Like a shiny consolation for the shit and the drudgery.
Whatever else he didn’t have, he had a Firebird.

He felt a desperate fury building inside him. He got out of the
car and ran to the garage and grabbed his spare can of gasoline.
Ran back to the house. Opened the door. Emptied the can over
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the sofa. He couldn’t find a match, so he lit the gas stove in the
kitchen and unwound a roll of paper towels. Put one end on the
stove top and ran the rest through to the living room. When his
makeshift fuse was well alight, he skipped out to his car and
started it up. Turned north toward Mojave.

His neighbor noticed the fire when the flames started coming
through the roof. She called the Laney fire department. The fire-
fighters didn’t respond. It was a volunteer department, and all
the volunteers were in line inside the factory, upstairs in the nar-
row corridor. Then the warm air moving off the Mojave Desert
freshened up into a hot breeze, and by the time James Penney
was thirty miles away the flames from his house had set fire to
the dried scrub that had been his lawn. By the time he was in the
town of Mojave itself, cashing his last paycheck at the bank, the
flames had spread across his lawn and his neighbor’s and were
licking at the base of her back porch.

Like any California boomtown, Laney had grown in a hurry.
The factory had been thrown up around the start of Nixon’s first
term. A hundred acres of orange groves had been bulldozed and
five hundred frame houses had quadrupled the population in a
year. There was nothing really wrong with the houses, but they’d
seen rain less than a dozen times in the thirty-one years they'd
been standing, and they were about as dry as houses can get.
Their timbers had sat and baked in the sun and been scoured by
the dry desert winds. There were no hydrants built into the
streets. The houses were close together, and there were no wind-
breaks. But there had never been a serious fire in Laney. Not until
that Monday in June.

James Penney’s neighbor called the fire department for the sec-
ond time after her back porch disappeared in flames. The fire de-
partment was in disarray. The dispatcher advised her to get out
of her house and just wait for their arrival. By the time the fire
truck got there, her house was destroyed. And the next house in
line was destroyed, too. The desert breeze had blown the fire on
across the second narrow gap and sent the old couple living
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there scuttling into the street for safety. Then Laney called in the
fire departments from Lancaster and Glendale and Bakersfield,
and they arrived with proper equipment and saved the day. They
hosed the scrub between the houses and the blaze went no far-
ther. Just three houses destroyed, Penney’s and his two down-
wind neighbors. Within two hours the panic was over, and by
the time Penney himself was fifty miles north of Mojave, Laney’s
sheriff was working with the fire investigators to piece together
what had happened.

They started with Penney’s place, which was the upwind
house, and the first to burn, and therefore the coolest. It had just
about burned down to the floor slab, but the layout was still clear.
And the evidence was there to see. There was tremendous scorch-
ing on one side of where the living room had been. The Glen-
dale investigator recognized it as something he’d seen many
times before. It was what is left when a foam-filled sofa or arm-
chair is doused with gasoline and set afire. As clear a case of arson
as he had ever seen. The unfortunate wild cards had been the
stiffening desert breeze and the proximity of the other houses.

Then the sheriff had gone looking for James Penney, to tell him
somebody had burned his house down, and his neighbors’. He
drove his black-and-white to the factory and walked upstairs,
past the long line of people and into Odell’s corner office. Odell
told him what had happened in the five-minute interview just
after one o’clock. Then the sheriff had driven back to the Laney
station house, steering with one hand and rubbing his chin with
the other.

And by the time James Penney was driving along the tower-
ing eastern flank of Mount Whitney, a hundred and fifty miles
from home, there was an all-points-bulletin out on him, suspi-
cion of deliberate arson, which in the dry desert heat of south-
ern California was a big, big deal.

The next morning’s sun woke James Penney by coming in
through a hole in his motel-room blind and playing a bright beam
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across his face. He stirred and lay in the warmth of the rented
bed, watching the dust motes dancing.

He was still in California, up near Yosemite, in a place just far
enough from the park to be cheap. He had six weeks’ pay in his
billfold, which was hidden under the center of his mattress. Six
weeks’ pay, less a tank and a half of gas, a cheeseburger and
twenty-seven-fifty for the room. Hidden under the mattress, be-
cause twenty-seven-fifty doesn’t get you a space in a top-notch
place. His door was locked, but the desk guy would have a
passkey, and he wouldn’t be the first desk guy in the world to
rent out his passkey by the hour to somebody looking to make
a little extra money during the night.

But nothing bad had happened. The mattress was so thin he
could feel the billfold right there, under his kidney. Still there,
still bulging. A good feeling. He lay watching the sunbeam, strug-
gling with mental arithmetic, spreading six weeks’ pay out over
the foreseeable future. With nothing to worry about except cheap
food, cheap motels and the Firebird’s gas, he figured he had no
problems at all. The Firebird had a modern engine, twenty-four
valves, tuned for a blend of power and economy. He could get
far away and have enough money left to take his time looking
around.

After that, he wasn’t so sure. But there would be a call for
something. He was sure of that. Even if it was menial. He was a
worker. Maybe he’d find something outdoors, might be a re-
freshing thing. Might have some kind of dignity to it. Some kind
of simple work, for simple honest folks, a lot different than slav-
ing for that grinning weasel Odell.

He watched the sunbeam travel across the counterpane for a
while. Then he flung the cover aside and swung himself out of
bed. Used the john, rinsed his face and mouth at the sink and
untangled his clothes from the pile he’d dropped them in. He'd
need more clothes. He only had the things he stood up in. Every-
thing else he’d burned along with his house. He shrugged and
reran his calculations to allow for some new pants and work
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shirts. Maybe some heavy boots, if he was going to be laboring
outside. The six weeks’ pay was going to have to stretch a little
thinner. He decided to drive slow, to save gas and maybe eat less.
Or maybe not less, just cheaper. He’d use truck stops, not tourist
diners. More calories, less money.

He figured today he’d put in some serious miles before stop-
ping for breakfast. He jingled the car keys in his pocket and
opened his cabin door. Then he stopped. His heart thumped. The
blacktop rectangle outside his cabin was empty. Just old oil stains
staring up at him. He glanced desperately left and right along the
row. No red Firebird. He staggered back into the room and sat
down heavily on the bed. Just sat there in a daze, thinking about
what to do.

He decided he wouldn’t bother with the desk guy. He was
pretty certain the desk guy was responsible. He could just about
see it. The guy had waited an hour and then called some bud-
dies who had come over and hot-wired his car. Eased it out of
the motel lot and away down the road. A conspiracy, feeding off
unsuspecting motel traffic. Feeding off suckers dumb enough to
pay twenty-seven-fifty for the privilege of getting their prize pos-
session stolen. He was numb. Suspended somewhere between
sick and raging. His red Firebird. Gone. Stolen. No repo men in-
volved. Just thieves.

The nearest police station was two miles south. He had seen
it the previous night, heading north past it. It was small but
crowded. He stood in line behind five other people. There was
an officer behind the counter, taking details, taking complaints,
writing slow. Penney felt like every minute was vital. He felt like
his Firebird was racing down to the border. Maybe this guy could
radio ahead and get it stopped. He hopped from foot to foot in
frustration. Gazed wildly around him. There were notices stuck
on a board behind the officer’s head. Blurred Xeroxes of telexes
and faxes. U.S. Marshal notices. A mass of stuff. His eyes flicked
absently across it all.

Then they snapped back. His photograph was staring out at
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him. The photograph from his own driver’s license, Xeroxed in
black and white, enlarged, grainy. His name underneath, in big
printed letters. JAMES PENNEY. From Laney, California. A de-
scription of his car. Red Firebird. The plate number. James Pen-
ney. Wanted for arson and criminal damage. He stared at the
bulletin. It grew larger and larger. It grew life-size. His face stared
back at him like he was looking in a mirror. James Penney. Arson.
Criminal damage. All-points-bulletin. The woman in front of him
finished her business and he stepped forward to the head of the
line. The desk sergeant looked up at him.

“Can I help you, sir?” he said.

Penney shook his head. Peeled off left and walked away.
Stepped calmly outside into the bright morning sun and ran
back north like a madman. He made about a hundred yards be-
fore the heat slowed him to a gasping walk. Then he did the in-
stinctive thing, which was to duck off the blacktop and take cover
in a wild-birch grove. He pushed through the brush until he was
out of sight and collapsed into a sitting position, back against a
thin rough trunk, legs splayed out straight, chest heaving, hands
clamped against his head like he was trying to stop it from ex-
ploding.

Arson and criminal damage. He knew what the words meant.
But he couldn’t square them with what he had actually done. It
was his own damn house to burn. Like he was burning his trash.
He was entitled. How could that be arson? And he could explain,
anyway. He’d been upset. He sat slumped against the birch trunk
and breathed easier. But only for a moment. Because then he
started thinking about lawyers. He’d had personal experience.
His divorce had cost him plenty in lawyer bills. He knew what
lawyers were like. Lawyers were the problem. Even if it wasn’t
arson, it was going to cost plenty in lawyer bills to start proving
it. It was going to cost a steady torrent of dollars, pouring out
for years. Dollars he didn’t have, and never would have again.
He sat there on the hard, dry ground and realized that absolutely
everything he had in the whole world was right then in direct
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contact with his body. One pair of shoes, one pair of socks, one
pair of boxers, Levi’s, cotton shirt, leather jacket. And his bill-
fold. He put his hand down and touched its bulk in his pocket.
Six weeks’ pay, less yesterday’s spending.

He got to his feet in the clearing. His legs were weak from the
unaccustomed running. His heart was thumping. He leaned up
against a birch trunk and took a deep breath. Swallowed. He
pushed back through the brush to the road. Turned north and
started walking. He walked for a half hour, hands in his pock-
ets, maybe a mile and three-quarters, and then his muscles eased
off and his breathing calmed down. He began to see things clearly.
He began to appreciate the power of labels. He was a realistic guy,
and he always told himself the truth. He was an arsonist because
they said he was. The angry phase was over. Now it was about
making sensible decisions, one after the other. Clearing up the
confusion was beyond his resources. So he had to stay out of their
reach. That was his first decision. That was the starting point.
That was the strategy. The other decisions would flow out of that.
They were tactical.

He could be traced three ways. By his name, by his face, by
his car. He ducked sideways off the road again into the trees.
Pushed twenty yards into the woods. Kicked a shallow hole in
the leaf mold and stripped out of his billfold everything with his
name on. He buried it all in the hole and stamped the earth flat.
Then he took his beloved Firebird keys from his pocket and
hurled them far into the trees. He didn’t see where they fell.

