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RUN 

Chapter 1 

 Tiny shards of glass sparkled in Katherine’s eyes. Her naked body fetus-like 

beneath the shattered aquarium; one leg severed at the knee, her hands blown inside-out, 

the jaw shorn nearly off, a gaping hole in the side of her head. This wasn’t the face he 

remembered. It was the face he would never forget. 

 Jonas Wade stood above Katherine in the large pool house attached to the two-

story Colonial he kept on the outskirts of Washington, D.C.  His grip was held tight 

around the neck of a 2007 Gaja Barbaresco, the wine that saved his life.  He turned a 

slow circle, surveying the room to make sure he was alone.  Streetlight seeped through 

floor to ceiling windows, making the steam that rose from the swimming pool into flat, 

luminous clouds.  Rust-colored, Italian slate ringed the pool, its color matching the 

sloped, Redwood ceiling twenty feet overhead.  Saltwater aquariums, the few that had 

survived the assault, lined all four walls.  The pool sat directly in the center of the room. 

 There were four other bodies, all naked.  Pam and Devon lay near the door, hand-

in-hand in glass and blood.  Wade recognized Katherine’s friend Lisa from the museum.  

Shot once in the upper chest and again in the side of the head.  Her boyfriend had come in 

from Los Angeles that morning.  His body circled the deep end of the pool, a foot above 

the drain.  A blood cloud circled with him, its tail touching the hole in his head like the 

tip of a dialogue bubble in a graphic novel.  

 Wade turned to face Katherine. The aquarium beside her held the deflated 

remains of anemones and colorful sea creatures. A collection of dying fish slithered in 
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piles between Katherine and the others.  One puffer fish had survived the onslaught and 

found its way to the swimming pool where it swam in cockeyed figure-eights around the 

body.  

  Each person was dispatched quick and clean, except for Katherine.  The killers 

had made an example of her.  One bullet to the knee.  Another to her right hand, then 

another to her left.  One through her chin, taking most of the jaw.  Still alive, she would 

have known it was over.   

 A final bullet to the head. 

Shell casings from .45 ACP hollow-points littered the ground, sprayed from the 

barrels of SOCOM Mk23 pistols.  The same ammo and weapons used by his associates at 

Stillwater. 

 Wade knelt and touched an unblemished spot on Katherine’s shoulder. He kissed 

her there, tasting the dead adrenaline sweat on her skin. He stroked her hair but pulled 

back when his fingers touched the thick coagulating blood and bits of skin and scalp.  

Sparkling, almost blinding slivers of glass covered his fingertips.  He placed his hand on 

her still warm thigh.  

He tried to think why he had pushed her away in the first place and figured it must 

have been what she said, that he wasn’t capable of showing the kind of empathy that 

came naturally to others.  What she said was that he seemed callous.  Not that he was 

callous, but that he seemed it.  Wade didn’t understand the distinction.  He wished she 

had said what she meant.  He wished she had said something strong enough to keep them 

apart. 
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 Wade brushed glass from his pants and took a step back.  He angled the bottle to 

the light.  The label featured the hill in Tuscany where he and Katherine had spent a night 

on a rough blanket under the stars.  It had been a cool outside, with insects that bit their 

ankles and feet, leaving sores that required baking soda and bath salts from the owners of 

the bed-and-breakfast where they stayed.  The wine was good. 

 Wade heard sirens.  He placed the bottle on the ground beside Katherine’s 

outstretched arm and walked away from the only woman he ever loved. 

Chapter 2 

I placed my gun and holster in the bed stand drawer then pulled the Kevlar vest 

over my head.  I emptied my pockets, placing my keys and badge in the Nambe bowl.  

Someone from Katherine’s side of the family gave us the bowl on our wedding day two 

years earlier.  It was a strange metal, Nambe, named for the Native American tribe that 

trademarked its metallurgy.  Its interior was highly reflective, offering a clean, backward 

image of the letters FBI from the front of my badge.  My cuff links fell in the bowl next, 

sounding sharp, decisive clinks when they dropped. 

 The noise woke Darwin, our six-year old Australian shepherd.  He leapt off the 

bed and cornered a dirty tennis ball on the ground.  He nudged the ball toward my feet 

and barked. 

 “Oh, Darwin.”  I rubbed my bloodshot eyes, picked up the ball and tossed it on 

the bed.  Darwin jumped back onto the bed and, grabbing the ball in his mouth, circled 

three times before dropping contently onto a pillow. 

 Absently, I reached into my left sleeve and scratched the long, thin scar.  It used 



 

 4 

to itch all the time, but after fifteen years it had finally settled into a dull annoyance that 

only itched when I was anxious.  It was a pretty good barometer of my moods.  In 

training at Quantico I studied the itches, scratches and other pacifying behaviors people 

indulged when they thought no one was watching.  It was unfortunate that I had just as 

many tells as a person with something to hide. 

 “Stop scratching, Hoffman.” 

 I looked up and made eye contact with Katherine in the vanity mirror.  She smiled 

the best she could while applying her makeup.  I came up behind her and placed my hand 

on her back, feeling the moist heat emanating through her soft, cotton dress.  She leaned 

back against my hand.  Katherine wore a slim, black Donna Karan and Prada pumps 

without stockings.  Her blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  I watched her 

reflection in the mirror as she pressed crimson lipstick to her lips with focused precision.   

Photographs of Katherine and her family graced the tabletop.  Katherine as a 

young girl riding English, with tall black boots and a riding crop in her hand.  Her hair 

braided down her back like the girls in movies about East Coast aristocrats.  Photos of 

Katherine and her friends in high school.  Katherine’s graduation from Georgetown.  Her 

father, Bill, giving her away at our wedding.  Me stripping off her garter belt at the 

reception.  There were no pictures of my family anywhere in the house.  Whatever was 

left I’d buried in boxes I’d left in storage before moving from California. 

My eyes fell back on the softness of her skin, her rounded shoulders and her long, 

toned arms, which led me to the little Yin-Yang tattoo on the inside of her wrist.  I’d 

always felt that was a nice touch, her little fuck you to the Western World, too often 
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hidden under her bracelet or watchband.  “Do you have to go out tonight?” I asked. 

 She reached up and touched my hand, giving my fingers a squeeze.  “It’s the last 

night, I swear,” she said, taking a generous sip from the tumbler of Jameson beside her.  

She left thick, red lipstick marks on the side of the glass.  “The client leaves for Geneva 

tomorrow and we’re this close to making a deal.” 

 “And then you’ll be going to Geneva.” 

 She turned and looked in my eyes.  Her head tilted slightly and the hint of a smile 

crossed her lips.  “God, your eyes are so sad.”   

 My dark, brown eyes were her favorite feature.  She said she could read sadness 

and pain in them, even when I insisted I was simply tired.  I hated it.  She looked up past 

my eyes and her lips quirked up at the side, forming a mischievous smile.  She stood, 

pulled me toward her by my neck tie, dipped her fingers in the Jameson, then ran her 

hand through my hair, dampening the static electricity that appeared after I’d taken off 

the vest. 

 “I won’t go to Geneva for a couple months,” she said.  “These things take time to 

ferment.” 

 I remembered when her work took her to Florence to seal the deal on an 

exhibition from some famous museum that kept Medieval and Renaissance porcelain 

figurines.  Her efforts helped secure over two hundred pieces of Florentine works of art 

for a three-month exhibit at the National Museum.  The museum loved her style and her 

charm and her financial and political connections, benefits that came from her mother’s 

position as heir to the family’s lumber company and her father’s position as Director of 
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the FBI’s Behavioral Science Division.  Money and politics—I still can’t believe I 

married into the club. 

 Katherine removed the band from her ponytail, letting her long, blond hair fall 

past her shoulders.  “I’m free tomorrow.  Let’s do something dangerous this weekend.” 

 I’d been busy most weekends, working a motorcycle gang running guns out of 

Baltimore for the Zeta Cartel.  It was a joint operation with the ATF and they had me 

doing two interviews a day.  As a consequence, I was always on, always observing 

human behavior, blurring the line between work hours and free time.  By now I was 

almost certain the checkout girl at Trader Joe’s was stealing from the cash register and 

the woman who owned the dry-cleaners down the street had slept with the UPS driver 

once, and was thinking about doing it again.  Yeah, I could use the break. 

 “Let’s do that B&B in the Cape,” I said.   

 “Christ, no,” she said.  “I said something dangerous.”  Her eyes lit up.  “Let’s go 

to Vegas.  I want to stay at the Wynn.”   

 I resisted the urge to scratch my tingling forearm.  “Katherine, I’m working 

Sunday.” 

 “Come on…one call to daddy and your weekend is free.” 

 I stuffed my hands in my pockets.  “There are eight other agents involved in this 

operation.  Guys who can’t have their wives call in favors.” 

 She emitted a little groan and turned to face the mirror.  She lifted her thick, blond 

hair from the back of her neck and brushed it out behind her.  I resisted the urge to touch 

the soft curvature of her neck.  I knew that if I did I would follow it with my lips and 
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wouldn’t be satisfied until the black dress lay in a rumpled heap by the bed.   

Her eyes flashed, catching my look in the mirror.  “There isn’t time, Hoffman.  

Tomorrow night.” 

 My expression must have betrayed me because she sighed apologetically and 

leaned back into my arms. “Let’s split the difference,” she said.  “The museum has a 

standing reservation at the Monteleone.  What do you say to Friday night in the French 

Quarter?” 

 New Orleans was a lot closer than Vegas.  It was dangerous and wild, like Vegas, 

but with class and a sense of history.  Leave it to Katherine to negotiate the perfect 

compromise. “We’ll need a sitter for Darwin,” I said. 

 “I’ll text the service on my way to the banquet.” 

 “You sure you don’t want me there tonight?” 

 She raised her eyebrows.  “Really?  Are you ready for a three-hour lecture on the 

history of Medici teacups?”  She searched her surroundings until she came up with an 

envelope-sized pocketbook sporting a Versace logo. 

 She was right—those museum lectures were horrible.  I’d been to two museum 

events in three years and had fallen asleep at the table both times.  The only banquet I 

survived was the breast cancer charity event where we met three years before.  Of course, 

I had a reason to be alert then—I’d just met the most beautiful, intriguing, and indifferent 

woman I would ever know.  From the moment I saw her I was fixed like a bug pinned to 

a wall.   

 I stepped back to see her in full.  She did a little spin for me. “I’ll be here when 
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you return,” I said. 

 “Don’t wait up, there’s an after-party.” 

 “You’ll have to kick Darwin out of your spot.” 

 “Don’t you be touching my spot,” she said, playfully grabbing my balls.  I 

flinched, my hand instinctively catching her by the wrist.  She gave me a devilish smile, 

her front teeth hidden behind lush lips.  Her fingers crawled up the base of my cock and I 

got hard in her hand.  She gave me a tug and quickly released.   

 “What am I going to do with this,” I said, gesturing to my erection. 

 “Not my circus, not my monkeys,” she said.  It was one of her favorite sayings, an 

idiom she picked up from one of her international trips.  It meant something like, “Not 

my problem,” which meant that I’d have to deal with the erection on my own tonight. 