The car itself was gone. Under the circumstances, that was
good. But it had left a trail. It might have been seen in Mojave,
outside the bank. It might have been seen at the gas stations
where he filled it. And its plate number was on the motel form
from last night. With his name. A trail, arrowing north through
California in neat little increments.

He remembered his training from Vietnam. He remembered
the tricks. If you wanted to move east from your foxhole, first
you moved west. You moved west for a couple hundred yards,
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stepping on the occasional twig, brushing the occasional bush,
until you had convinced Charlie you were moving west, as qui-
etly as you could, but not quietly enough. Then you turned
around and came back east, really quietly, doing it right, past your
original starting point and away. He’d done it a dozen times. His
original plan had been to head north for a spell, maybe into Ore-
gon. He'd gotten a few hours into that plan. Therefore, the red
Firebird had laid a modest trail north. So now he was going to
turn south for a while and disappear. He walked back out of the
woods, into the dust on the near side of the road, and started
walking back the way he had come.

His face he couldn’t change. It was right there on all the posters.
He remembered it staring out at him from the bulletin board in
the police building. The neat side-parting, the sunken gray
cheeks. He ran his hands through his hair, vigorously, backward
and forward, until it stuck out every which way. No more neat
side-parting. He ran his palms over twenty-four hours of stub-
ble. Decided to grow a big beard. No option, really. He didn’t have
a razor, and he wasn’t about to spend any money on one. He
walked on through the dust, heading south, with Excelsior Moun-
tain towering on his right. Then he came to the turn dodging west
toward San Francisco, through Tioga Pass, before Mount Dana
reared up even higher. He stopped in the dust on the side of the
road and pondered. Keeping on south would take him nearly all
the way back to Mojave. Too close to home. Way too close. He
wasn’t comfortable about that. Not comfortable at all. So he fig-
ured a new move. He’d hitch a ride west, and then decide.

Late in the afternoon he got out of some old hippie’s open Jeep
on the southern edge of Sacramento. He stood by the side of the
road and waved and watched the guy go. Then he looked around
in the sudden silence and got his bearings. All the way up and
down the drag he could see a forest of signs, bright colors, neon,
advertising motels, air and pool and cable, burger places, eater-
ies of every description, supermarkets, auto parts. Looked like
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the kind of place a guy could get lost in, no trouble at all. Big
choice of motels, all side by side, all competing, all offering the
lowest prices in town. He figured he’d hole up in one of them
and plan ahead. After eating. He was hungry. He chose a burger
chain he’d never used before and sat in the window, idly watch-
ing the traffic. The waitress came over and he ordered a cheese-
burger and two Cokes. He was dry from the dust on the road.

The Laney sheriff opened a map. Thought hard. Penney
wouldn’t be aiming to stay in California. He’d be moving on. Prob-
ably up to the wilds of Oregon or Washington State. Or Idaho or
Montana. But not due north. Penney was a veteran. He knew how
to feint. He would head west first. He would aim to get out through
Sacramento. But Sacramento was a city with an ocean not too far
away to the left, and high mountains to the right. Fundamentally
six roads out, was all. So six roadblocks would do it, maybe on a
ten-mile radius so the local commuters wouldn't get snarled up.
The sheriff nodded to himself and picked up the phone.

Penney walked north for an hour. It started raining at dusk.
Steady, wetting rain. Northern California, near the mountains,
very different from what Penney was used to. He was hunched
in his jacket, head down, tired and demoralized and alone. And
wet. And conspicuous. Nobody walked anywhere in California.
He glanced over his shoulder at the traffic stream and saw a dull
olive Chevrolet sedan slowing behind him. It came to a stop and
a long arm stretched across and opened the passenger door. The
dome light clicked on and shone out on the soaked roadway:.

“Want a ride?” the driver called.

Penney ducked down and glanced inside. The driver was a
very tall man, about thirty, muscular, built like a regular weight
lifter. Short fair hair, rugged open face. Dressed in uniform. Army
uniform. Penney read the insignia and registered: military po-
lice captain. He glanced at the dull olive paint on the car and saw
a white serial number stenciled on the flank.
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“I don’t know,” he said.

“Getin out of the rain,” the driver said. “A vet like you knows
better than to be walking in the rain.”

Penney slid inside. Closed the door.

“How do you know I'm a vet?” he asked.

“The way you walk,” the driver said. “And your age, and the
way you look. Guy your age looking like you look and walking
in the rain didn’t beat the draft for college, that’s for damn sure.”

Penney nodded.

“No, I didn’t,” he said. “I did a jungle tour.”

“So let me give you a ride,” the driver said. “A favor, one sol-
dier to another. Consider it a veteran’s benefit.”

“Okay,” Penney said.

“Where you headed?” the driver asked.

“I don’t know,” Penney said. “North, I guess.”

“Okay, north it is,” the driver said. “I'm Jack Reacher. Pleased
to make your acquaintance.”

Penney said nothing.

“You got a name?” the guy called Reacher asked.

Penney hesitated.

“I don’t know,” he said.

Reacher put the car in drive and glanced over his shoulder.
Eased back into the traffic stream. Clicked the switch and locked
the doors.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“Do?” Penney repeated.

“You're running,” Reacher said. “Heading out of town, walk-
ing in the rain, head down, no bag, don’t know what your name
is. I've seen a lot of people running, and you'’re one of them.”

“You going to turn me in?”

“I'm a military cop,” Reacher said. “You done anything to hurt
the army?”

“The army?” Penney said. “No, I was a good soldier.”

“So why would I turn you in?”

Penney looked blank.
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“What did you do to the civilians?” Reacher asked.

“You're going to turn me in,” Penney said helplessly.

Reacher shrugged at the wheel. “That depends. What did
you do?”

Penney said nothing. Reacher turned his head and looked
straight at him. A powerful, silent stare, hypnotic intensity in his
eyes, held for a hundred yards of road. Penney couldn’t look
away. He took a breath.

“I burned my house,” he said. “Near Mojave. I worked sev-
enteen years and got canned yesterday and I got all upset because
they were going to take my car away so I burned my house.
They're calling it arson.”

“Near Mojave?” Reacher said. “They would. They don't like
fires down there.”

Penney nodded. “I was real mad. Seventeen years, and sud-
denly I'm shit on their shoe. And my car got stolen anyway, first
night 'm away.”

“There are roadblocks all around here,” Reacher said. “I came
through one south of the city.”

“For me?” Penney asked.

“Could be,” Reacher said. “They don’t like fires down there.”

“You going to turn me in?”

Reacher looked at him again, hard and silent. “Is that all you
did?”

Penney nodded. “Yes, sir, that’s all I did.”

There was silence for a beat. Just the sound of the wet pave-
ment under the tires.

“I don’t have a problem with it,” Reacher said. “A guy does a
jungle tour, works seventeen years and gets canned, I guess he’s
entitled to get a little mad.”

“So what should I do?”

“Start over, someplace else.”

“They’ll find me,” Penney said.

“You're already thinking about changing your name,”
Reacher said.
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Penney nodded. “I junked all my ID. Buried it in the woods.”

“So get new paper. That’s all anybody cares about. Pieces of
paper.”

“How?”

Reacher was quiet another beat, thinking hard. “Classic way
is find some cemetery, find a kid who died as a child, get a copy
of the birth certificate, start from there. Get a social security
number, a passport, credit cards, and you're a new person.”

Penney shrugged. “I can’t do all that. Too difficult. And I don’t
have time. According to you, there’s a roadblock up ahead. How
am I going to do all of that stuff before we get there?”

“There are other ways,” Reacher said.

“Like what?”

“Find some guy who's already created false ID for himself, and
take it away from him.”

Penney shook his head. “You're crazy. How am I going to
do that?”

“Maybe you don’t need to do that. Maybe I already did it for you.”

“You got false ID?”

“Not me,” Reacher said. “Guy I was looking for.”

“What guy?”

Reacher drove one-handed and pulled a sheaf of official paper
from his inside jacket pocket.

“Arrest warrant,” he said. “Army liaison officer at a weapons
plant outside of Fresno, peddling blueprints. Turns out to have
three separate sets of ID, all perfect, all completely backed up
with everything from elementary school onward. Which makes
it likely they’re Soviet, which means they can’t be beat. 'm on
my way back from talking to him right now. He was running, too,
already on his second set of papers. I took them. They’re clean.
They're in the trunk of this car, in a wallet.”

Traffic was slowing ahead. There was red glare visible through
the streaming windshield. Flashing blue lights. Yellow flashlight
beams waving, side to side.

“Roadblock,” Reacher said.
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“So can I use this guy’s ID?” Penney asked urgently.

“Sure you can,” Reacher said. “Hop out and get it. Bring the
wallet from the jacket in the trunk.”

He slowed and stopped on the shoulder. Penney got out.
Ducked away to the back of the car and lifted the trunk lid. Came
back a long moment later, white in the face. Held up the wallet.

“It’s all in there,” Reacher said. “Everything anybody needs.”

Penney nodded.

“So put it in your pocket,” Reacher said.

Penney slipped the wallet into his inside jacket pocket.
Reacher’s right hand came up. There was a gun in it. And a pair
of handculffs in his left.

“Now sit still,” he said quietly.

He leaned over and snapped the cuffs on Penney’s wrists, one-
handed. Put the car back into drive and crawled forward.

“What's this for?” Penney asked.

“Be quiet,” Reacher said.

They were two cars away from the checkpoint. Three high-
way patrolmen in rain capes were directing traffic into a corral
formed by parked cruisers. Their light bars were flashing bright
in the shiny dark.

“What?” Penney said again.

Reacher said nothing. Just stopped where the cop told him and
wound his window down. The night air blew in, cold and wet.
The cop bent down. Reacher handed him his military ID. The
cop played his flashlight over it and handed it back.

“Who’s your passenger?” he asked.

“My prisoner,” Reacher said. He handed over the arrest warrant.

“He got ID?” the cop asked.

Reacher leaned over and slipped the wallet out from inside
Penney’s jacket, two-fingered like a pickpocket. Flipped it open
and passed it through the window. A second cop stood in
Reacher’s headlight beams and copied the plate number onto a
clipboard. Stepped around the hood and joined the first guy.

“Captain Reacher of the military police,” the first cop said.
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The second cop wrote it down.

“With a prisoner name of Edward Hendricks,” the first cop said.

The second cop wrote it down.

“Thank you, sir,” the first cop said. “You drive safe, now.”

Reacher eased out from between the cruisers. Accelerated
away into the rain. A mile later, he stopped again on the shoul-
der. Leaned over and unlocked Penney’s handcuffs. Put them
back in his pocket. Penney rubbed his wrists.

“I thought you were going to turn me in,” he said.

Reacher shook his head. “Looked better for me that way. I
wanted a prisoner in the car for everybody to see.”

Reacher handed the wallet back.

“Keep it,” he said.

“Really?”

“Edward Hendricks,” Reacher said. “That’s who you are now.
It’s clean ID, and it'll work. Think of it like a veteran’s benefit.
One soldier to another.”

Edward Hendricks looked at him and nodded and opened his
door. Got out into the rain and turned up the collar of his leather
jacket and started walking north. Reacher watched him until he
was out of sight and then pulled away and took the next turn
west. Turned north and stopped again where the road was lonely
and ran close to the ocean. There was a wide gravel shoulder and
a low barrier and a steep cliff with the Pacific tide boiling and
foaming fifty feet below it.

He got out of the car and opened the trunk and grasped the
lapels of the jacket he had told Penney about. Took a deep breath
and heaved. The corpse was heavy. Reacher wrestled it up out of
the trunk and jacked it onto his shoulder and staggered with it
to the barrier. Bent his knees and dropped it over the edge. The
rocky cliff caught it and it spun and the arms and legs flailed
limply. Then it hit the surf with a faint splash and was gone.






JAMES GRIPPANDO

[t’s no accident that five of James Grippando’s ten thrillers
are legal thrillers featuring Jack Swyteck, an explosive crim-
inal defense lawyer. Grippando is a lawyer himself, though
fortunately with far fewer demons than Jack. What's it like
to be Jack? Simply imagine that your father is Florida’s gov-
ernor, your best friend was once on death row and your love
life could fill an entire chapter in Cupid’s Rules of Love and
War (I1diot’s Edition) . Throw in an indictment for murder and
a litany of lesser charges, and you'll begin to get the picture.

Readers of the Swyteck series know that Jack is a self-
described half-Cuban boy trapped in the body of a gringo.
That'’s a glib way of saying that Jack’s Cuban-born mother died
in childbirth, and Jack was raised by his father and step-
mother, with no link whatsoever to his Cuban heritage. Grip-
pando is not Cuban, but he considers himself an “honorary
Cuban” of sorts. His best friend since college was Cuban born
and that family dubbed him their otro hijo, other son. Quite
remarkable, considering that Grippando grew up in rural Illi-
nois and spoke only “classroom” Spanish. When he first ar-
rived in Florida, he had no idea that Cubans made better rice
than the Chinese, or that a jolt of Cuban coffee was as much
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a part of midafternoon in Miami as thunderclouds over the
Everglades. He'd yet to learn that if you ask a nice Cuban girl
on a date, the entire family would be waiting at the front door
to meet you when you picked her up. In short, Grippando—
like Jack Swyteck—was the gringo who found himself im-
mersed in Cuban culture.

In Hear No Euwil, the fourth book in the Swyteck series,
Jack Swyteck travels back to Cuba to discover his roots. Nat-
urally, he runs into a mess of trouble, all stemming from a
murder on the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay. Grip-
pando prides himself on his research, and threw himself into
all things Cuban when researching the thriller. At the time
it was impossible to speak to anyone about the U.S. naval
base at Guantanamo Bay without the problem of the de-
tainees dominating the conversation. It was then that Grip-
pando came across a forty-year-old plan—Operation
Northwoods—which, in the hands of someone with an ex-
tremely devious mind, could cause a mountain of trouble.

So was born this story.

In Operation Northwoods, Jack and his colorful sidekick,
Theo Knight, find themselves in the heat of a controversy
after an explosion at the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay,
Cuba—an explosion that rocks the world.



OPERATION NORTHWOODS

6:20 a.m., Miami, Florida

Jack Swyteck swatted the alarm clock, but even the subtle green
glow of liquid-crystal digits was an assault on his eyes. The ring-
ing continued. He raked his hand across the nightstand, grabbed
the telephone and answered in a voice that dripped with a hang-
over. It was Theo.

“Theo who?” said Jack.

“Theo Knight, moron.”

Jack’s brain was obviously still asleep. Theo was Jack’s best
friend and “investigator,” for lack of a better term. Whatever Jack
needed, Theo found, whether it was the last prop plane out of
Africa or an explanation for a naked corpse in Jack’s bathtub. Jack
never stopped wondering how Theo came up with these things.
Sometimes he asked; more often, he simply didn’t want to know.
Theirs was not exactly a textbook friendship, the Ivy League son
of a governor meets the black high-school dropout from Liberty
City. But they got on just fine for two guys who’'d met on death
row, Jack the lawyer and Theo the inmate. Jack’s persistence had



36 JAMES GRIPPANDO

delayed Theo’s date with the electric chair long enough for DNA
evidence to come into vogue and prove him innocent. It wasn't
the original plan, but Jack ended up a part of Theo’s new life,
sometimes going along for the ride, other times just watching
with amazement as Theo made up for lost time.

“Dude, turn on your TV,” said Theo. “CNN.”

There was an urgency in Theo’s voice, and Jack was too dis-
oriented to mount an argument. He found the remote and
switched on the set, watching from the foot of his bed.

A grainy image filled the screen, like bad footage from one of
those media helicopters covering a police car chase. It was an aer-
ial shot of a compound of some sort. Scores of small dwellings
and other, larger buildings dotted the windswept landscape. There
were patches of green, but overall the terrain had an arid quality,
perfect for iguanas and banana rats—except for all the fences. Jack
noticed miles of them. One- and two-lane roads cut across the
topography like tiny scars, and a slew of vehicles seemed to be
moving at high speed, though they looked like matchbox cars
from this vantage point. In the background, a huge, black plume
of smoke was rising like a menacing funnel cloud.

“What’s going on?” he said into the phone.

“They’re at the naval base in Guantanamo Bay. It's about your
client.”

“My client? Which one?”

“The crazy one.”

“That doesn’t exactly narrow things down,” said Jack.

“You know, the Haitian saint,” said Theo.

Jack didn’t bother to tell him that he wasn'’t actually a saint.
“You mean Jean Saint Preux? What did he do?”

“What did he do?” said Theo, scoffing. “He set the fucking
naval base on fire.”

6:35 a.m., Guantanamo Bay, Cuba

Camp Delta was a huge, glowing ember on the horizon, like
the second rising of the sun. The towering plume of black smoke
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rose ever higher, fed feverishly by the raging furnace below. A
gentle breeze from the Windward Passage only seemed to worsen
matters—too weak to clear the smoke, just strong enough to
spread a gloomy haze across the entire southeastern corner of the
U.S. Naval Station at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

Major Frost Jorgenson was speeding due south in the pas-
senger seat of a U.S. marine Humvee. Even with the windows
shut tight, the seeping smoke was making his eyes water.

“Unbelievable,” he said as they drew closer to the camp.

“Yes, sir,” said his driver. “Biggest fire I've ever seen.”

Major Jorgenson was relatively new to “Gitmo,” part of the
stepped-up presence of U.S. Marines that had come with the cre-
ation of a permanent detention facility at Camp Delta for “enemy
combatants”—suspected terrorists who had never been charged
formally with a crime. Jorgenson was a bruiser even by marine
standards. Four years of college football at Grambling Univer-
sity had prepared him well for a life of discipline, and old habits
die hard. Before sunrise, he’d already run two miles and peeled
off two hundred sit-ups. He was stepping out of the shower, drip-
ping wet, when the telephone call had come from Fire Station
No. 1. An explosion at Camp Delta. Possible casualties. Fire/Res-
cue dispatched. No details as yet. Almost immediately, he was
fielding calls from his senior officers, including the brigadier gen-
eral in charge of the entire detainee program, all of whom were
demanding a situation report, pronto.

A guard waved them through the Camp Delta checkpoint.

“Unbelievable.” The major was slightly embarrassed for hav-
ing repeated himself, but it was involuntary, the only word that
seemed to fit.

The Humvee stopped, and the soldiers rushed to strap on
their gas masks as they jumped out of the vehicle. A wave of heat
assaulted the major immediately, a stifling blow, as if he’'d care-
lessly tossed a match onto a pile of oversoaked charcoal bri-
quettes. Instinctively he brought a hand to his face, even though
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he was protected by the mask. After a few moments, the burn-
ing sensation subsided, but the visibility was only getting worse.
Depending on the wind, it was like stepping into a foggy twilight,
the low morning sun unable to penetrate the smoke. He grabbed
a flashlight from the glove compartment.

Major Jorgenson walked briskly, stepping over rock-hard fire
hoses and fallen debris, eventually finding himself in the stag-
ing area for the firefighting team from Fire Station No. 2. Thick,
noxious smoke made it impossible to see beyond the three near-
est fire trucks, though he was sure there were more, somewhere
in the darkness. At least he hoped there were more. Once again,
the heat was on him like a blanket, but even more stifling was
the noise all around him—radios crackling, sirens blaring, men
shouting. Loudest of all was the inferno itself, an endless surge
of flames emitting a noise that was peculiar to fires this over-
whelming, a strange cross between a roaring tidal wave and a gi-
gantic wet bedsheet flapping in the breeze.

“Watch it!”

Directly overhead, a stream of water arched from the turret of
a massive, yellow truck. It was one of several three-thousand-
gallon airport rescue and firefighting machines on the base, ca-
pable of dousing flames with 165 gallons of water per minute.
It wasn’t even close to being enough.

“Coming through!” A team of stretcher bearers streaked past.
Major Jorgenson caught a glimpse of the blackened shell of a man
on the gurney, his arms and legs twisted and shriveled like melted
plastic. On impulse, he ran alongside and then took up the rear
position, relieving one of the stretcher bearers who seemed to be
on the verge of collapse.

“Dear God,” he said. But his heart sank even further as the lead
man guided the stretcher right past the ambulance to a line of
human remains behind the emergency vehicles. The line was al-
ready too long to bear. They rolled the charred body onto the
pavement.

“Major, in here!”
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He turned and saw the fire chief waving him toward the side
of the fire truck. An enlisted man stepped in to relieve his com-
manding officer of stretcher duty. The major commended him
and then hurried over to join the chief inside the cab, pulling off
his mask as the door closed behind him.

The fire chief was covered with soot, his expression incredu-
lous. “With all due respect, sir, what are you doing out here?”

“Same as you,” said the major. “Is it as bad as it looks?”

“Maybe worse, sir.”

“How many casualties?”

“Six marines unaccounted for so far. Eleven injured.”

“What about detainees?”

“Easier to count survivors at this point.”

“How many?”

“So far, none.”

The major felt his gut tighten. None. No survivors. A horri-
ble result—even worse when you had to explain it to the rest of
the world.