  “Oh, Hoffman,” she said, her tone suddenly shifting.  “You didn’t wear that 

sweater to work, did you?” 

 I crossed my arms over my favorite brown sweater.  Body language, I thought.  

Am I protecting my sweater, my dignity, or my heart? “Yeah, it was cold today.  I thought 

you liked it.” 

 “I do like it, but it doesn’t go with your blue pants, honey.  It’s just like a guy to 

wear his two best articles of clothing and think it’s an outfit.” 

 I smiled awkwardly.  “Yeah, well, style isn’t my thing.” 

“I’ll get you there.” The comment was jokingly patronizing and I guess my 

expression told her I took it as such because she backed off.  It was nothing serious, just 

one of the many cultural barriers separating the Greys from the DeVrys. 
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I leaned in and kissed her lips, gently, so as not to smear the lipstick.   

I closed my eyes and breathed her scent through my nose, experiencing the light 

citrus smell that rose from her skin.  I didn’t know if the scent came from her lotion or the 

rouge or the small amount of lipstick she’d left on my upper lip.  

“Get some rest,” she said.  “Don’t forget to let Darwin out to pee.” 

I patted her on the ass as she stepped away.  I caught a clump of her dress in my 

hand and pulled her back gently.  “I can’t wait until tomorrow.” 

In response, she ground her ass against me before turning around and stepping 

backward toward the door.  She lifted her dress flirtatiously as she went, torturing me 

with a tempting smile that faded too quickly as she exited the room. 

Chapter 3 

 Katherine was barely in the door when Wade pulled her inside.  His hands 

immediately went to the zipper behind her neck, tugging down, pulling the straps off her 

shoulders, inching the dress to the crack of her ass.  She kicked the door closed behind 

her. 

 He pushed her dress to the floor. 

 “Careful,” she admonished.  “I have to get back into that tonight.” 

 She kicked the dress aside as Wade kissed her full on the mouth, tonguing her lips 

apart.  Her lipstick smeared across both their faces.  She threw her arms around his neck 

and let him lift her up and carry her through the house.  She giggled and tugged his hair, 

speeding his pace as he turned the corner into his master bedroom.  He dropped her hard 

on the bed and landed on top of her, burying his face in her neck.  She maneuvered his 
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mouth to her breasts.  He unlatched her bra and her full breasts slipped out.  He latched 

onto one of her nipples with his teeth while working her panties off with both hands.  He 

let go of her breast so he could pull her panties away from her feet.  She wiggled them to 

release her heels but he pushed them back.  She smiled and dug one of the sharp heels 

into his chest.  “You bitch,” he said, enjoying it. 

 “Everything off,” she said. 

 He peeled off his shirt and dropped his pants, standing naked and hard.  At forty-

two Wade had a firm, muscled physique.  The hair on his body was light and sparse and 

what was there glistened with sweat. 

 He came at her again and she lifted a heel menacingly.  He grabbed her ankles 

and pushed her legs apart.  She took his cock and pulled it close, almost inside.  He 

flipped her onto her stomach and dragged her to the foot of the bed.  He placed his hands 

on her hips and entered.  She tossed her hair back and he latched on, pulling her head 

back with each thrust. 

 “Bite me, now, bite me, bite me,” she whispered.   

 Her body trembled as he put all his weight on her back, pinning her to the bed. 

 “Now, you fucker…” she whispered. 

 He exhaled hot on the back of her neck, touching it lightly with his tongue.  She 

held her breath.  He pulled back, in and out, the tip of his cock gently tapping the soft 

opening, pushing again slow, his chest gliding across her glistening back.  He bit the back 

of her neck and she cried out.  He put his fingers in her mouth.  She bit down and he 

winced, but he managed the pain.  He could always manage the pain. 
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 He pushed her face into the pillow, still sucking the back of her neck.  She 

reached between her legs and grabbed the base of his cock, her fingers tightening around 

his balls.  He tugged her hair.  She released her grip and grabbed his hip, rocking with his 

movements as he rocked her to orgasm.  He held back and let her come, giving her the 

full range until her shaken body collapsed like a cardboard box stomped flat, and then he 

pushed harder until he was done. 

 He remained inside her, hovering, sniffing the citrus scent that lingered whenever 

they had sex.  At last he pulled out and moved off the bed.  He stood back and stared.  

She turned over, staring back. 

 “I don’t mind that you don’t cuddle,” she said.  “But still, it would be nice.” 

 He found his slacks on the floor and slipped them on. 

 She stood from the bed and found her dress on the floor.  She picked it up and 

touched the back of her neck where a bruise was beginning to form.  She stroked it softly 

between her fingers. 

 Wade slipped on his white cotton shirt.  He studied himself in the mirror as he 

buttoned up.  Katherine watched him watching himself, the dress cradled in her hand.  

She carried it to the bathroom, leaving the door open as she cleaned herself using one of 

the many clean, beige hand towels.  She pulled the dress over her head and did what she 

could to smooth out the wrinkles.   

She stared at her face in the mirror; then lifted another towel from the rack and 

wiped the smeared makeup from her lips and cheeks. “I’m not saying you are, you 
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know,” she said, glancing at Wade through the mirror, “but the way you act sometimes, it 

makes you seem a little callous.” 

 Wade combed his thick, blond hair.  It hung just below his ears in a style popular 

among the Croatian-American men of his age.  He had a square jaw and wide cheekbones 

and cool, blue-almost-gray eyes that stabbed what they saw.  His eyes saw Katherine in 

the mirror.  “You’re saying I’m callous?” 

 She spoke carefully.  “No.  I’m just saying, to someone who didn’t know you, you 

might seem that way.” 

 He finished combing, then shook his head, undoing the grooming he had done.  

“I’m sure you get your cuddling somewhere else,” he said, without a hint of sarcasm. 

 She slipped up behind him and ran her fingers through his hair, finding a better 

balance between combed and shaken.  “Do you get your cuddling somewhere else, too?” 

 Wade stared at his reflection in the mirror.  “I’m not a cuddler,” he said. 

 She smiled and picked his shoes off the floor.  He sat on the corner of the bed and 

slipped them on. 

 “Lisa’s bringing Ecstasy.  You going to try some?” she asked. 

 “Maybe.” 

 “You could let your guard down once in a while.  Lisa says we’ll be skinny-

dipping before the night’s out. I think she just wants to see you naked.” 

 He rolled up his sleeves.  “I’m not much of a swimmer.” 

 “Right.”  She put her arms around his waist.  “You were what, a Navy SEAL?”  

She stroked his cheek with her nails, digging just a little too hard.  He didn’t flinch. 
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 “Some version of that,” he said.  He placed a hand on her ass and squeezed.  Her 

eyelids fluttered when the pain became too great.  She did nothing to stop him.   

 “Do you know why I love you, Jonas?”  

 “Why?” he said. 

 “I thought you might have the answer.”  

 He laughed and removed his hand from her ass.  He wrapped it tight in her hair 

and the tension pulled her head back into his palm.  He kissed her passionately.  “I’ll 

always have you, Katherine.  You’ll always be mine.” 

 She closed her eyes and leaned in for another kiss.  “That’s why,” she said.  

“That’s why.” 

*     *     * 

They moved comfortably around each other in his large kitchen, like professional 

dancers partnered many years.  The music Wade chose was a soft Bossa Nova, which 

pulsed through speakers hidden in the walls.  Katherine cut cubes of cheese and placed 

them on a large serving tray beside crackers and grapes. Wade grilled fresh vegetables in 

olive oil in a pan on the stove.  He lifted the pan and carefully dished the vegetables into 

a pot of homemade risotto.   

“You get in touch with the guy you were supposed to meet tonight?” she asked. 

Wade stirred the risotto so that the vegetables were evenly distributed throughout.  

“No.  I had to leave another message.” 

“If he doesn’t get the message he’ll be walking into a hell of a party,” she said. 

“He’ll get the message.” 
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Katherine froze.  “Oh, shit,” she said.  “Wine.” 

Wade opened the wine cooler.  “I’ve got three Napa Valley reds.” 

 “I should’ve thought of this before.” 

“You think we’ll go through more than three bottles?” 

“Yes.  But…this is a special night.” 

“A special night?” 

“I want Italian.” 

“What’s special about tonight?” 

She hesitated, her hands stilling on the platter.  He watched her for a beat then 

pulled her close. “You’re leaving tomorrow,” she said at last.  He held her tucked in his 

arms, patted her hair with long, loving strokes. 

 “Italian,” he said.  “It’s a special night.”  He reached over her shoulder and took 

the hot pan off the stove.  “I’ll run over and get some.” 

She looked into his eyes.  “Just for us, Jonas.  The others can drink what’s in the 

cooler.” 

He leaned into her and whispered in her ear.  “That’s the most romantic thing I’ve 

ever heard you say.”  He pressed his lips against hers and held her swaying body in his 

firm, lonely hands. 

*     *     * 

Wade searched the liquor store shelves but found only domestic wine.  He 

Googled the next liquor store and found one ten minutes away.  He called and was told 
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that their Italian wines ran in the forty-dollar range.  They recommended a specialty shop 

near the Beltway.  She wants Italian. 

It took a half-hour to reach the specialty shop driving eighty miles an hour.  He 

asked for a recommendation and the owner suggested three bottles in the hundred-dollar 

range.  The image on one of the bottles caught his eye—the hill outside Piedmont, Italy, 

where he and Katherine spent the night a year ago.  The image appeared on the label of a 

Gaja Barbaresco, 2007; a two-hundred dollar bottle of wine.  He remembered Katherine’s 

reaction when she tasted it.  She described it as an orgasm in her mouth.  When Katherine 

said Italian, she meant Gaja Barbaresco.  

He purchased the bottle and left the store an hour and a half after leaving the 

house for a quick stop at the liquor store.  It would take another half hour to return to the 

house.  He knew she would forgive him when she saw the wine. 

Chapter 4 

 The unopened bottle sat within inches of her hand. 

 It was all I could see. 

 The rest was fog and color.  The color mostly red. 

 I rubbed my temples with the index and middle fingers of both hands.  My brain 

required my hands to touch my face and head, massage the back of my neck, scratch 

incessantly at imaginary insects on my scalp.  Over the next few months I would expect 

to endure facial tics and awkward muscle twitches.  It was inevitable, after what I’d seen.  

What I was still seeing.  

 The wine was my safety zone.  There was nothing unnatural about the wine, 
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except that it sat in the scene only inches from Katherine’s hand.   Look away from her 

hand.  Look at the wine. 

 The detective called my name from the pool-house entrance.  I had ruined 

everything.  Broken the cardinal rule.  Walked directly into the crime scene the moment I 

saw her body. 

 This was not what an experienced agent should do.  Transfer blood from one end 

of a crime scene to the next.  Mixing the blood of others with Katherine’s blood.  It was 

everywhere now.  It was on my shoes.  

 The detective shouted something again.  It might have been my name.  