The fire chief picked a flake of ash from his eye and said, “Sir,
we're doing our best to fight this monster. But any insight you
can give me as to how this started could be a big help.”

“Plane crash,” the major reported. “That’s all we know now.
Civilian craft. Cessna.”

Just then, a team of F-16s roared across the skies overhead. Navy
fighter jets had been circling the base since the invasion of airspace.

“Civilian plane, huh? It may not be my place to ask, but how
did that happen?”

“You're right. It’s not your place to ask.”

“Yes, sir. But for the safety of my own men, I guess what I'm
getting at is this: if there’s something inside this facility that we
should know about...I mean something of an explosive or in-
cendiary nature—"

“This is a detention facility. Nothing more.”

“One heck of a blaze for a small civilian aircraft that crashed
into nothing more than a detention facility.”
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The major took another look through the windshield. He
couldn’t argue.

The chief said, “I may look like an old geezer, but I know a
thing or two about fires. A little private plane crashing into a
building doesn’t carry near enough fuel to start a fire like this.
These bodies we're pulling out of here, we're not talking third-
degree burns. Upward of eighty-five, ninety percent of them, it’s
fourth- and even fifth-degree, some of them cooked right down
to the bone. And that smell in the air, benzene all the way.”

“What is it you're trying to tell me?”

“I know napalm when I see it.”

The major turned his gaze back toward the fire, then pulled
his encrypted cellular phone from his pocket and dialed the
naval station command suite.

7:02 a.m., Miami, Florida

Jack increased the volume to hear the rapid-fire cadence of an
anchorwoman struggling to make sense of the image on the TV
screen.

“You are looking at a live scene at the U.S. naval base in Guan-
tanamo Bay,” said the newswoman. “We have no official confir-
mation, but CNN has obtained unofficial reports that, just after
sunrise, there was an explosion on the base. A large and intense
fire is still burning, but because both the United States and the
Cuban military enforce a buffer zone around the base, we can-
not send in our own camera crew for a closer look.

“Joining me now live by telephone is CNN military analyst
David Polk, a retired naval officer who once served as base com-
mander at Guantanamo. Mr. Polk, as you watch the television
screen along with us, can you tell us anything that might help
us better understand what we're viewing?”

“As you can see, Deborah, the base is quite large, covering
about forty-five square miles on the far southeastern tip of
Cuba, about four hundred air miles from Miami. To give you



THRILLER 41

a little history, the U.S. has controlled this territory since the
Spanish American War, and the very existence of a military
base there has been a source of friction in U.S./Cuba relations
since Fidel Castro took power. There is no denying that this is
Cuban soil. However, for strategic reasons, the U.S. has clung
to this very valuable turf, relying on a seventy-year-old treaty
that essentially allows the United States to stay as long as it
wishes.”

“We've heard reports of an explosion. Has anything of this na-
ture ever happened before at Guantanamo?”

“No. Tensions have certainly run high over the years, spiking
in the early sixties with the Bay of Pigs and Cuban Missile Cri-
sis, and spiking again in 1994 when sixty-thousand Cuban and
Haitian refugees were detained at Guantanamo. But never any-
thing like this.”

“What might cause an explosion and fire like this at the base?”

“That would be pure speculation at this juncture. We’ll have
to wait and see.”

“Can you pinpoint the location of the fire for me? What part
of the base appears to be affected?”

“It’s the main base. What I mean by that is that Guantanamo
is a bifurcated base. The airstrip is on the western or leeward
side. The main base is to the east, across the two-and-a-half-
mile stretch of water that is Guantanamo Bay. You can see part
of the bay in the upper left-hand corner of your television
screen.”

“What part of the main base is burning?”

“It’s the southern tip, which is known as Radio Range because
of the towering radio antennae that you can see in your picture.
Interestingly enough, the fire is concentrated in what appears to
be Camp Delta, which is the new high-security detention facility.”

“Camp Delta was built to house suspected terrorists, am I
right?”

“The official terminology is ‘enemy combatant.” Originally,
the only detainees there were the alleged members of the
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al-Qaeda terrorist network. In recent months, however, the
United States has broadened the definition of ‘enemy combatant.’
As a result, Camp Delta now houses drug lords and rebels from
South America, suspected war criminals from Chechnya, kid-
nappers and thugs from Cambodia and a host of others who meet
the Defense Department’s definition of ‘enemy combatant’ in the
ever-widening war on terrorism.”

“This whole issue of detainees—this has become quite an in-
ternational sore spot for President Howe, has it not?”

“That’s an understatement. You have to remember that none
of the detainees at this facility has ever been charged with a
crime. This all goes back to what I said earlier—the base is on
Cuban soil. The Department of Defense has successfully argued
in the U.S. federal courts that the base is not ‘sovereign’ terri-
tory and that inmates therefore have no due-process rights under
the U.S. Constitution. The White House has taken the position
that the military can hold the prisoners indefinitely. But pres-
sure has steadily risen in the international community to force
the U.S. either to charge the detainees with specific crimes or
release them.”

“Some of these detainees are quite dangerous, I'm sure.”

“Even the president’s toughest antiterrorism experts are be-
ginning to worry about the growing clamor over holding pris-
oners indefinitely without formal charges. On the other hand,
you could probably make a pretty strong case that some of these
guys are among the most dangerous men in the world. So Camp
Delta is a bit of a steaming political hot potato.”

“Which has just burst into flames—Iliterally.”

“I think this is on the verge of becoming one of the toughest
issues President Howe will face in his second term—What
should be done with all these enemy combatants that we've
rounded up and put into detention without formal charges?”

“From the looks of things, someone may have come up with
a solution.”

“I wasn’t suggesting that at all, but—"
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“Mr. Polk, thank you for joining us. CNN will return with
more live coverage of the fire at the U.S. naval base in Guan-
tanamo Bay, Cuba, after these commercial messages.”

Jack hit the mute button on the remote. “You still there?” he
asked over the phone.

“Yeah,” said Theo. “Can you believe he did it?”

“Did what?”

“They said it was a Cessna. Wake up, dude. It's Operation
Northwoods.”

There was a pounding on the door. It had that certain thud of
authority—law enforcement. “Open up. FBI!”

Jack gripped the phone. “Theo, I think this lawyer may need
a lawyer.”

There was a crash at the front door, and it took Jack only a
moment to realize that a SWAT team had breached his house.
Jack could hear them coming down the hall, see them burst
through the bedroom door. “Down, down, on the floor!” some-
one shouted, and Jack instinctively obeyed. He had never
claimed to be the world’s smartest lawyer, but he was sharp
enough to realize that when six guys come running into your
bedroom in full SWAT regalia before dawn, generally they mean
business. He decided to save the soapbox speech on civil liber-
ties for another day, perhaps when his face wasn’t buried in the
carpet and the automatic rifles weren't aimed at the back of his
skull.

“Where’s Jack Swyteck?” one of the men barked at him.

“I'm Jack Swyteck.”

There was silence, and it appeared that the team leader was
checking a photograph to confirm Jack’s claim. The man said,
“Let him up, boys.”

Jack rose and sat on the edge of the bed. He was wearing gym
shorts and a Miami Dolphins jersey, his version of pajamas. The
SWAT team backed away. The team leader pointed his gun at the
floor and introduced himself as Agent Matta, FBI.

“Sorry about the entrance,” Matta said. “We got a tip that you
were in danger.”
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“A tip? From who?”

“Anonymous.”

Jack was somewhat skeptical. He was, after all, a criminal de-
fense lawyer.

“We need to talk to you about your client, Jean Saint Preux.
Did he act alone?”

“I don’t even know if he’s done anything yet.”

“Save it for the courtroom,” Matta said. “I need to know if
there are more planes on the way.”

Jack suddenly understood the guns-drawn entrance. “What
are you talking about?”

“Your client has been flying in the Windward Passage for some
time now, hasn’t he?”

“Yeah. He’s Haitian. People are dying on the seas trying to flee
the island. He’s been flying humanitarian missions to spot rafters
lost at sea.”

“How well do you know him?”

“He’s just a client. Met him on a pro bono immigration case I
did ten years ago. Look, you probably know more than I do. Are
you sure it was him?”

“I think you can confirm that much for us with the air traffic
control recordings.” He pulled a CD from inside his pocket, then
said, “It’s been edited down to compress the time frame of the
engagement, but it’s still highly informative.”

Jack was as curious as anyone to know if his client was in-
volved—if he was alive or dead. “Let’s hear it,” he said.

Matta inserted the CD into the player on Jack’s credenza.
There were several seconds of dead air. Finally a voice crackled
over the speakers: “This is approach control, U.S. Naval Air Sta-
tion, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Unidentified aircraft heading one-
eight-five at one-five knots, identify yourself.”

Another stretch of silence followed. The control tower re-
peated its transmission. Finally, a man replied, his voice barely
audible, but his Creole accent was still detectable. “Copy that.”

Jack said, “That’s Jean.”
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The recorded voice of the controller continued, “You are en-
tering unauthorized airspace. Please identify.”

No response.

“Fighter planes have been dispatched. Please identify.”

Jack moved closer to hear. It sounded as though his client was
having trouble breathing.

The controller’s voice took on a certain urgency. “Unidentified
aircraft, your transponder is emitting code seven-seven-hundred.
Do you have an emergency?”

Again there was silence, and then a new voice emerged. “Yeah,
Guantanamo, this is Mustang.”

Matta leaned across the desk and paused the CD just long
enough to explain, “That’s the navy fighter pilot.”

The recording continued: “We have a visual. White Cessna one-
eighty-two with blue stripes. N-number—November two six Golf
Mike. One pilot aboard. No passengers.”

The controller said, “November two six Golf Mike, please con-
firm the code seven-seven-hundred. Are you in distress?”

“Affirmative.”

“Identify yourself.”

“Jean Saint Preux.”

“What is the nature of your distress?”

“I...I think I'm having a heart attack.”

The controller said, “Mustang, do you still have a visual?”

“Affirmative. The pilot appears to be slumped over the yoke. He’s
flying on automatic.”

“November two six Golf Mike, you have entered unauthorized air-
space. Do you read?”

He did not reply.

“This is Mustang. MiGs on the way. Got a pair of them ap-
proaching at two-hundred-forty degrees, west-northwest.”

Matta looked at Jack and said, “Those are the Cuban jets.
They don't take kindly to private craft in Cuban airspace.”

The recorded voice of the controller said, “November two six
Golf Mike, do you request permission to land?”
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Yes,” he said, his voice straining. “Can’t go back.”

The next voice was in Spanish, and the words gave Jack chills.
“Attention. You have breached the sovereign airspace of the Repub-
lic of Cuba. This will be your only warning. Reverse course imme-
diately, or you will be fired upon as hostile aircraft.”

The controller said, “November two six Golf Mike, you must
alter course to two-twenty, south-southwest. Exit Cuban airspace
and enter the U.S. corridor. Do you read?”

Matta paused the recording and said, “There’s a narrow corri-
dor that U.S. planes can use to come and go from the base. He’s
trying to get Saint Preux into the safety zone.”

The recording continued, “November two six Golf Mike, do
you read?”

Before Saint Preux could reply, the Cubans issued another
warning in Spanish. “Reverse course immediately, or you will be
fired upon as hostile aircraft.”

“November two six Golf Mike, do you read?”

“He’s hand signaling,” said Mustang. “I think he’s unable to talk.”

The controller said, “November two six Golf Mike, steer two-
twenty, south-southwest. Align yourself with the lead navy F-16 and
you will be escorted to landing. Permission to land at Guantanamo
Bay has been granted.”

Jack’s gaze drifted off toward the window, the drama in the
Cuban skies playing out in his mind.

“Mustang, what your status?” asked the controller.

“We’re in the corridor. Target is back on automatic pilot.”

“Do you have the craft in sight?”

“Yes. I'm on his wing now. That maneuver away from the MiGs
really took it out of him. Pilot looks to be barely conscious. Dan-
gerous situation here.”

“November two six Golf Mike, please hand signal our pilot if you
are conscious and able to hear this transmission.”

After a long stretch of silence, Mustang said, “Got it. He just
signaled.”

The controller said, “Permission has been granted to land on run-
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way one. You are surrounded by four F-16s, and they are authorized
to fire immediately upon any deviation from the proper course. Do
you read?”

There was silence, then a response from Mustang. “He’s got it.”

“Roger. Mustang, lead the way.”

After thirty seconds of dead air, the controller returned. “Mus-
tang, what'’s your unaided visibility?”

“Our friend should be seeing fine. Approaching the south end of
the main base.”

Matta used another stretch of silence to explain, saying, “The
main base is to the east of the landing strip. They have to pass
over the main base, and then fly across the bay in order to land.”

“Whoa!” shouted Mustang. “Target is in a nosedive!”

“November two six Golf Mike, pull up!”

“Still in a nosedive,” shouted Mustang, his voice racing.

“Pull up immediately!”

“No change,” said Mustang.

“November two six Golf Mike, final warning. Regain control of
your craft or you will be fired upon.”

“He’s headed straight for Camp Delta.”

“Fire at will!”

A shrill, screeching noise came over the speakers. Then silence.

Matta hit the STOP button. “That’s it,” he said in a matter-of-
fact tone. Slowly, he walked around the desk and returned to his
seat in the wing chair.

Jack was stone silent. He wasn'’t particularly close to Saint
Preux, but it was still unnerving to think of what had just hap-
pened to him.

Matta said, “Did Mr. Saint Preux have heart trouble?”

“Not to my knowledge. But he had pancreatic cancer. The doc-
tors gave him only a few months to live.”

“Did he ever talk of suicide?”

“Not to me.”

“Was he depressed, angry?”

“Who wouldn'’t be? The guy was only sixty-three years old.
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But that doesn’t mean he deliberately crashed his plane into
Camp Delta.”

Matta said, “Do you know of any reason he might have to hate
the U.S. government?”

Jack hesitated.

Matta said, “Look, I understand that you're his lawyer and you
have confidentiality issues. But your client’s dead, and so are six
U.S. Marines, not to mention scores of detainees. We need to un-
derstand what happened.”

“All T can tell you is that he wasn’t happy about the way the
government treats refugees from Haiti. Thinks we have a dou-
ble standard for people of color. I'm not trying to slap a Jesse Jack-
son rhyme on you, but as the saying goes—If you're black, you
go back.”

“Was he unhappy enough to blow up a naval base?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you do know,” said Matta, his voice taking on an edge.
He was suddenly invading Jack’s space, getting right in his face.
“I believe that the heart attack was a ruse. I think this was a
planned and deliberate suicide attack by a man who had less than
six months to live. And I suspect the logistical support and fi-
nancial backing for an organization that only you can help us
identify.”

“That’s ridiculous,” said Jack.

“Are you going to sit there and pretend that he didn’t mention
any plans to you, any organizations?”

Jack was about to tell him that he couldn’t answer that even
if he’d wanted to, that conversations with his client—even a
dead client—were privileged and confidential. But one thing did
come to mind, and it wasn’t privileged. Jean had said it in front
of Jack, in front of Theo and in front of about a half-dozen other
drunks at Theo’s tavern. Jack could share it freely.

“He mentioned something called Operation Northwoods.”

Matta went ash-white. He turned, walked into the next room,
and was immediately talking on his encrypted cell phone.
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7:40 p.m., Two Weeks Later

Sparky’s Tavern was on U.S. 1 south of Homestead, one of the
last watering holes before a landscape that still bore the scars of a
direct hit from Hurricane Andrew in 1992 gave way to the splen-
dor of the Florida Keys. It was a converted old gas station with floors
so stained from tipped drinks that not even the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency could have determined if more flammable liquids
had spilled before or after the conversion. The grease pit was gone
but the garage doors were still in place. There was a long, wooden
bar, a TV permanently tuned to ESPN, and a never-ending stack of
quarters on the pool table. Beer was served in cans, and the emp-
ties were crushed in true Sparky’s style at the old tire vise that still
sat on the workbench. It was the kind of dive that Jack would have
visited if it were in his own neighborhood, but he made the forty-
minute trip for one reason only: the bartender was Theo Knight.

“Another one, buddy?”

He was serving Jack shots of tequila. “No thanks,” said Jack.

“Come on. Try just one without training wheels,” he said as
he cleared the lemons and saltshaker from the bar top.

Jack’s thoughts were elsewhere. “I met with a former military guy
today,” said Jack. “Says he knows all about Operation Northwoods.”

“Does he also know all about the tooth fairy and the Easter
Bunny?”

“He worked in the Pentagon under the Kennedy administration.”

Theo poured another shot, but Jack didn’t touch it. “Talk to
me,” said Theo.

“He showed me a memo that was top secret for years. It was
declassified a few years ago, but somehow it never got much
press, even though it was titled Justification for U.S. Military In-
tervention in Cuba.’ The Joint Chiefs of Staff submitted it to the
Defense Department a few months after the Bay of Pigs invasion.
No one denies that the memo existed, though former Secretary
of Defense McNamara has gone on record saying he never saw
it. Anyway, it outlines a plan called Operation Northwoods.”
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“So there really was an Operation Northwoods? Pope Paul
wasn’t just high on painkillers?”

“His name was Saint Preux, moron. And it was just a memo,
not an actual operation. The idea was for the U.S. military to
stage terrorist activities at Guantanamo and blame them on
Cuba, which would draw the United States into war with Cuba.”

“Get out.”

“Seriously. The first wave was to have friendly Cubans dressed
in Cuban military uniforms start riots at the base, blow up am-
munition at the base, start fires, burn aircraft, sabotage a ship in
the harbor and sink a ship near the harbor entrance.”

“Sounds like a plot for a bad movie.”

“It gets better—or worse, depending on your perspective.
They talked about having a ‘Remember the Maine’ incident where
the U.S. would blow up one of its own ships in Guantanamo Bay
and blame Cuba.”

“But how could they do that without hurting their own men?”

“They couldn’t. And this was actually in the memo—I couldn’t
believe what I was reading. It said, ‘Casualty lists in U.S. news-
papers would cause a healthy wave of national indignation.”

Theo winced, but it might have been the tequila. “They didn’t
actually do any of this shit, did they?”

“Nah. Somebody in the Pentagon came to their senses. But
still, it makes you wonder if Jean was trying to tell us something
about a twenty-first-century Operation Northwoods.”

Theo nodded, seeming to follow his logic. “A plane crash on
the base, a few U.S. casualties, and voila! The burning question
of what to do with six hundred terrorists is finally resolved.
Could never happen, right?”

“Nah. Could never—" Jack stopped himself. President Lincoln
Howe was on television. “Turn that up, buddy.”

Theo climbed atop a bar stool and adjusted the volume. On
screen, President Lincoln Howe was delivering a prime-time
message with his broad shoulders squared to the microphone,
his forceful tone conveying the full weight of his office. The



THRILLER >

world could only admire the presidential resolve of a former gen-
eral in the United States Army.

“The FBI and Justice Department have worked tirelessly and
swiftly on this investigation,” said the president. “It is our very
firm conclusion that Mr. Saint Preux acted alone. He filled a civil-
ian aircraft with highly explosive materials to create the equiv-
alent of a flying eight-hundred-pound napalm bomb. Through
means of deception, which included a fake medical emergency,
he gained permission to land at the U.S. Naval Air Station in
Guantanamo. In accordance with his premeditated scheme, the
plane exploded and created a rain of fire over Camp Delta, killing
six U.S. Marines and over six hundred detainees, and injuring
many others.

“Naturally, our prayers and sympathies go out to the victims
and their families. But I wish to emphasize that the speed with
which we addressed this incident demonstrates that we will pur-
sue terrorists and terrorist groups in whatever criminal guise they
take, irrespective of whether they target American soldiers, in-
nocent civilians or even foreign enemy combatants whom the
United States has lawfully detained and taken into custody.”

The president paused, as if giving his sound bite time to gel,
then narrowed his eyes for a final comment. “Make no mistake
about it. Although most of the victims were detained enemy
combatants, this attack at Guantanamo was an attack on democ-
racy and the United States of America. With Mr. Saint Preux’s
death, however, justice has been done. Good night, thank you,
and may God bless America.”

Jack remained glued to the television as the president stepped
away from the podium. Reporters sprang from their seats and
started firing questions, but the president simply waved and
turned away. The network commentators jumped in with their
recap and analysis, but Jack’s mind was awhirl with his own
thoughts. Was Operation Northwoods for real? Did Jack’s client
do this as a favor to the U.S. government? Or did he do it to em-
barrass the Howe administration, as a way to make the world
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think that the president had put him up to this? None of those
questions had been answered.

Or maybe they had.

Theo switched off the television. “Guess that settles it,” he
said, laying on a little more than his usual sarcasm. “Just another
pissed-off Haitian crashing his airplane into a naval base to
protest U.S. immigration policy.”

Jack lifted his shot glass of tequila. “I'm ready.”

“For what?”

He glanced at the lemon and saltshaker, then stiffened his re-
solve. “I'm losing the training wheels.”