 I shifted my gaze from the wine, and there was Katherine.  The body, that lump of 

flesh the detective said was my wife.  I wasn’t sure.  Except on the hand that wasn’t much 

of a hand there was a ring that looked like the one I placed on her finger two years ago in 

a ceremony in Charleston.  It was the same ring, only the finger had changed.  

 “Agent Grey,” the detective said.  “Step out of the scene.  Now.” 

 I knew the pressure the detective faced.  This would set everyone back.  I couldn’t 

undo what I’d done, but I could fix it, untie my shoes, leave them behind with the blood.  

I did so, pulling my feet out, leaving the socks bunched inside.  I walked backward, 

retracing my steps.  The detective’s voice again, this time with urgency. 

The bite of a thousand grains of glass tortured my feet.  I slipped sideways in 

something wet.  Blood or water from the fish tanks.  There was a man on the ground 

holding hands with a woman, their naked bodies covered in the tiny blue-and-white rocks 
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that fill the bottom of aquariums.  A few feet away another naked woman lay on the 

ground, her arm extended as if reaching for help. 

I wanted to look back.  Just one more look to make sure it was her.  Because it 

wasn’t possible that Katherine would show up at some house in the suburbs, naked, 

strangers all around, her body riddled with bullets.  I had to turn and see. 

It was a blur.  No station in my mind to place the image.  It was like looking 

through glass.  It was like looking at an image magnified, seeing my face and the pores of 

my skin in those little shaving mirrors they put in the bathrooms at Courtyard by 

Marriott.  Everything distorted and out of proportion.  Katherine, a puffy, white 

mushroom burst open on the forest floor.  Something smudged on your windshield after a 

long drive home.  

Movement to the left caught my eye.  A puffer fish swimming loops around a 

dead, naked man in the pool.  The stranger floated vertical, slightly bent; a man-sized, 

golden seahorse.  And the fish again, swimming, swirling in the water.  The chlorine will 

kill it.  Its gills aren’t meant to filter chlorine and blood. 

 “Agent Grey,” the detective said again.  “I really need you to step out of the 

scene.” 

 The fish, from the corner of my eye, round and round in the pool.  At one end of 

the pool was a raised deck that carried a net on a pole on pegs.  I walked toward the 

detective, diverting my course at the last minute, finding myself next to the pool, my 

hands thumbing the net from the pegs on the wall.  The detective’s voice was thunder 

behind me. 
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 It was difficult to balance on the cold, wet tile with a seven-foot pole in my hands.  

I dipped the net into the pool, aiming for the puffer fish tumbling end-to-end.  At the last 

moment its face rose and it stared ahead with pewter dead eyes.   

 The net slipped from my hands and fell into the water.  I felt the detective’s arm 

pulling me up and out of the crime scene. 

*     *     * 

 Bill drove me home.  Maybe he was at the scene all along.  He would’ve been 

called before me, being Katherine's father and the Director of Behavioral Science at the 

FBI. 

 He waited at the front door while I searched for my keys.  The keys were in the 

right front pocket of my pants.  I opened the door and invited him in. 

 Bill’s eyes were wild.  “No, Hoffman…I have to get on this.” 

 The house shook with the sound of Darwin barking.  I must have closed the 

bedroom door behind him when the car came to pick me up. 

 I stared at my father-in-law, my boss.  “Am I supposed to…?” 

 “No,” Bill said.  “Stay here and get some rest until we know what the fuck is 

going on.” 

 I nodded.  “Does Judy know?” 

 “God, Hoffman, I only found out a couple hours ago.  I’m not going to tell my 

wife…”  His words trailed off.  He turned to leave.  I held his arm. 

 “Bill.  Are they sure it’s her?” 
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 He seemed appalled by the question.  There was a flash of anger in his eyes.  “It’s 

her, Hoffman.”  He pulled his arm from my grip and walked away.   

 The house echoed with Darwin’s barking.  It sounded cold and empty.  I closed 

the front door and walked along the entryway’s white tiled floor.  My bare feet were wet 

and they left a trail of blood in their wake.  They throbbed from the glass imbedded in my 

skin.  Sliding along the tile helped manage the pain.   

 I dropped to my knees on the staircase halfway to the second floor and crawled 

the rest of the way.  I opened the bedroom door and Darwin shot past, continuing down 

the stairs.  

 The carpet felt better under my feet and I hobbled to the bathroom.  I reached into 

the medicine cabinet and found the Advil.  I poured five or six tablets into my mouth, 

cupped water in my hands and drank more than enough to wash them down.  The 

tweezers were somewhere behind the razors.  I nicked the tip of my finger looking for it.  

A tiny drop of blood eased out between the divided flaps of skin. 

 I lay down in the bathtub with my feet under the faucet.  Sitting up, I turned the 

hot and cold knobs until a tepid water ran over my feet.  I worked liquid soap gently into 

the cuts on my insteps and heels.  Little bits of glass tickled my fingers.  I used the 

tweezers to remove a shard from my big toe.   

 I continued until all the glass from my right foot had been removed.  I moved on 

to the left foot.  Darwin pushed the bathroom door open with his nose.  He looked guilty 

and sad, as if he’d done something wrong.  I coaxed him toward the tub.  I turned off the 

faucet until only a single drip of water bubbled out.  Darwin moved closer, guarded, 
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unsure.  I touched his back and petted him gently.  He calmed and edged closer.  I lifted 

him in the air and pulled him onto my chest.  I fell on my back in the tub, burying my 

face in Darwin’s fur.  

 “Oh, God…oh, God…” I cried as I drifted off to sleep, and memory, and dream. 

*     *     * 

 I wore my best suit.  There were four, which I juggled with various dress shirts 

and ties to make it look like a wardrobe.  This was the navy blue, with the red-and-white 

tie that had been requested, and a pressed, white shirt.  It was my first time wearing the 

shirt and I didn't know until the last moment that it required cuff links.  I stopped by 

Macy's on the way to the event and purchased the least expensive set I could find.   

 They popped off my sleeves all night. 

 At midnight we faced each other in a booth at the 24-hour diner near the dorms at 

Quantico.  The diner's signature drink was chocolate malt and I always requested an extra 

teaspoon of malt powder to amplify the rush. 

 We were grossly over-dressed.  The customers stared and acted like we were 

famous.  It was she they watched—the men and women both.   

 Katherine was stunning with her luminous green eyes and thick, blond hair falling 

over a strapless, emerald Ralph Lauren dress.  She sat unnaturally poised; I sensed she 

was a little self-conscious and out of her element.   

 The curious patrons stared and I didn’t mind that they thought she was my date.  I 

knew better.  She was my assignment.   
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 Katherine slurped the malt with a swizzle straw and sat back in the booth, clasping 

her head.  "Fuck.  Like a thousand malts in one." 

 I stirred my whipped cream, nodding sagely. 

 She studied me with a tilted smirk.  "Daddy's spies are all so perfectly straight."  

She took another sip and added, "Not a bend in any one of 'em." 

 She searched my face to see if her remark made a dent.  She found my eyes and 

stopped.  My eyes; the tools of my trade, the door into the lives of the people I 

encountered.  

 "He chose you because you're the same as Winston," she said, her jab coming with 

a little less punch than I expected.  "Mindless loyalty in exchange for a scratch behind the 

ears." 

 I knew Winston from the 5 X 7 photograph of the Bassett Hound on Bill's desk.  

The comment made me smile. 

 "You think that's funny?" she asked. 

 "I didn't come to spy." 

 "Really?"  She leaned forward. "You're not even aware of your mission." 

 "I was asked to accompany you, that's all."  It seemed to bother her that I was 

relaxed in her presence. It was all an act, though.  Her perfection made me nervous as 

hell.  "You treated me like shit all night," I said.  "But that's okay.  I had a good time.  

And despite your father’s instructions, I didn’t stop you from taking a drink.” 

 She looked down at the wadded-up straw wrapper between her fingers, then back 

to my eyes.  It was the first thing Bill noticed, too.  They were set deep, centered, under 
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eyebrows that matched my hair.  Bill said they showed empathy.  A kind-looking face 

meant the world in our line of work.  “It gives you a sense of innocence," Bill said.  “You 

might need an edge like that, to gain someone's confidence, if you ever take an 

assignment in the field." 

 I desperately wanted a field assignment.  At Quantico I pushed for a legat position 

in Europe, hoping for Paris or London.  They kept me in Washington, figuring my 

knowledge of nonverbal communication would be an asset to Bill and his team.  

 My first "assignment" came when Bill and his wife realized they would not be in 

town to accept an award for their work on a breast cancer charity campaign.  The board 

of directors suggested that Katherine be sent in their place.  Bill and Judy were divided 

on the issue -- Katherine was known to say an inappropriate thing or two, most notably at 

public events after drinks were served.  Bill was about to pull the plug when I walked 

past his desk.  He stared a long time before barking, "Grey!" 

 "Sir?" 

 The intensity of his look could be intimidating.  "Anything I can do for you?" I 

asked, my pulse speeding. 

 Bill hesitated, before turning back to the file he was reading.  "No, forget about 

it." 

 I stood for a moment before turning to leave.  When I reached the office door I 

turned back.  "Are you sure, sir?" 

 Bill’s lips rose in an awkward half-smile, as if he was about to make a request he 

would later regret.  "Do you have a clean suit you can wear to an event Saturday night?" 
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 "I do," I replied. 

 "Not the black or grey one.  And not what you're wearing now."   

 I tried to keep from slumping, having spent the last of my Christmas bonus on 

what I thought were appropriate suits for the job. 

 "You've got one in blue," Bill said. 

 "Yes, it's my favorite." 

 "Who is it?" 

 "Sir?" 

 "The designer, Hoffman." 

 "Calvin Klein, I think." 

 Bill pressed his lips together, making silent calculations in his head.  "All right," 

he said at last.  "Have it pressed.  And get your shoes shined.  Wear the tie you were 

wearing Monday." 

 It felt like I had passed some secret test. "Can I ask what I'll be doing?" 

 Bill opened the appointment book beside him.  "You'll be chaperoning my 

daughter to a charity event.  You've met my daughter, Hoffman?" 

 I pictured the beautiful girl I’d once seen in Bill's office; the girl with golden hair 

and wild, luminous, green eyes.  "I've met her.  She seems--" 

 "Keep her out of trouble." 

 "Yes, sir." 

 Katherine was suspicious from the start.  She maintained a respectful distance, 

from everyone, throughout the event.  She accepted the award on her parents’ behalf in a 
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crisp, polished speech no-doubt scripted by Bill or one the publicists on Bill’s team.  She 

led with humor and closed with a note of compassion, hitting the appropriate tone when 

necessary.  Afterward, she sat demure and dignified while her family was praised for 

their fundraising efforts.  She nodded from time to time to illustrate the family’s 

gratitude.  She picked delicately at her quiche lorraine and sipped club soda.  She didn't 

order her first shot of whiskey until the entree was served. 

 Ours was a table of women.  Most doers on the Beltway left their wives to manage 

the parade of charity events that crisscrossed their schedules.  The men rarely emerged 

unless they were harbingers of the very calamities that graced the pages of the event’s 

program.  Bill sat on the board of twelve charity foundations, yet rarely showed unless he 

was the guest of honor. 

 The table conversation covered a range of Washingtonian topics.  Politics, art, the 

theater, restaurants, television.  One of the women mentioned she had attended the new 

exhibit of Dutch Masters at the Smithsonian and was disappointed that Rembrandt wasn't 

represented in the collection.  "How can they exhibit the Dutch Masters without 

Rembrandt?" she asked.  The women at the table nodded.  When she looked at me I 

nodded and raised my eyebrows in support.  Katherine kept her head down, slowly 

stirring her second drink with a butter knife. 

 When the talk turned to reality television Katherine pulled an e-cigarette from her 

purse.  She finished her drink and ordered another before putting the cigarette to her lips.  

The conversation died when she exhaled.  The women stared in disbelief. 
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 "The exhibit is Early Dutch Masters," she said quietly, almost to herself.  "Twelfth 

to Sixteenth Century.  Rembrandt is Seventeenth Century, which is why his work isn't in 

the exhibit."  This was before I discovered that Katherine was a docent at the National 

Gallery.  That she'd received her Masters in Art from Georgetown University.   

 She took another puff and exhaled a long plume of sweet-smelling vapor.  The 

women shifted uneasily.   

 "It's just steam," Katherine said, a strained bitterness in her voice.  "No one's 

going to keel over from second-hand smoke."  This, at a cancer charity fundraiser.  The 

women smiled politely, awkwardly, their eyes not-so-subtly meeting one another's.  

Meeting mine.  Katherine leaned back in her seat, looking out at the dozen or so tables 

circling the periphery. 

 "It's a shame your parents couldn't attend," said a woman in her forties, our host. 

 Katherine, with the e-cigarette in one hand and whiskey in the other.  A secret 

smile on her lips like she'd been here before, like the only person she needed to entertain 

was herself.  "Last year's ovarian really brought in the numbers,” she said.  “But it's 

prostate and colon that drive the market.  Most donors are tapped out by December; you 

really should have set your event earlier in the Fall."  She took a long drag on the e-

cigarette and chased it with the last of her Jameson. 

 Their host turned to me.  "And you work with Bill?" she asked.  The other women 

lifted their eyes, eager for a change in conversation.   

 "He's an NSA spy," Katherine said.  "Sent here to keep me from sinking the ship." 
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 "You have your job cut out for you," one of the bolder women said, her eyes 

seeking connection with mine.  I chanced a look at Katherine.  She held her empty glass 

in the air, trying to get the waiter's attention. 

 I turned back to our host.  "Actually, yes, I'm with the Bureau.  Bill's division, 

Behavioral Science." 

 I looked around the table; all the women were facing me, forming a wall with 

Katherine on the outside.   

 "Excuse me," I said.  I felt their eyes watching as I whispered in Katherine’s ear.  

"If there's one thing I can't stand it's peach cobbler," I said. 

 "And this concerns me because...?"  Her face piqued with mock interest. 

 The waiter put a slice of peach cobbler on the plate in front of her. 

 "Oh," she said, with a hint of whimsy.  She touched the waiter's arm to keep him 

from leaving.  "I won't be needing that," she said.  "But a Jameson would be nice." 

 He nodded and rushed off to get her order.  She turned again to face me. 

 "What do you propose?" she asked. 

 "A little diner down the road from Quantico.  Best chocolate malts on the planet." 

 She smirked, her thin eyebrows raised.  "I'll take you to Spazzo's on the Mall if 

you want something good." 

 I told her I wanted to go someplace normal, where normal people ate normal food.  

I told her if she didn't come for a malt I would find a way to get there on my own.  She 

hesitated, then reached into her purse and handed me the keys to her Jag. 
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 When I returned from the coatroom she was alone in her seat, sipping quietly from 

her fresh, new drink.  The women had turned to themselves, talking of Michelangelo. 

 Her back straightened when I slipped the jacket over her shoulders.   

 "You okay?" I asked, seeing the goose-bumps on her arms. 

 "They don't believe in anything," she whispered, taking my arm.  I took the drink 

from her hand and placed it on the table. 

 "Time to go," I said. 

 At the diner I lounged in the Naugahyde booth while Katherine searched for 

chinks in my armor. 

 "What's your name again, it's like a last name or something, right?"  Twirling her 

straw in the malt like she didn't care whether I answered or not. 

 "Hoffman.  Hoffman Grey." 

 "Who names their kid Hoffman?" 

 It wasn't a topic I wanted to explore.  I fiddled with the new cuff-links and one 

popped off.  She rolled her eyes.  I found it on the table and began the painstaking 

process of threading it through the hole in my sleeve.  She took it from my hand. 

 "Have you ever had a woman in your life, Hoffman?" she asked, rolling my right 

cuff back and inserting the link.   

 "So, that's how it's done," I marveled. 

 "You had it backwards.  Other one, please."  She held out her hands, waiting for 

me to present the left cuff.  "It won't fix itself," she declared. 
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 I gave her my left hand and she removed the cuff-link.  She folded back the 

sleeve, stopping when she saw the scars where my forearm was burned.  Her smile faded. 

 It began at my wrist and continued up the arm, the worst of it hidden under my 

sleeve. 

 The scene shifted and I was suddenly aware I was dreaming.  I struggled to hold 

onto the memory, to stay in the moment, to be with her as long as I could. 

  She saw the concern in my face.  I hoped she would keep to the script. 

 She inserted the cuff-link and pulled the sleeve down to cover the scar. 

 I pulled my hand back and folded my arms across my chest.  We were quiet for a 

moment, lost in thoughts of our own.   

 "Like you never saw it," I said at last.  "You've never, ever mentioned it, 

Katherine." 

 She leaned back in the booth and stared into her lap.  “It was your secret.” 

 “We're not supposed to keep secrets." 

 “And yet we do,” she said.  She was tired now, the sheen of new acquaintance 

wearing off. 

 I studied the condiments on the table.  "We were together three years and you 

never acknowledged the scars.  What kind of marriage did we have?" 

 "We all live with lies." 

 "I don't." 

 She gave me a look that said I knew better.   

 "Something on your mind?" I implored. 
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 "I don't know.  I'm not sure you're ready to discuss it." 

 I shook my head.  "After what you've done.  The lies you've told. Why were you 

there tonight?  Why were you naked?  Were you having an affair?” 

 She seemed hurt, retreating behind a stoic mask.  "This isn't my dream," she said. 

 "Tell me." 

 "Look at your lies, Hoffman.  What happened to your parents?” 

 I turned on her with a sharp burst, with a darkness she had never seen.  “I'm 

nothing like them.”  I clenched my fists under the table.  

 She stared as if waiting for me to acknowledge something more. 

 There was a far-off sound.  A whimpering.  The window shimmered behind her.   

 “I’m surprised you’ve never tried it,” she said.  “The Barbaresco.” 

 “The what?” 

 She remained silent, watching me. 

 “What did you say?” I asked. 

  The whimpering turned into a whine, and then to a bark. 

 The window shimmered away, leaving a halo of light around Katherine’s arms.  

“You’ll stay?” I asked, anxiously. 

 "I'm already gone,” she said, and was. 

 I woke with the word “Barbaresco” on my lips.  I stood quickly, slipping in a thin 

film of bloody water.  The drain was filled with tiny bits of glass. 
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 Darwin barked again, sitting dutifully by the bathroom door.  He wagged his tail 

when I looked his way.  I rushed past him, through the bedroom and down the stairs to 

the kitchen pantry.  I pushed cans of dog food aside and pulled out bottles of wine.   

 I found it toward the back of pantry.  It had a different shape than the others—a 

longer neck and a slightly bulbous base.  The back of the label was hard to read in the 

light, but the front was unmistakable.  Rolling hills under a star-lit night.  In red letters 

above the image were the words, “Gaja Barbaresco.” 

Chapter 5 

 “Who’s there?”  Tom’s voice sounded calm, but it revealed a nervous edge.  He 

rounded the hallway and entered the den.  The barrel of his gun led the way. 

 Wade spoke softly from a leather chair beside the fire.  “Jesus, Tom, an H&K 

MP7?” 

 Tom Whelan’s shoulders dropped as he lowered the weapon.  He took a seat in 

the twin leather chair facing Jonas, placing the gun across his bony knees.  He kept his 

hand on the weapon’s grip.  “What would you reach for if someone slipped through your 

security without ringing an alarm?” 

 “I’d reach for the phone, Tom.  I wouldn’t come out to confront the guy, MP7 or 

not.  Don’t you have a panic room?” 

 “I’m not going to pussy-out in my panic room, Jonas.”  Despite his advancing 

years, Tom could put up a fight.  “What the hell are you doing in my home?” 

 Wade studied Tom’s face, searching for any indication he knew about the attempt 

on his life.  Tom sat still, aware he was being tested.  Sweat glistened under the thinning 
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grey hair above his temples.  

“Jesus,” Wade said at last.  “You don’t know.” 

 Tom breathed again.  “What is it?” 

 Wade leaned back and rubbed his palms over the plush, leather arm rests.  Tom 

had turned his den into a cozy little enclave with wall-to-wall built-in bookshelves and 

seating areas where he could play board games with his family. It was the kind of room 

he could see Tom growing old in.  Pictures of the man’s children graced the shelves and 

fireplace mantle.  A boy and two girls, all under the age of fifteen.  Tom started his 

family late in life.  It almost seemed like an after-thought.  At least he made the 

commitment.  Wade had let his only chance slip by.  He could’ve been married by now, 

living in Europe with Katherine.  They would have children, as Katherine wanted.  But 

Wade was not one to settle down.  

   Tom sighed.  “What do you want, Jonas?” 

 Wade looked back at Tom and noticed his mismatched attire—worn-out slippers 

under long, plaid shorts and a wife-beater.  There was nothing to indicate that Tom had 

been the CEO of Stillwater, the nation’s top private military resource provider, a 

company holding over five billion dollars in security contracts with the State Department 

and the DOD.  Tom started recruiting mercenaries as early as the 1990s when Slobodan 

Milosevic invaded Croatia and initiated the Serbo-Croatian War.  At age nineteen, Wade 

was one of about a dozen of Tom’s first recruits.  By then Wade had already mentored 

under the leadership of Croatian General Ante Gotovina, the man responsible for training 

and leading an untrained group of Croatian policemen, villagers and second generation 
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diaspora Croatians into a highly-skilled guerilla army capable of freeing Croatia from 

Milosevic’s grasp.  As Tom grew Stillwater, Wade advanced, too.   

 Wade stood and walked past the bookshelves, letting his fingers trail across each 

book’s faded spine.  He liked that Tom owned books, old books, and that some of them 

were out and open on end tables and countertops.  He liked that Tom read mostly poetry 

and history, and that books by Dr. Suess and Maurice Sendak sat next to titles like The 

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and Long Days Journey Into Night.  He stopped 

beside the fireplace and took a photograph off the mantle.  Tom’s three children on a 

merry-go-round.  Tom sat higher in his seat. 