J-A KONRATH

J. A. Konrath is relatively new to the thriller scene. The
Lieutenant Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels series features a forty-
something Chicago cop who chases serial killers. Konrath’s
debut, Whiskey Sour, was a unique combination of creepy
chills and laugh-out-loud moments. Bloody Mary and Rusty
Nail used the same giggle-then-cringe formula—Iikable he-
roes in scary situations. Konrath believes that a lot of the fun
in writing a thriller series comes from the supporting char-
acters. People are defined by the company they keep. Jack has
a handful of sidekicks who both help and hinder her murder
investigations.

Phineas Troutt is one of the helpful ones.

Introduced in Whiskey Sour, Phin operates outside the law
as a problem solver—someone who takes illegal jobs for big
paydays. Jack is never quite sure what Phin does to earn a liv-
ing. Konrath himself didn’t know, but thought it would be fun
to find out.

Forsaking the cannibals, necrophiles, snuff filmers and se-
rial killers of his Jack Daniels books, Epitaph revolves around
a more familiar and accessible evil—street gangs. The result
is something grittier, darker and more intimately violent than
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the series that spawned Phin. No tongue in cheek here. No
goofy one-liners. Konrath has always enjoyed exploring
where shadows hide when the sun goes down, but this time
there’s no humorous safety net. What motivates a man to
drop out of society and kill for money? Is there a tie between
morality and dignity? And most important of all, what is
Phin loading into the shells of that modified Mossberg shot-
gun!
Let the body count begin.



EPITAPH

There’s an art to getting your ass kicked.

Guys on either side held my arms, stretching me out cruci-
fixion style. The joker who worked me over swung wildly, with-
out planting his feet or putting his body into it. He spent most
of his energy swearing and screaming when he should have been
focusing on inflicting maximum damage.

Amateur.

Not that I was complaining. What he lacked in professional-
ism, he made up for in mean.

He moved in and rabbit-punched me in the side. I flexed my
abs and tried to shift to take the blow in the center of my stom-
ach, rather than the more vulnerable kidneys.

I exhaled hard when his fist landed. Saw stars.

He stepped away to pop me in the face. Rather than tense
up, I relaxed, trying to absorb the contact by letting my neck
snap back.

It still hurt like hell.

I tasted blood, wasn't sure if it came from my nose or my
mouth. Probably both. My left eye had already swollen shut.
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“Hijo calvo de una perra!”

You bald son of a bitch. Real original. His breath was ragged
now, shoulders slumping, face glowing with sweat.

Gangbangers these days aren’t in very good shape. I blame TV
and junk food.

One final punch—a halfhearted smack to my broken nose—
and then I was released.

I collapsed face-first in a puddle that smelled like urine. The
three Latin Kings each took the time to spit on me. Then they
strolled out of the alley, laughing and giving each other high fives.

When they got a good distance away, I crawled over to a
Dumpster and pulled myself to my feet. The alley was dark,
quiet. I felt something scurry over my foot.

Rats, licking up my dripping blood.

Nice neighborhood.

I hurt a lot, but pain and I were old acquaintances. I took a
deep breath, let it out slow, did some poking and prodding.
Nothing seemed seriously damaged.

I'd been lucky.

I spat. The bloody saliva clung to my swollen lower lip and
dribbled onto my T-shirt. I tried a few steps forward, managed
to keep my balance, and continued to walk out of the alley, onto
the sidewalk, and to the corner bus stop.

I sat.

The Kings took my wallet, which had no ID or credit cards,
but did have a few hundred in cash. I kept an emergency fiver
in my shoe. The bus arrived, and the portly driver raised an eye-
brow at my appearance.

“Do you need a doctor, buddy?”

“I've got plenty of doctors.”

He shrugged and took my money:.

On the ride back, my fellow passengers made heroic efforts to
avoid looking at me. I leaned forward, so the blood pooled be-
tween my feet rather than stained my clothing any further. These
were my good jeans.
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When my stop came up, I gave everyone a cheery wave good-
bye and stumbled out of the bus.

The corner of State and Cermak was all lit up, twinkling in
both English and Chinese. Unlike NYC and L.A., each of which
had sprawling Chinatowns, Chicago has more of a Chinablock.
Blink while you're driving west on Twenty-second and you’ll
miss it.

Though Caucasian, I found a kind of peace in Chinatown
that I didn’t find among the Anglos. Since my diagnosis, I've
pretty much disowned society. Living here was like living in a
foreign country—or a least a square block of a foreign country.

I kept a room at the Lucky Lucky Hotel, tucked between a
crumbling apartment building and a Chinese butcher shop, on
State and Twenty-fifth. The hotel did most of its business at an
hourly rate, though I couldn’t think of a more repulsive place to
take a woman, even if you were renting her as well as the room.
The halls stank like mildew and worse, the plaster snowed on
you when you climbed the stairs, obscene graffiti lined the halls
and the whole building leaned slightly to the right.

I got a decent rent: free—as long as I kept out the drug deal-
ers. Which I did, except for the ones who dealt to me.

I nodded at the proprietor, Kenny-Jen-Bang-Ko, and asked for
my key. Kenny was three times my age, clean-shaven save for sev-
eral black moles on his cheeks that sprouted long, white hairs.
He tugged at these hairs while contemplating me.

“How is other guy?” Kenny asked.

“Drinking a forty of malt liquor that he bought with my
money.”

He nodded, as if that was the answer he’d been expecting. “You
want pizza?”

Kenny gestured to a box on the counter. The slices were so
old and shrunken they looked like Doritos.

“I thought the Chinese hated fast food.”

“Pizza not fast. Took thirty minutes. Anchovy and red pepper.”

I declined.
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My room was one squeaky stair flight up. I unlocked the door
and lumbered over to the bathroom, looking into the cracked
mirror above the sink.

Ouch.

My left eye had completely closed, and the surrounding tis-
sue bulged out like a peach. Purple bruising competed with
angry red swelling along my cheeks and forehead. My nose was
a glob of strawberry jelly, and blood had crusted black along my
lips and down my neck.

It looked like Jackson Pollock had kicked my ass.

I stripped off the T-shirt, peeled off my shoes and jeans, and
turned the shower up to scald.

It hurt but got most of the crap off.

After the shower I popped five Tylenol, chased them with a
shot of tequila and spent ten minutes in front of the mirror, tears
streaming down my face, forcing my nose back into place.

I had some coke, but wouldn't be able to sniff anything with
my sniffer all clotted up, and I was too exhausted to shoot any.
I made do with the tequila, thinking that tomorrow I'd have that
codeine prescription refilled.

Since the pain wouldn’t et me sleep, I decided to do a little work.

Using a dirty fork, I pried up the floorboards near the radia-
tor and took out a plastic bag full of what appeared to be little
gray stones. The granules were the size and consistency of aquar-
ium gravel.

I placed the bag on the floor, then removed the Lee Load-All,
the scale, a container of gunpowder, some wads and a box of
empty 12-gauge shells.

Everything went over to my kitchen table. I snapped on a fresh
pair of latex gloves, clamped the loader onto my countertop and
spent an hour carefully filling ten shells. When I finished, I
loaded five of them into my Mossberg 935, the barrel and stock
of which had been cut down for easier concealment.

I liked shotguns—you had more leeway when aiming, the
cops couldn’t trace them like they could trace bullets, and noth-
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ing put the fear of God into a guy like the sound of racking a
shell into the chamber.

For this job, I didn’t have a choice.

By the time I was done, my nose had taken the gold medal in
throbbing, with my eye coming close with the silver. I swal-
lowed five more Tylenol and four shots of tequila, then lay down
on my cot and fell asleep.

With sleep came the dream.

It happened every night, so vivid I could smell Donna’s per-
fume. We were still together, living in the suburbs. She was smil-
ing at me, running her fingers through my hair.

“Phin, the caterer wants to know if we’re going with the split-
pea or the wedding-ball soup.”

“Explain the wedding-ball soup to me again.”

“It’s a chicken stock with tiny veal meatballs in it.”

“That sounds good to you?”

“It’s very good. I've had it before.”

“Then let’s go with that.”

She kissed me; playful, loving.

I woke up drenched in sweat.

If someone had told me that happy memories would one day
be a source of incredible pain, I wouldn’t have believed it.

Things change.

Sun peeked in through my dirty window, making me squint.
I stretched, wincing because my whole body hurt—my whole
body except for my left side, where a team of doctors had sev-
ered the nerves during an operation called a chordotomy. The
surgery had been purely palliative. The area felt dead, even
though the cancer still thrived inside my pancreas. And else-
where, by now.

The chordotomy offered enough pain relief to allow me to
function, and tequila, cocaine and codeine made up for the re-
mainder.

I dressed in some baggy sweatpants, my bloody gym shoes
(with a new five-dollar bill in the sole) and a clean white T-shirt.
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I strapped my leather shotgun sling under my armpits and placed
the Mossberg in the holster. It hung directly between my shoul-
der blades, barrel up, and could be freed by reaching my right
hand behind me at waist level.

A baggy black trench coat went on over the rig, concealing the
shotgun and the leather straps that held it in place.

I pocketed the five extra shells, the bag of gray granules, a
Glock 21 with two extra clips of .45 rounds and a six-inch but-
terfly knife. Then I hung an iron crowbar on an extra strap
sewn into the lining of my coat, and headed out to greet the
morning.

Chinatown smelled like a combination of soy sauce and
garbage. It was worse in the summer, when stenches seemed to
settle in and stick to your clothes. Though not yet seven in the
morning, the temperature already hovered in the low nineties.
The sun made my face hurt.

I walked up State, past Cermak, and headed east. The Sing
Lung Bakery had opened for business an hour earlier. The man-
ager, a squat Mandarin Chinese named Ti, did a double take
when I entered.

“Phin! Your face is horrible!” He rushed around the counter
to meet me, hands and shirt dusty with flour.

“My mom liked it okay.”

Ti’s features twisted in concern. “Was it them? The ones who
butchered my daughter?”

I gave him a brief nod.

Ti hung his head. “I am sorry to bring this suffering upon you.
They are very bad men.”

I shrugged, which hurt. “It was my fault. I got careless.”

That was an understatement. After combing Chicago for al-
most a week, I'd discovered the bangers had gone underground.
I got one guy to talk, and after a bit of friendly persuasion he
gladly offered some vital info; Sunny’s killers were due to appear
in court on an unrelated charge.

I'd gone to the Daly Center, where the prelim hearing was
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being held, and watched from the sidelines. After matching their
names to faces, I followed them back to their hidey-hole.