 “Are you still running Tier One?” Wade asked.  He compared the photo of Tom’s 

children to another of Tom and his wife.  The fourteen year-old girl and eleven year-old 

boy were hybrids of their parents.  But the four year-old was Asian.  She looked like one 

of the Thai girls left on the streets of Patpong after the job they did in Bangkok.  Wade 

was brought in to take out a Thai cult leader responsible for trafficking orphaned children 

into the sex trade.  He remembered telling Tom that no one had made accommodations 

for the kids.  It seemed Tom had noticed it, too. 

 “I’m Chairman of the Board now,” Tom said with certain sarcasm.  “I haven’t 

managed day-to-day since August took over and moved the operation to Los Angeles.” 

 Dan August had come from the ranks of the CIA where he had risen to the top 

level of clandestine operations.  He had made friends with the young Turks in the D.O.D. 

and, after leaving the Agency, was recruited into Stillwater.  He made friends quickly 

there, as well, and within two years had managed a backroom coup to replace Tom as 
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CEO. 

 Wade returned the photographs to the mantle and returned to his seat.  He leaned 

back, crossing his legs. “Did you have eyes on the Congo?”   

 “I lost eyes on all covert ops when August took the reigns.  What’s going on, 

Jonas?”   

 Wade put his hand to his forehead, having difficulty recalling the details.  “I 

cancelled a meeting with a Stillwater rep this evening.  Katherine wanted a party, so I 

cancelled.  I was out of the house when they came.  I had just gone for a bottle of wine.”  

His jaw tightened.  He breathed slowly to keep himself calm.  “When I returned she was 

dead.  Everyone was dead.” 

 Tom leaned forward.  The weapon nearly fell from his lap.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t 

know.” 

 “She was shot five times.  She was tortured.”  Wade stared into space, seeing 

Katherine on the blood-wet floor in his mind.  “It was a message,” he said, firmly. 

 Tom pursed his lips, nodding. 

 Wade directed his gaze at Tom.  He was focused now, his eyes honed-in like a 

tiger stalking its prey. “What happened in the Congo, Tom?” 

 Tom stood up quickly.  He appeared anxious under Wade’s stare.  He paced the 

room, carrying his weapon close.  “The coup was reversed.  The side you were working 

for lost.” 

 “And what side was that?” 

 Tom chuckled nervously.  “Yeah, we’ve both been in this game a little too long.” 
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 Wade stared a moment longer, then looked away.  He put his palms to his 

forehead.  “My team did their job as required.  It led to a military coup, as expected.  The 

coup didn’t last, and the premier’s nephew, next in line for succession, took control.  The 

first thing he wants is retribution for Stillwater killing his uncle.  They either bring in 

their own or…” 

 “Or Stillwater makes a deal,” Tom finished.  He sat back down in the chair, his 

knees facing Wade. 

 “Stillwater promised to clean up their mess,” Wade concluded.  He clasped his 

hands together and held them between his knees.  “So, what are the consequences?” 

 “You know the consequences, Jonas.  It’s obvious a deal has been made.” 

 “A deal with Stillwater.  And who is Stillwater, Tom?” 

 “The new Stillwater is August.  Nothing happens without his authorization.  It’s 

likely the deal was brokered by the State Department.  Ultimately, this is just the 

management of international affairs.” 

 “With Katherine dead in the middle.” 

 “She was collateral damage.” 

 Wade shook his head.  “She didn’t need to be.” 

 “It looks like they thought you would run and they wanted assurance you’d stay.” 

 Wade hung his head.  His shoulders sagged.  His now-vacant eyes scanned the 

den absently.  They honed in on Tom’s cherry-wood bar.  “Is that functional or is it just 

for show?” 

 Tom glanced at the bar in the corner of the den.  “It’s fully stocked.” 
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 Wade stood and walked to the bar.  He rummaged through the shelves and came 

up with a bottle of Glenfarclas 17.  He raised an eyebrow, giving Tom a look. 

 “Go ahead,” Tom urged. 

 Wade poured two fingers neat.  He watched Tom watching him through the 

bottom of the glass.  “They’re right, you know,” Wade said, savoring the last sip.  He 

poured himself another shot and returned to the seat opposite Tom. 

 “What’s that?” Tom asked. 

 Wade sipped this one, letting the rich taste evaporate on his tongue.  “The smart 

move is to disappear.  I’m only here because of what they did to Katherine.” 

 “Don’t play into their hands.  There are more of them than there are of you.” 

 Wade sniffed the dense air above the surface of the whiskey.  “I don’t care.” 

 “They’ll kill you.” 

 “We’ll see about that.”  He finished the shot and considered another.  But the 

whiskey had done its job; he felt calm and relaxed.  He studied the deep lines of crystal 

etched into the snifter in his hand.  A tiny label on the bottom of the glass said it had been 

made in Prague.  There was craftsmanship in this glass, and dangerous levels of lead.  

Wade figured lead would get him in the end, one way or another.   

“You know, my gun jammed on the job.”  He looked at Tom after he said it, 

anticipating his reaction.  “In the Congo.  That’s never happened before.” 

 Tom shook his head.  “Yeah, no, Jonas.  The job wasn’t cursed--” 

 “I took out the Prime Minister of the Democratic Republic of the Congo in a coup 

that left three hundred dead.  A coup that was reversed a month later.  This job was 
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cursed, Tom.” 

 “You don’t believe that--” 

 “It was.  And Katherine stepped in its path.” 

 “There isn’t much time, Jonas.  You need to run.  I can put you on a plane to 

anywhere on the globe in a matter of hours.” 

 “Run, Tom?” 

 “It’s the only way you’re going to make it.” 

 Wade stood up too quickly.  Tom sat back in his seat, unconsciously raising the 

gun.  Wade ignored the weapon and bridged the gap.  He pulled Tom close, hugging him, 

cupping his palm around the base of Tom’s skull.  Their foreheads touched.  Wade felt 

the barrel of Tom’s gun in his ribs. 

 “I’ll run, Tom.  But towards, not away.” 

 Wade released his mentor, stood up and walked to the door.   

 “Where are you going?” Tom asked, concerned. 

 Wade steadied himself in the doorway.  He spoke without turning around.  “Los 

Angeles.” 

 “They’ll find you.” 

 Wade turned and smiled for the first time since finding Katherine dead in his 

home.  “I’m counting on it,” he said then slipped through the doorway and disappeared in 

the night. 
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Chapter 6 

The plane banked right and leveled off for the landing at LAX.  Wade checked his 

watch.  It was almost six hours since he left D.C.  He looked out the window at the 

scorched, hot city below.  L.A. had faced drought before, but this was the first time he’d 

seen empty swimming pools.  Wade counted six plumes of heavy, black smoke rising 

from points along the Santa Monica Mountains.   

The plane passed over Hollywood Park where he and his crew used to bet the 

horses.  Seeing it gutted and abandoned made his stomach burn.  It looked like a series of 

overturned mounds of dirt.  Another piece of his life erased. 

It had been a year since he was last in L.A.  He had come for business but made 

the mistake of telling Katherine he would be in town.  She arranged to come out for a 

week and they spent almost all of their time holed up in his San Pedro love-nest.  It was 

five amazing days with the promise of nothing more.  And nothing came, as was 

expected.  Wade was called to duty for a six-month assignment in Peru, then tapped as 

point-man for the hit in the Congo.  They gave him a month of R&R in Europe and he 

spent most of it visiting the small town in Croatia where his family was killed—first his 

mother and sister, who had the misfortune of living in the direct path of Milosovic’s 

armies, then later, when Wade’s father and brother died fighting alongside General 

Antovich.  This was before Wade had become a mercenary, before meeting Tom and Bill 

and, ultimately, Katherine.  If it weren’t for the war he would never have met her.  If he 

had never met her she would still be alive.  He should have known not to come back after 

the Congo.  The warning had been clear enough, for anyone in his trade. 
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At first, Wade took the gun-jamming in stride.  He remained calm so as not to 

spook the rest of his team.  He finished the job quickly and accurately.  But he saw a 

change in his men’s demeanor; he saw it in their eyes and their actions.  The men had 

gone from confident to stiff.  They wanted out of the DRC.  Wade assured them that 

everything was fine and, ultimately, they believed him.  They took their R&R and 

returned to the States. 

Wade would need to find them now, and warn them.  All was not well.  The 

assignment was cursed. 

Wade deplaned and walked his carry-on bag through Terminal 6, passing the 

baggage carousels, stepping outside to where Adam and Davor were picking him up.  

Wade called Adam immediately after leaving Tom’s house.  He would need the help of 

his old crew to find the men responsible for killing Katherine.   

Adam and Davor pulled up in a sleek, new Tesla Model S.  Last year they were 

driving a Maserati Ghibli, but Branko asked them to tone down the macho image so as 

not to draw attention to their activities.  While the Tesla fit in with L.A.’s culture of hip, 

green-economy Internet community, it was the wrong choice for a couple of thugs 

working the Port of Los Angeles.  Wade supposed it was fine as long as they remained 

behind the Tesla’s tinted windows. 

The car doors opened simultaneously and the two Croats raced each other to greet 

him.  Adam, stepping out from the passenger seat, arrived first.  He put a meaty right paw 

around Wade’s shoulder and hugged him tight.  “How come you look so much better than 
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me?” Adam shouted, showering Wade with a fine spray of spit.  “Aren’t we the same 

age?” 

“Have you seen your parents, Adam?  That’s why.”  Adam shook his head and 

slapped Wade in the back.   Davor arrived beside them, pulling his loose pants up to his 

hips.  He glanced at the traffic on the street around them, ever cautious.  He presented his 

hand to Wade and they shook. 

“Good to see you, Jonas.” 

Wade leaned in, their hands still clutched.  “Thank you for coming, Davor.  I 

know it was short notice.” 

“Don’t think about it.  Anything you need, you know that.” 

“I’ll need a lot.” 

“Just let me know.” 

Wade patted Davor on the back and they dropped hands.  Adam popped the trunk, 

located at the front of the car where Wade expected to see an engine.  He motioned for 

Wade’s carry-on bag.  Wade handed it to him. 

“You traded the Maserati for a Tesla?” 

Adam smiled, eager to tell his story.  “Just wait until I open this fucker up on the 

highway.” 

“Get, this,” Davor said.  “The Maserati delivered 404 HP at 5,000 rpm.  Fast 

right?  The Tesla’s got 687 lb-ft of torque, with no rpm.  The fucking torque is right there 

as soon as you push the pedal.”  

 “You actually feel the g-force, like you’re launching into space,” Adam said. 
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Adam slammed the trunk, revealing a cop approaching them with his arms 

waving. 

Davor shook his head and turned to Adam.  “I told you we can’t park here.” 

“What?  It’s passenger pick-up.” 

“It’s a red zone.  No stopping any time.  Let’s get out of here.” 

Adam held the passenger door open for Wade, but hesitated when they heard the 

cop call out.  Davor was already waving him off, explaining that they were on their way 

out.   