My mistake had been to stick around. A white guy in a His-
panic neighborhood tends to stand out. Having just been to
court, which required walking through a metal detector, I had
Nno weapons on me.

Stupid. Ti and Sunny deserved someone smarter.

Ti had found me through the grapevine, where I got most of
my business. Phineas Troutt, Problem Solver. No job too dirty,
no fee too high.

I'd met him in a parking lot across the street, and he laid out
the whole sad, sick story of what these animals had done to his
little girl.

“Cops do nothing. Sunny’s friend too scared to press charges.”

Sunny’s friend had managed to escape with only ten missing
teeth, six stab wounds and a torn rectum. Sunny hadn’t been
as lucky.

Ti agreed to my price without question. Not too many people
haggled with paid killers.

“You finish job today?” Ti asked, reaching into his glass dis-
play counter for a pastry.

“Yeah.”

“In the way we talk about?”

“In the way we talked about.”

Ti bowed and thanked me. Then he stuffed two pastries into
a bag and held them out.

“Duck egg moon cake, and red bean ball with sesame. Please
take.”

I took.

“Tell me when you find them.”

“I'll be back later today. Keep an eye on the news. You might
see something you'll like.”

I left the bakery and headed for the bus. Ti had paid me
enough to afford a cab, or even a limo, but cabs and limos kept
records. Besides, I preferred to save my money for more impor-
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tant things, like drugs and hookers. I try to live every day as if
it's my last.

After all, it very well might be.

The bus arrived, and again everyone took great pains not to
stare. The trip was short, only about two miles, taking me to a
neighborhood known as Pilsen, on Racine and Eighteenth.

I left my duck egg moon cake and my red bean ball on the bus
for some other lucky passenger to enjoy, then stepped out into
Little Mexico.

It smelled like a combination of salsa and garbage.

There weren’t many people out—too early for shoppers and
commuters. The stores had Spanish signs, not bothering with En-
glish translations: zapatos, ropa, restaurante, tiendas de comes-
tibles, bancos, teléfonos de la célula. 1 passed the alley where I'd
gotten the shit kicked out of me, kept heading north, and located
the apartment building where my three amigos were staying. 1
tried the front door.

They hadn't left it open for me.

Though the gray paint was faded and peeling, the door was
heavy aluminum and the lock solid. But the jamb, as I'd re-
membered from yesterday’s visit, was old wood. I removed the
crowbar from my jacket lining, gave a discreet look in either di-
rection and pried open the door in less time than it took to open
it with a key, the frame splintering and cracking.

The Kings occupied the basement apartment to the left of the
entrance, facing the street. Last night I'd counted seven—five
men and two women—including my three targets. Of course,
there may be other people inside that I'd missed.

This was going to be interesting.

Unlike the front door, their apartment door was a joke. They
apparently thought being gang members meant they didn’t need
decent security.

They thought wrong.

I took out my Glock and tried to stop hyperventilating. Break-
ing into someone’s place is scary as hell. It always is.
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One hard kick and the door burst inward.

A guy on the couch, sleeping in front of the TV. Not one of
my marks. He woke up and stared at me. It took a millisecond
to register the gang tattoo, a five-pointed crown, on the back of
his hand.

I shot him in his forehead.

If the busted door didn’t wake everyone up, the .45 did, sound-
ing like thunder in the small room.

Movement to my right. A woman in the kitchen, in panties
and a Dago-T, too much makeup and baby fat.

“Te vayas!” 1 hissed at her.

She took the message and ran out the door.

A man stumbled into the hall, tripping and falling to the thin
carpet. One of mine, the guy who’d pinned my right arm while
I'd been worked over. He clutched a stiletto. I was on him in two
quick steps, putting one in his elbow and one through the back
of his knee when he fell.

He screamed falsetto.

I walked down the hall in a crouch, and a bullet zinged over
my head and buried itself in the ceiling. I kissed the floor, looked
left, and saw the shooter in the bathroom; the guy who had held
my other arm and laughed every time I got smacked.

I stuck the Glock in my jeans and reached behind me, un-
slinging the Mossberg.

He fired again, missed, and I aimed the shotgun and peppered
his face.

Unlike lead shot, the gray granules didn’t have deep pene-
trating power. Instead of blowing his head off, they peeled off
his lips, cheeks and eyes.

He ate linoleum, blind and choking on blood.

Movement behind me. I fell sideways and rolled onto my back.
A kid, about thirteen, stood in the hall a few feet away. He wore
Latin Kings colors; black to represent death, gold to represent life.

His hand ended in a pistol.

I racked the shotgun, aimed low.
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If the kid was old enough to be sexually active, he wasn’t
anymore.

He dropped to his knees, still holding the gun.

I was on him in two steps, driving a knee into his nose. He
went down and out.

Three more guys burst out of the bedroom.

Apparently I'd counted wrong.

Two were young, muscular, brandishing knives. The third was
the guy who'd worked me over the night before. The one who'd
called me a bald son of a bitch.

They were on me before I could rack the shotgun again.

The first one slashed at me with his pig-sticker, and I parried
with the barrel of the Mossberg. He jabbed again, slicing me
across the knuckles of my right hand.

I threw the shotgun at his face and went for my Glock.

He was fast.

I was faster.

Bang bang and he was a paycheck for the coroner. I spun left,
aimed at the second guy. He was already in midjump, launching
himself at me with a battle cry and switchblades in both hands.

One gun beats two knives.

He took three in the chest and two in the neck before he dropped.

The last guy, the guy who'd broken my nose, grabbed my
shotgun and dived behind the couch.

Chck chck. He ejected the shell and racked another into the
chamber. I pulled the Glock’s magazine and slammed a fresh
one home.

“Hijo calvo de una perra!”

Again with the bald son of a bitch taunt. I worked through my
hurt feelings and crawled to an end table, tipping it over and get-
ting behind it.

The shotgun boomed. Had it been loaded with shot, it would
have torn through the cheap particleboard and turned me into
ground beef. Or ground hijo calvo de una perra. But at that dis-
tance, the granules didn’t do much more than make a loud noise.
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The banger apparently didn’t learn from experience, because
he tried twice more with similar results, and then the shotgun
was empty.

I stood up from behind the table, my heart a lump in my
throat and my hands shaking with adrenaline.

The King turned and ran.

His back was an easy target.

I took a quick look around, making sure everyone was down
or out, and then went to retrieve my shotgun. I loaded five more
shells and approached the downed leader, who was sucking car-
pet and whimpering. The wounds in his back were ugly, but he
still made a feeble effort to crawl away:.

I bent down, turned him over and shoved the barrel of the
Mossberg between his bloody lips.

“You remember Sunny Lung,” I said, and fired.

It wasn't pretty. It also wasn't fatal. The granules blew out his
cheeks and tore into his throat, but somehow the guy managed
to keep breathing.

I gave him one more, jamming the gun farther down the wreck
of his face.

That did the trick.

The second perp, the one I'd blinded, had passed out on the bath-
room floor. His face didn’t look like a face anymore, and blood bub-
bles were coming out of the hole where his mouth would have been.

“Sunny Lung sends her regards,” I said.

This time I pushed the gun in deep, and the first shot did the
trick, blowing through his throat.

The last guy, the one who made like Pavarotti when I took out
his knee, left a blood smear from the hall into the kitchen. He
cowered in the corner, a dishrag pressed to his leg.

“Don’t kill me, man! Don’t kill me!”

“I bet Sunny Lung said the same thing.”

The Mossberg thundered twice; once to the chest, and once
to the head.

It wasn’t enough. What was left alive gasped for air.
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I removed the bag of granules from my pocket, took out a hand-
ful and shoved them down his throat until he stopped breathing.

Then I went to the bathroom and threw up in the sink.

Sirens wailed in the distance. Time to go. I washed my hands,
and then rinsed off the barrel of the Mossberg, holstering it in
my rig.

In the hallway, the kid I emasculated was clutching himself
between the legs, sobbing.

“There’s always the priesthood,” I told him, and got out of there.

My nose was still clogged, but I managed to get enough coke
up there to damper the pain. Before closing time I stopped by
the bakery, and Ti greeted me with a somber nod.

“Saw the news. They said it was a massacre.”

“Wasn'’t pretty.”

“You did as we said?”

“I did, Ti. Your daughter got her revenge. She’s the one that
killed them. All three.”

I fished out the bag of granules and handed it to her father.
Sunny’s cremated remains.

“Xie xie,” Ti said, thanking me in Mandarin. He held out an
envelope filled with cash.

He looked uncomfortable, and I had drugs to buy, so I took
the money and left without another word.

An hour later I'd filled my codeine prescription, picked up two
bottles of tequila and a skinny hooker with track marks on her
arms, and had a party back at my place. I popped and drank and
screwed and snorted, trying to blot out the memory of the last
two days. And of the last six months.

That’s when I'd been diagnosed. A week before my wedding
day. My gift to my bride-to-be was running away so she wouldn’t
have to watch me die of cancer.

Those Latin Kings this morning, they got off easy. They didn’t
see it coming.

Seeing it coming is so much worse.
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THE FACE IN THE WINDOW

Lightning flashed.

Thunder cracked.

It might have been the end of the world.

And there, cast eerily in the window, pressed against it, was a
face. The eyes were red; they seemed to glow, like demon eyes.
There was a split second when it seemed the storm had cast up
the very devil to come for her.

Startled, Beth Henson let out a scream, backing away from the
image, almost tripping over the coffee table behind her. The bril-
liant illumination created by the lightning faded to black, and
along with it, the image of the face.

Beyond the window, darkness reigned again.

A lantern burned on the table, a muted glow against the shad-
owed darkness of night. The storm had long since blown out the
electricity as it should have removed other inhabitants from the
area. The wind railed with the sharpness of a banshee’s shriek,
even though the hurricane had wound down to tropical-storm
strength before descending upon the lower Florida Keys.

Instinctive terror reigned in Beth’s heart for several long sec-
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onds, then compassion overrode it. Someone was out there,
drenched and frightened in the storm. She had gone to the win-
dow to see if she could find any sign of Keith. He had left her
when their last phone communication with the sheriff had
warned them that Mrs. Peterson—one of the few full-time resi-
dents of the tiny key—had failed to evacuate. She wouldn't leave
for a shelter, not when the shelters wouldn't allow her to bring
Cocoa, her tiny Yorkie. Okay, so Cocoa could be a pain, but she
and Keith could understand the elderly woman’s love for her pup
and companion, and Beth had convinced Keith they could lis-
ten to a bit of barking.

The appearance of the face in the window was followed by a
banging on the door. Beth jumped again, startled. For a moment,
she froze. What if it was a serial killer? Normally, she would
never just open a door to anyone.