But, the cop wasn’t waving his arms, he was waving his badge.  And then he was 

waving his gun. “Hands in the air!”  

And suddenly there were cops all around, each with his own badge and gun.  This 

didn’t look like Stillwater to Wade.  It looked like a task force operation working one of 

Davor’s jobs.  Like the guys had been made. 

They put their hands in the air and let the officers approach.  Wade’s hands were 

jerked down behind his back.  He felt the cold, hard cut of the cuffs on his wrists.  One of 

the cops, a detective, looked at a picture of Adam on his phone and compared it to the 

man next to the driver’s seat.  “Adam,” he said, nodding to the others.  He stepped to the 

back of the car where Davor stood seething.  He held up a photo of Davor on his phone 

and nodded again.  He motioned for the other officers to take them away. 

The detective stepped in front of Wade and addressed one of the officers.  “Who’s 

this?” he asked. 

The officer shrugged.  “No idea,” he said. 
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The detective studied him for a moment.  Wade nodded respectively.  Maybe 

they’d cut him loose.  He was just a friend of a couple guys they’d been tailing.  The 

detective’s decision could end the night or it could lead to long hours of unnecessary 

paperwork and overtime for his unit.  The smart bet was to let the stranger go. 

“Haul him in,” the detective said and turned to go.  The officer grabbed Wade by 

the cuffs and dragged him to one of the idling radio cars. 

Fucking cursed, Wade thought as the officer pushed his head down to clear the 

backseat of the car before tossing him inside. 

Chapter 7 

I stepped out of the elevator onto the ninth floor of FBI headquarters, heading 

toward the Behavioral Science Division.  The killings were headline news across the 

country, resulting in a raised national security threat and a heightened terrorist watch.  

The hallways were teaming with people I’d never seen.  I continued toward my office, 

doing my best to ignore the stares of colleagues.  Jill, the Behavioral Science Division 

receptionist, stood when I stepped through the double-glass doors.  She put her hand over 

her mouth.  “Hoffman…I didn’t you think you’d be in today.” 

I ducked my head and walked past her towards my desk.  “I work here, Jill.”  

“I’m sorry.  For your loss,” she said, giving the standard response of condolence  

before turning away.  

I suddenly didn't want to be here.  I didn't want to be exposed and dissected.  Is 

this what it was like for all the people I’d met who survived terrorist attacks, who’d lost 

husbands or wives or children to the psychopaths walking free in our society?  To how 
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many had I offered false comfort, my empathetic face convincing them that I understood 

what they were experiencing?  I didn't know shit.  I do now.  I know the life-sucking grief 

that makes it barely possible to take your next breath.  I know the doubt, the disbelief, the 

anger and rage.  I know the innumerable questions circling endlessly in my brain.  Why 

would anyone kill her?  How the fuck do I mourn her after she lied and betrayed me?  I 

tried to push it all aside.  I tried not to think about how she refused to have sex with me, 

but made time for her killer.  Instead, I focused on the bottle of wine and the question of 

how I ended up with the same bottle that was left beside her lifeless body. 

I racked my brain trying to recall the time I first saw that bottle.  I remembered 

seeing it shortly after her trip to Italy with the museum the year before.  She must have 

brought it back with her.  I don’t know how it ended up in the back of the pantry.  Hidden 

intentionally?  She had never mentioned the wine and I never thought to ask.  That was 

our way and I thought everything was working out fine. 

I crossed the large bullpen, acknowledging looks of concern without meeting 

anyone’s eye.  Every sad smile, every nod of the head, it all read false.  Everyone here 

knew the score.  They knew how Katherine was found; naked, at a sex party.  Their looks 

betrayed their deep curiosity.  They wanted to know more than the gossip they shared.  

They wanted to know the truth.  My tragedy was the spark that made their day exciting.   

I tried to disappear; my shoulders arced and my chin bent toward my chest as I sat 

at my desk and booted my computer.  I had spent the early morning hours emailing 

Detective Kelly, the homicide detective assigned to the case.  I wanted to know whose 

house she was at.  I wanted to know if their was evidence of rape.  I wanted to know if 
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the fluid they found on Katherine's inner thigh was semen and if so then whose.  I did 

discover that the forensics team had uncovered a partial thumbprint on the Barbaresco.  

Nothing showed on the DC database, so I uploaded the print to VICAP, the Bureau’s 

national fingerprint network.  I had checked the system twice this morning and nothing 

came up. 

I logged into VICAP and dialed the detective’s number again.  I’d left a message 

and hadn’t received a return call.  Either he had gone off-duty or he was dodging my 

calls.  “You’ve reached Detective Keller’s voice mail…”  I disconnected the call.  

Nearby, Douglas, our young office courier, wandered through the cubicles dropping off 

mail.  I saw a package in his hand with the insignia of the DC Police Department.  

Douglas saw me at the same time and came over.  He handed me the package. 

I grabbed his clipboard and signed my name. I pulled scissors from a drawer and 

cut a line across the top.  I shook the open package over my desk and the police report I’d 

requested fell into my hands.   

Douglas stood over me, watching.  I placed the file on my desk, hiding it under 

my forearms.  “Excuse me, Douglas.  I have to look at this in private.” 

Douglas nodded, but didn’t go.  His face appeared strained.  I could see 

movement in his cheeks from his teeth grinding.  “I just…” he turned away as if trying to 

muster the courage to speak.  “I don’t know what to say, Agent Grey.  I don’t know what 

to say.” 

I felt a surge of emotion and had to keep myself from standing and taking him 

into my arms.  I felt like I needed to comfort him.  I covered my eyes with my hand, 
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straining to hide the tears I felt coming. This was the first honest reaction I had and it felt 

like a punch to my gut.  “Thank you, Douglas,” I said.  I waited a moment before 

lowering my hand to look up at him with glassy eyes.  But he had already left. 

  I took a moment to collect myself then opened the file to view the report.  My 

attention went to the stack of 8X10 black and white crime scene photos.  I counted the 

edges—there were twenty-five.  I flipped through the wide shots and slowed down on the 

close ups.  I caught a glimpse of Katherine and stopped.   

I closed the file.  I’d seen this already, and kept seeing it, in my mind.  What 

would the photos show me that my eyes hadn’t seen?  I tucked them back into the file. 

The computer beeped, indicating that VICAP had loaded.  I typed my password, 

then the access code associated with the thumbprint from the bottle of wine.  I expected 

to see the same blank screen I saw earlier, but, to my surprise, I saw a flashing icon with 

the words, “Match Found.”  My fingers froze above the keyboard.  I let an index finger 

fall onto the mouse pad, dragging the curser over the icon, clicking it open.  A notice 

appeared stating that the Los Angeles Police Department had a hit on the print. 

I selected “print screen” and pressed “enter.”  I stood quickly, knocking my FBI 

coffee mug to the ground.  It bounced on the carpet, trailing long-forgotten coffee in its 

wake.  I grabbed the police file and stepped over the mug on my way to the printer.  The 

machine hummed and vibrated in greeting, before spitting out the VICAP report.  I 

snatched it and raced away. 

A dozen people stood in the anteroom to Bill’s office.  Anne, Bill’s assistant, 

yelled over the crowd in an attempt to keep order.  Members of the press, Homeland 
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Security, the DC police, city government, the FBI and other federal departments crowded 

the space.  Anne remained a gargoyle at the door.  She nearly flattened me with an 

outstretched palm before seeing who I was. 

 “Agent Grey.  I’m sorry, he isn’t to be disturbed.” 

I nodded and pushed her aside.  “I know,” I said.  “Thank you for staying on top 

of things.”  I opened the door and locked it behind me.   

Bill was slumped at his desk.  It looked like he hadn’t slept since receiving the 

call the night before.  His head shot up when he saw me. 

“We’ve got a hit on the thumbprint!”  I said, waving the VICAP print-out in the 

air.   

“Hoffman…what are you doing here?  Why aren’t you at home?” 

There were worry-lines on his forehead and under his eyes.  I’d never seen him so 

distraught.  “Jesus, Bill, look at you.  Why aren’t you at home?  At least I had a few 

hours’ sleep.” 

Bill glanced to his right and I realized we weren’t alone.  A figure stood in 

silhouette in the window’s glare.  He wore a casual suit, his muscular torso stretching the 

jacket to its limit.  He seemed relaxed, his hands in his pockets. 

Bill turned his tired eyes toward me.  “This is Dennison.  He’s working 

Katherine’s case with the D.O.D.” 

Dennison leaned in to shake my hand.  He stepped out of the light and I saw that 

he was a bald, black man of about thirty-five.  His grip was firm and quick, like the snap 

of an alligator.  “This the husband?” Dennison said, asking Bill but looking at me. 
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“Agent Grey,” Bill said.  Then, almost as an afterthought, “my son-in-law.”  I was 

used to the hesitation.  

I knew some of the guys at D.O.D., but didn’t recognize Dennison.  “I’ve taught a 

couple workshops at D.O.D., don’t remember seeing you.” 

“I work with D.O.D., not for them,” Dennison said, retreating back into the glare 

of light.   

I squinted, trying to read Dennison’s expression.  All I could see was his posture, 

which exuded confidence.  Dennison stood straight without trying, held the room without 

speaking.   

“We’ll take care of things, Hoffman,” Bill said.  “You have grievance time, you 

should use it.” 

I wasn’t used to seeing Bill as anything other than my boss or Katherine’s father.  

In either instance he remained the man in charge.  Not only had he lost his daughter, but 

he was responsible for running the investigation to find her killer.  Like Bill, I wasn’t 

going to sit at home and wait for things to get done. 

I moved closer to his desk.  “You have grievance time, too, Bill.  I’ll use mine if 

you use yours.” 

Bill nodded.  I sensed a begrudging respect in his response, as if he recognized 

that he and I were tied in a way that few men ever were.  We shared more than the bond 

of the Bureau, more than the love of a woman.  We shared what few understood, the loss 

of life that connected our worlds.  In our line of work this was called a trauma bond—an 

unusual or unnatural connection between two people who shared a tragic event.  In my 
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position at the Bureau I had interviewed dozens who fit the profile.  Strangers who fell in 

love after surviving an airplane accident, or schoolmates who won’t leave each other’s 

side after the school shooter’s rifle jammed, saving their lives.  People who had no reason 

to come together except for the traumatic thing they shared.  It happened in war, of 

course.  Small units of men who fought together, who killed and survived the killing 

together.  Men who had lost friends in common.  They might not have started off the 

same, but the army made them one.  And the bond of trauma made them brothers. 

Bill and I were more alike than Bill would admit.  We both rose from middle class 

beginnings to positions of authority at the FBI.  We both married into money, although 

Bill would never admit that he wasn’t the one driving the DeVry family’s social and 

political influence.  It was true that his position at the Bureau elevated the family’s 

standing in the community, but it was the fortune his wife inherited from DeVry Lumber  

that gave him the launch-pad necessary to join the political elite.  

Bill cleared his throat and gestured to the papers in my hand.  “Tell me what 

you’ve got.” 