But the pounding continued, along with a cry for help. She
sprang into action, chiding herself. Someone was out there who
needed shelter from the storm. Some idiot tourist without the
sense to evacuate when told to. And if that someone died because
she was too frightened to give aid in an emergency...

And how ridiculous. Sure, the world had proven to be a rough
place, with heinous and conniving criminals. But to assume a se-
rial killer was running around in the midst of what might have
been a killer storm was just ludicrous.

She hurried forward, hand firmly on the door as she opened it
against the power of the wind. Again, compassion surged through
her as the soaked and bedraggled man came staggering in, des-
perately gasping for breath. He was a thin man with dark, wet hair
that clung to his face and the back of his neck. When he looked
at Beth, his eyes were wide and terrified. He offered her a falter-
ing smile. “God bless you! You really must be an angel!” he cried.

Beth drew the quilted throw from the sofa and wrapped it
around the man’s shoulders, demanding, “What were you doing
out there? How could you not have heard the evacuation orders
issued for all tourists?”
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He looked at her sheepishly. “Please, don’t throw me back out,”
he told her. “I admit, I was on a bender in Key West.” He stag-
gered to his feet. “When I realized we were told to go, I started
out, but my car was literally blown off the road. Then I saw light.
Faint light—your place. God must look after fools. I mean...if
you don’t throw me out.” He was tall and wiry, perhaps about
thirty. She realized, when not totally bedraggled, he was surely
a striking young fellow, with his brilliant blue eyes and dark hair.

“I'm not going to throw you out,” she told him.

He offered her a hand suddenly. “I'm Mark Egan. A musician.
Maybe you've heard of my group? We're called Ultra C. Our first
CD just hit the stores, and we were playing the bars down in Key
West. You haven’t heard of me—or us?” he said, disappointed.

“No, I'm afraid I haven’t.”

“That’s okay, I guess most of the world hasn't,” he said.

“Maybe my husband will have heard of you. He’s in Key West
often and he really loves to listen to local groups.”

He offered her his engaging grin once again. “It doesn’t mat-
ter—you're still wonderful. You're an angel—wow, gorgeous, too.”

“Thanks. I can give you something dry to put on. My husband
is somewhat larger than you are, but I'm sure you can make do.”

“Your husband? Is he here?”

She felt a moment’s unease. “Yes, of course. He’s just...bat-
tening down a few things. He’s around, close,” she said.

“I hope he doesn’t stay out too long. It’s brutal. Hey, you guys
don’t keep a car here?” he asked.

An innocent question? she wondered.

“Yes, we have a car,” she said, determined not to explain fur-
ther. “I'm Beth Henson,” she said, and offered him a hand. They
shook. His grip was more powerful than what she had expected.
“Hang on, I'll get you those clothes,” she said.

She picked up one of the flashlights and headed for the bed-
room. She couldn’t help looking over her shoulder, afraid that
he had followed her. He hadn’t. She went to the closet and de-
cided on an old pair of Keith’s jeans and a T-shirt. Best she could
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do. She brought them back out and handed them to the dripping
man. “Bathroom is the first door on the left, and here’s a flash-
light.”

“Thanks. Truly, you are an angel!” he said, and walked down
the hall.

Keith’s friends liked to make fun of him for the Hummer. Hell,
Beth liked to rib him about it, shaking her head with bemused
tolerance as she did so. It was a gas guzzler. Not at all eco-
friendly. It was a testosterone thing, a macho thing he felt he had
to have. He mused he could now knock it all back in their faces—
the Hummer was heavy enough to make it through the wind,
tough enough to crawl through the flooding.

So there, guys. Testosterone? Maybe. But Beth had been the
one who had been worried sick about Mrs. Peterson. She had
been worried sick again when he had left to retrieve Mrs. Peter-
son and the dog. She’d wanted to come; he’d convinced her that
if she was home, he wouldn’t be worried about her in the storm
as well.

He fiddled with the knob on the radio again, trying to get
something to come in. At last, he did. He expected the news sta-
tions in the south of the state to be carrying nothing but storm
coverage—even if the storm had lost momentum.

“...serial killer on the loose. Authorities suspect that he
headed south just before evacuation notices went into effect...”
Static, damn! Then, “Parker managed to disappear, ‘as if into thin
air, according to Lieutenant Abner Gretsky, prison guard.
Downed poles and electrical failures have made pursuit and ap-
prehension difficult. John Parker was found guilty in the slay-
ing of Patricia Reeves of Miramar last year. He is suspected of the
murders of at least seven other women in the southeastern states.
He is a man of approximately—"

Keith couldn’t believe it when another earful of static slammed
him instead of statistics on the man. Headed south?

Not this far south. Only a suicidal maniac would have at-
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tempted to drive down into the dark and treacherous keys when
a storm of any magnitude was in gear. Still, it felt as if icy fingers
slid down his throat to his heart.

Beth was alone at the house.

He was tempted to turn back instantly. But Mrs. Peterson’s
trailer was just ahead now. All he had to do was grab the old
woman, hop back in the Hummer and turn around.

The first thing he noted was that her old Plymouth wasn't in
the drive.

He hesitated, then reached in the glove compartment for the
.38 Smith & Wesson he was licensed to carry. He exited the car,
swearing against the savage pelting of the rain.

“Mrs. Peterson!” he roared, approaching the trailer. Damn, the
woman was lucky the thing hadn’t blown over yet. He could hear
the dog barking. Yappy little creature, but hell, it was everything
in the world to the elderly widow.

“Mrs. Peterson!” He pounded on the door. There was no re-
sponse. He hesitated, then tried the knob. The door was open.

He walked in. Mrs. Peterson’s purse was on the coffee table.
Cocoa could be heard but not seen. “Mrs. Peterson?”

The trailer was small. There was nowhere to hide in the liv-
ing room or kitchen. He tried her sewing room, and then, not
sure why, he hesitated at the door to her bedroom. He slipped
the Smith & Wesson from his waistband, took a stance and
threw open the door.

Nothing. No one. He breathed a sigh of relief, then spun around
ata flurry of sound. Cocoa came flying out from beneath the bed.

The small dog managed to jump into his arms, terrified. As
Keith clutched the animal, he heard a noise from the front, and
headed back out.

A drenched man in what was surely supposed to be a water-
proof jacket stood just inside the doorway. “Aunt Dot?” he called.

The fellow was about thirty years old. Dark hair was plastered
to his head. He stood about six feet even. He saw Keith stand-
ing with the gun and cried out, stunned and frightened.
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“Who are you?” Keith demanded.

“Joe. I'm Joe Peterson. Dot Peterson’s nephew,” he explained.

“How did you get here?”

“Walked.” The fellow swallowed. “My car broke down.
Um...where’s my aunt?” he inquired.

“You tell me,” Keith demanded warily.

“I...I don’t know. I was on my way down here...the car gave
out. Man, I went through some deep flooding...walked the rest
of the way here. Um, who are you and why are you aiming a gun
at me?” There was definite fear in his voice. “Wait, no, never
mind. [ don’t want to know your name. Hey, if you're taking any-
thing, go ahead. I'll just walk back out into the storm. I'll look
for my aunt.”

“We'll look for her together,” Keith said.

He indicated that Joe should walk back out. The fellow hesi-
tated uneasily and then voiced an anxious question. “Aunt Dot-
tie...she’s really not here?”

Keith shook his head. “Move.”

Joe moved toward the door. “Back out into the storm?” he de-
manded.

Keith nodded grimly. Outside, he put the dog in the car, stuck
the gun in his waistband and opened the driver’s side. “Get in,”
he shouted to Joe Peterson.

“Maybe I should wait here,” Peterson shouted back.

“Maybe we should look for your aunt!”

They both got into the car. Cocoa scampered to the back seat,
whimpering. Keith eased the Hummer out of the drive. “Search
the sides of the road, see if she drove off somehow!” Keith com-
manded.

“Search the side of the road?” Peterson repeated. He looked
at Keith so abruptly that water droplets flew from his face and
hood. “I can’t see a damn road! It’s all gray.”

“Look for a darker gray blob in the middle of the gray then,”
Keith said.

The windshield wipers were working hard, doing little.
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But then he saw it. Something just barely visible. Peering for-
ward more closely, he saw the Plymouth. It had gone off the road
heading south.

Keith stared at Peterson, drew out the gun and warned the
man, “Sit still.”

“Right, yeah, right!” Peterson said nervously, staring at the gun.

Keith stepped from the car. He sloshed through the flooded
road to the mucky embankment. He looked in the front and saw
nothing. Why would the old lady, who always held tight to her hand-
bag, have left the purse on the table when she was taking off in her
own car?

Fighting against the wind, he opened the front doors and the
back. No sign of a struggle, of a person, of...anything.

Then he noted the trunk. It was ajar. He lifted the lid.

And found Mrs. Peterson.

“So...you live out here, year-round?”

“No. This is just a vacation home.”

“Lonely place,” he said.

Beth shrugged. “We live in Coconut Grove, but actually spend
a lot of time down here. My husband is a diver.”

“A professional diver?”

Beth could have explained that Keith’s work went much fur-
ther than simple diving, that his contracts often had to do with
the government or law enforcement, but she didn’t want to ex-
plain—she wasn’t sure why. Her uninvited guest had changed his
clothing. He was warm and dry. She had given him a brandy, and
he had been nothing but polite and entirely circumspect. The un-
ease of having let someone into her house hadn’t abated, al-
though she didn’t know why. This guy seemed to be as benign
as a hibiscus bush.

“Um, yes. He’s a professional diver,” she agreed.

“Great,” he said, grinning. He pointed a finger at her. “Didn’t
you get that original evacuation notice?”

“We got it, but this place was built in the mid-1800s. It’s
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weathered many a storm. The evacuation wasn't mandatory for
residents—only visitors.” She was pleased to hear a sudden burst
of static and she leaped to her feet. “The radio! I don’t know why,
my batteries are new, but I wasn’t getting anything on it. And the
cell phones right now are a total joke.” She offered him a rueful
smile and went running through the hall for the kitchen, at the
back of the house.

“ ...be on the lookout...extremely dangerous...”

She nearly skidded to a stop as she heard the words come from
the radio on the dining table.

“...serial killer...”

Like a stick figure, she moved over to the table, staring at the
radio. It had gone to static again. She picked it up and shook it,
feeling dizzy, ill.

“...suspected to be running south, into the keys...”

“Turn it off!”

Beth looked up. Her guest had followed her from the living
room to the kitchen. He stood in the doorway, hands tightly grip-
ping the wood frame as he sta