I handed him the VICAP print-out.  “There was a thumbprint, I don’t know if you 

read the police report.  There was a print on the wine bottle.  I pushed it through VICAP 

and LAPD came up with a match.”  My breath came quickly and I felt light-headed from 

the rush of oxygen.  I stole a glance at Dennison, expecting to see some kind of reaction.  

All I saw was the dark, blank face outlined in a halo of light. 

Bill glanced at the report.  “We know.  And if you hadn’t acted as quickly as you 

did we wouldn’t have caught him.” 
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I took a clumsy step back, putting too much weight on the bottoms of my tortured 

feet.  My right knee buckled in response and I was forced to grab the back of a high-back 

chair for balance. 

“What do you mean?” I managed to say. 

Bill sighed and gestured toward the chair.  “Take a seat, Hoffman.” 

I slipped into the chair and placed both hands on its padded arms.  Bill nodded at 

Dennison, giving him the room.  Dennison stepped out of the light and leaned against the 

edge of the desk, facing me.  He clasped his hands in front of his stomach and crossed his 

right foot over his left.  The stance suggested paternal authority, like a mentor or college 

professor.  It said that he had a story to tell, and that I was expected to listen, learn, and 

obey. 

“The thumbprint belongs to a man named Jonas Wade,” he began.  “Wade is a 

terrorist sympathizer who has worked for a number of different governments, usually 

targeting U.S. interests.  He’s been on our watch list for a while.” 

I dug my nails into the armrests.  The throbbing in my feet made them feel three 

times too large for my shoes.  “How is he connected to Katherine?” I asked, my voice 

shaking. 

Dennison glanced at Bill.  “The house is Wade’s, listed under an alias.  All the 

other victims were paired off, except for Katherine.  We believe she was his guest.  And 

from the look of the crime scene, we suspect she was the target.” 

I jerked when Bill leaned forward.  He addressed me but stared at the blotter on 

his desk.  He scratched at the brittle hair that had risen on his chin overnight.  “He’s after 
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me.  Or maybe not me, specifically, but the Bureau.  For something I authorized, I 

assume.  It could be one of a number of operations.  We’ll find out when we bring him 

in.” 

 “Where is he now?” I asked. 

“The LAPD has him.  They want to question him, since one of the victims last 

night was an appellate court judge from Los Angeles,” Dennison said. 

“Dennison is flying out today to bring Wade back.  He’ll sit in on the interview 

and accept transfer after the LAPD is done.” 

I rocked gently in my seat, staring at the pattern of inlaid Oak along the edge of 

Bill’s desk.  I saw where it disappeared under the back of Dennison’s leg, then 

reappeared on the other side.  It must have dug into Dennison’s hamstring, but he showed 

no sign of discomfort. 

 “Why did he go to Los Angeles?” I asked. 

 “We don’t know,” Dennison admitted. 

 “It doesn’t seem like a smart escape plan,” I continued.  “He could’ve driven to 

Canada.  He could’ve caught a flight to the U.K.  He could have disappeared.” 

 “Those are questions we need to answer,” Dennison said. 

 “LAPD hasn’t interviewed him?” 

 “They’ve agreed to wait until Dennison arrives,” Bill said. 

 I looked at Dennison, whose face I saw clearly now.  “Will you be questioning 

Wade?” 

 “My role is to observe the interview and take custody of the prisoner.”  Dennison 
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returned my stare with an authoritative intensity.  But his breathing had stopped, as if he 

were waiting to see a sign that I believed him.  I held his look then took a slow, calm 

breath, cuing Dennison to do the same.  Dennison did, following it with a quick, 

unintentional glance to the left; a simple dart of the eye before returning his attention to 

me.  It was enough for me to know that Denison had something to hide.   

 I leaned back in my chair, realizing now that I was being kept out of the loop.  

“Will he have legal counsel at the interview?” I asked. 

 “No,” Bill stated. 

 “So, this is our first opportunity to set his base-line response before the lawyers 

get involved,” I observed.  “It’s an important interview, probably the most important one 

we’ll get.” 

 “Yes, from a behavioral perspective,” Bill concurred.  “But we’ll drill deep when 

we get him here.” 

 “If we can,” I said.  “If he doesn’t lawyer up.” 

 “We’ll take this to a military court if we have to,” Dennison said.  “That’s why 

the D.O.D. is involved.” 

 I observed Dennison curiously.  “Why is the D.O.D. involved, Agent Dennison?  I 

would think this is more of an issue for Homeland Security.  Oh, that’s right.  You work 

with the D.O.D., not for them.” 

 Dennison remained silent.  His eyes appeared suddenly intense, suddenly 

threatening.  “The U.S. Government will take whatever steps necessary to contain this.  

The details of this investigation will not play out in the media.” 
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 Bill leaned back in his seat and attempted to sound consolatory.  “There are many 

layers to this, Hoffman.  We get our answers when we get him back.” 

 I nodded, crossing one leg over my knee.  The pain in my feet had subsided.  I felt 

comfortable in the chair.  “But you wouldn’t have got him back if LAPD hadn’t flagged 

that print.  It’s funny that no one thought to run it through VICAP.” 

 “Jesus, Hoffman,” Bill said, “the scene is fifteen hours old.  Someone would’ve 

run it if you hadn’t.” 

 Dennison nodded and stepped away from Bill’s desk.  I figured the decorative 

wood edge had finally cut into Dennison’s sciatic nerve.  He slipped his hands into his 

pockets and stood between me and the door, seeming to indicate that the meeting was 

adjourned.   

 I turned my gaze back to Bill.  “I want to be there.” 

 “Where?” he said. 

 “Los Angeles.” 

 “No,” Bill said, shaking his head as if he suspected I was joking.  He changed 

tactics when he realized I was serious.  “No, Hoffman.  It’s a simple transfer of custody.” 

 “And an interview,” I said. 

 “You’d be in the way, Agent Grey,” Dennison interjected.  “Just let me do your 

job.” 

 Bill and I both looked at him and Dennison chuckled when he realized his error.  

“Let me do my job,” he corrected. 

 I appealed to my father-in-law.  “Bill, you know how important the first interview 
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is.  We need someone capable of reading the nonverbals.  You don’t know what will 

happen when we bring him back, how many agencies will want a crack at him.  You 

don’t know if the ACLU will get involved.  We have this moment, right now, to get this 

data.  Do you know anyone who can do the job better than me?” 

 Bill considered my argument.  I knew Bill could use me at the interview, if only 

to have an inside man involved from the start.  Someone to look out for Bill’s interest.  I 

was his only chance to get some skin in the game.  I knew I could sway him. 

 Dennison appeared at my side, his hand on the back of the chair.  “There’s no way 

you’re in that room, Grey.  You’re too close to this.  No one is going to sign off on it.” 

 Dennison’s interruption severed my connection with Bill.  He sat back in his seat 

again.  “Dennison’s right,” Bill said.  “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure we have a seat at the 

table when he comes back.  I don’t know if I can get you in the room, but you can draw 

the interview questions and call the shots from behind the glass.” 

 “From behind the glass,” I said, unimpressed. 

 “If you don’t mind,” Dennison said, “Bill and I have some details to discuss 

before my flight.  I can help you out of the chair if you need it—I hear you had a little 

mishap at the crime scene.”  There was no sarcasm in his voice—there didn’t need to be.  

The reference to my faux pas was enough to provide the intended humiliation.  Dennison 

held his hand out for me to take. 

 I pushed up from the chair and stood firmly on both feet.  Stepping away from 

Dennison, I left his hand hanging.  “It was good to meet you, Mr. Dennison.  Please let 

me know the moment you land in Washington with Wade.” 
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 Dennison brought his hand to my shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze.  

“I’m sorry for your loss, Hoffman.  We’ll make sure that Wade and anyone else 

responsible gets what they deserve.” 

 I nodded and pulled away from his hand.  I glanced back at Bill before opening 

the door.  For the moment this was our own, private affair.  We were the victims, having 

lost the thing we both loved.  If it were in our hands we would ensure that justice was 

done.  We would run the investigation and tie every loose string in the end.  But things 

never worked out as planned.  Things were going to get big, and out-of-control.  Bill’s 

look said he was thinking the same thing.   

 I left the room and reached back to close the door.  I knew what needed to be 

done, and Bill’s subtle nod before the door blocked our view was the only permission I 

required. 

 

Chapter 8 

 The pilot announced we’d be landing soon.  I opened my eyes to find the crime 

scene photos scattered on the cabin floor.  The flight attendant reached down to retrieve 

them then froze, her gaze locking on the images of naked bodies poised in death.  

Shrunken sexual organs bathed in blood, purple breasts like bloated gourds.  Her hand 

trembled as she brushed a strand of dyed-blonde hair from her face. 

 I eased the photos from her hands.  “I'm sorry you had to see that,” I said, my 

eyebrows arched, head tilting slightly to the left.  Subconscious facial cues intended to 

produce a quick, trusting bond.  Tricks of the trade.  I returned the photographs to the file 
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and placed the folder on my lap.  The flight attendant glanced at the bulge under my 

jacket where I’d holstered my gun.  She knew I was FBI traveling on business—I had 

briefed her and the crew before boarding the plane.  Slowly, a courteous smile appeared 

on her face.  But her eyes were wide.  She would not soon forget what she had seen. 

 She went on with her business, raising seatbacks and asking passengers to put 

bags and purses beneath the seats in front of them.  I tucked the file with the police report 

and crime scene photos into my carry-on bag and placed the bag under the seat in front of 

me.  I had avoided looking at the photos until the moment the plane left Dulles Airport.  

It took me three hours to get through them, stopping and starting each time a haunting 

image assaulted in my mind.  The first time I closed the folder was when I saw a photo of 

my shoe print outlined in Katherine’s blood on the tile.  A crisp print, with hard, clean 

edges, revealing a deliberate footstep placed firmly on an empty surface.  I closed the file 

and stared out the window for the next thirty minutes.  The next time I opened the file I 

stared at a pile of tropical fish lying dead on shattered glass.  The dead fish 

indistinguishable like the human bodies around them.  I closed the file and lifted a vomit 

bag, holding it over my mouth for fifteen minutes before tucking it between my thighs.   

 The last image I remember was a shot of Katherine’s head.  A large, round entry 

wound under blood-wet hair.  The photo framed the right side of her face and the mess 

that was left of her chin.  And a section of her slender, white, bruised neck, leading to the 

shoulder.  My mind shut down, choosing sleep and jumbled nightmares over the terror of 

reality.  The next thing I remember was the flight attendant raising the fallen photos off 

the ground. 
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 I didn’t like that I lied to the flight crew.  I badged them to get a last-minute seat 

then filed the necessary paperwork to get authorization to carry a sidearm.  It would take 

a day or two before anyone caught the infraction and by then I’d be back in DC with my 

assessment in hand.  Bill would forgive me.  I didn’t know Dennison’s role in all of this, 

but I doubted the man had the insight or training to properly observe and evaluate Wade’s 

behavior.  Bill would value what I brought to the table. 

 I agreed with their theory that Wade had targeted Katherine to get to Bill.  If 

Wade was as good as they suggested then he would have planned the operation months in 

advance.  Wade must have lured Katherine in, the way all good operatives did, using 

charm, tradecraft and psychological manipulation.  He probably studied her daily routine, 

paying attention to her work schedule as well as her hobbies.  He probably monitored her 

phone calls and emails, her Facebook and Twitter accounts.  At some point he would’ve 

“bumped” into her, probably at the National Museum where she worked.  An innocent 

chat about the Renoir hanging in the atrium near the fountain.  He would’ve known that 

she loved Renoir.  He would’ve read the dissertation she wrote about Renoir when she 

was in college.   

 Wade would also have known about Katherine’s needs and desires.  If the needs 

he required didn’t exist, he would have manufactured them and led her to believe that 

whatever he possessed contained the answers to her problems.  A true professional, he 

would have won her over.  That night at his house was probably not her first.  She would 

have had to feel comfortable enough to invite her friends.  He would have gained her 

confidence before striking the blow. 
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 Katherine had been manipulated.  She would not have strayed if she hadn’t been 

coaxed.  No one was immune to such a targeted attack.  But it hurt to know it worked, 

that Katherine somehow fell under Wade’s spell and landed so easily in his trap.  Why 

didn’t she come to me if she had doubts about our marriage?  What did it take for her to 

cross the line? 

 And I couldn’t read her.  I should have seen the behavioral patterns that led to her 

having an affair.  There should have been signs.  Why couldn’t I read Katherine?  She 

was not nearly as complicated as my mom, and I made an art out of reading her, knowing 

her moods so well that I could tell from her shadow whether I should hide in my room or 

come out to play.  Maybe that was the problem.  Katherine was better at hiding her 

moods.  Still, I should have known that she was hiding a new relationship.  I should have 

seen the guilt in her eyes.  If I had read her I could have saved her. 

 All that was left now was my anger, my desire to get even.  Not just to put Wade 

behind bars, but to hurt him.  To punish and torture him, the way he had punished and 

tortured Katherine.  I felt only hate.  I wanted to do to Wade what he had done to her.   I 

wanted him to suffer and wonder, after each chamber’s recoil, if the next bullet would 

kill him, if he would live now with one leg, now legless, now without hands, now without 

a jaw.  I wanted Wade to wonder as Katherine must have wondered, I wanted him to wish 

for the end as Katherine must have.  I wanted to be the finger on the trigger.   

 There was sudden drag on the plane as the landing gear dropped into place.  I 

looked out the window and saw the L.A. Harbor directly beneath me.  A dozen enormous 

container ships like rust-colored crayons floating into the docks, some with tugboats 
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leached to their sides.  Giant cranes like metal praying mantises colored red, blue and 

green lifted iron pill-boxes from the bellies of ships already docked.  The Vincent 

Thomas Bridge knifed through several small islands, the cranes, as tall as the bridge 

itself, gathered on either side like invading armies.   

 I pulled out my cell phone as I always did before landing.  It was my habit to dial 

Katherine the moment I landed, whenever I travelled without her.  I hesitated, my thumb 

hovering over the “on” switch.  I returned the phone to my pocket, imagining this was the 

first of many traditions I would abandon over time. 

Chapter 9 

 LAPD Sergeant David Haughawout was right where he said he’d be—waiting in 

his radio car outside Terminal Six.  The last time I’d seen him was three years ago at my 

wedding.  David had always reminded me of Beeker from the old Muppet Show, 

unnaturally thin and hyper, with brown hair shaved close to his scalp and a hipster 

goatee.  He still had the same Dutch height, but the stress of the job added a little paunch 

to his belly, which made him look a bit like a string bean with just one pod in the middle.  

He wore round sunglasses tinted yellow and flaunted two full Rockabilly sleeves under 

his short-sleeve department blues.  He blasted his siren to get my attention, as if he didn’t 

already stand out in a crowd. 

 I dropped down beside him in the passenger seat and he leaned in and gave me a 

bear hug.  It lasted longer than I expected, a greeting intended to let me know that he 

appreciated being the guy I turned to for help.  He let go and looked me over.   



 

 58 

 “Hoffman…”  His eyes were glassy and it looked like he was just managing to 

hold it together.   

 I put my hand on his shoulder.  He exhaled slowly, nodding.  

 David put the car in gear.  “I’m glad you still had my number,” he said.  He 

punched the gas, crossing three lanes to exit the airport. 

I was glad I still had David’s number programmed into my cell.  I could have 

easily forgotten to transfer it when I was issued my new phone last year.  The first thing I 

did when I left the meeting with Bill and Dennison was to speed-dial David and ask if he 

was still with the LAPD.  “Central Division,” he said.  “Bumped up to sergeant last year.” 

We had been roommates in college, when I was studying psychology and 

behavioral science at Stanford and David was studying criminology at San Jose State.  

We met at this grungy little indie comic store where we both had part-time jobs and 

became instant friends when we discovered that we had a shared interest in police work.  

David had planned to join me at Stanford but changed course when his girlfriend got 

pregnant.  They married and now he had two boys, aged nine and seven.  When I saw 

him at our wedding I thought it would be the last time.  We lived in two different worlds 

now, as evidenced by David’s awkward reaction to the lavish wedding Katherine’s 

parents had provided.  David came to the wedding in an Armani knock-off and was 

dangerously underdressed for the crowd.  It made me recall my first dates with Katherine 

and how she teased me into buying nicer suits, taking me into the boutique men’s 

clothiers where the upper class shopped.  I had moved into Bill’s world now, which was a 

long way from where I started, and where David remained.  I never thought I’d be in a 
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position to need something from David, but was more than thankful when David was 

there, when I needed him, to answer the call. 

David was surprised to hear from me, but surprised even more after I told him 

what had happened to Katherine.  When I explained that the killer had been picked up by 

the LAPD David stopped me, saying, “Anything, Hoffman.  Whatever you need.” 

Presently, we sped east on the 105 freeway heading to downtown Los Angeles.  

David drove with one hand on the wheel, the other making gestures in the air.  “So, your 

guy, they bring him in under heavy guard and put him in a cell by himself.  A couple 

cops standing outside the door.  No one goes in.  I’m asking my captain what’s going on 

and he doesn’t say a word, I don’t think he knows himself.  Now, your other guy from the 

D.O.D., Dennison, right?”  I nodded.  “Dennison comes in about an hour ago with six 

guys dressed in blue jeans and golf shirts, wearing Oakleys, you know what I’m saying?” 

“Oakleys?” I said, raising my eyebrows. 

“Fucking four hundred dollar sunglasses.  I don’t know, man, these guys don’t 

look like they’re from the Department of Defense.” 

I thought about what Dennison said before, he’s working with the D.O.D., not for 

them.   

“What’s the story from your side of the street?” I asked. 

“One of the murder victims was a judge in L.A.  L.A.P.D needs a basic interview 

before releasing him to the Feds.  The prosecutor must’ve made a deal to file separate 

charges after the Feds make their case.” 

“Who’s doing the interview?’ 
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“Tim Hatch, Robbery-Homicide.  I hear it’s going to be simple and sweet.  

Everyone wants Wade out of their jurisdiction.  My captain said the brass doesn’t even 

want him downtown, but once he was booked we were stuck.  You’ll get him back soon 

enough.  I’m not sure it was worth your time coming down.”   

From David’s point of view I must’ve seemed crazy for flying to Los Angeles 

when Wade was scheduled to arrive in Washington the next day.  But nobody promised 

me a chance to interview Wade in Washington.  Nobody promised that I’d sit in on an 

interview or even view an interview tape.  If Wade was to be delivered to the Bureau then 

why didn’t they send a Bureau man to pick him up?  Why someone who works with the 

D.O.D.?  There were too many moving parts at work.  For all I knew Wade was an army 

man and whatever trial that followed would take place in a military court.  No, this was 

my best shot at getting to the bottom of things and if David came through with what he 

promised no one would even know I was there. 

“It was worth it,” I said.  “Thanks for making it happen.” 

 David wove through midday downtown traffic, driving in emergency lanes to 

steal time.  His radio car pulled to a stop outside of the tall, modern LAPD headquarters.  

City Hall, the Art Deco monument to L.A.’s history of law and order, stood reflected in 

the building’s mirrored windows—an intentional juxtaposition of old and new.  I left the 

vehicle and stood transfixed by the building’s size and stature.  LAPD headquarters had 

been built to replace Parker Center, the old center of L.A.’s police work for over fifty 

years.  The new headquarters represented a cleaner, more efficient LAPD. 
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 David came around to the passenger-side door and presented his hand.  “I need 

your sidearm.” 

 I put my hand over my chest, protectively covering my gun. 

 “You want inside, right?  No questions?” David said. 

 I nodded.  I reached under my jacket and removed my gun and holster.  David 

took it and leaned into the radio car, placing it in the glove compartment.  He closed and 

locked the car, then turned back to me.  “Your badge, too.” 

 I handed him my badge and David slipped it into his pocket.  I held out my folder 

with the crime scene report and photographs.  “What about this?” I said. 

 David considered.  “Hold onto that.” 

I nodded and started for the front entrance, but David took my arm and steered me 

to a less noticeable entrance near the back of the building.  He swiped his ID card through 

a reader and opened the door.  Inside, we approached a metal detector where we were 

required to empty our pockets and surrender our firearms.  I dropped my keys into a bowl 

and carried the crime scene folder with me as I passed through.  David placed his 

weapon, keys, and wallet on top of my FBI badge, all the while chattering up the cops 

who were manning the machine.  No one noticed that he was escorting a member of the 

FBI.  We turned a corner into a hallway and David returned my badge. 

 I was led through clean, modern hallways, our shoes chirping on the concrete 

floor.  Dozens of officers in uniform mixed with city staff and detectives wearing neat, 

cotton suits.  We stopped before a row of elevators and David pressed the down button.  

Inside, he pressed “B” for basement and stared straight ahead, careful to avoid eye 
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contact with any of the dozen officers in the elevator.  The doors opened and David took 

us through a series of hallways that became quieter the further we went.  We passed 

offices where veteran cops and detectives sat across from one another, running 

paperwork, their sleeves rolled up to their elbows, sometimes in conversation with a 

public defender, a perp in cuffs hunched beside them in a metal chair.  It reminded me of 

the old LAPD during Chief Parker’s tenure, James Ellroy’s police department, where the 

cops beat the bad guys because the cops were the bad guys.  The only thing missing in 

the image was the haze of cigarette smoke and the threat of a baseball bat.  One of the 

detectives caught me looking and I averted my eyes. 

 We made a final turn into an even quieter hallway.  I heard the low hum of men in 

conversation, interspersed with bits of laughter.  They sounded like men with nothing to 

do, waiting on orders perhaps.  I glanced at the office as we passed, saw five men in blue 

jeans and polo shirts standing and sitting casually in wooden chairs, one sitting on the 

desk, his feet dangling, another in a chair with his feet resting on the desk, another 

pacing, flipping a day-glo yo-yo in his hand.  The one on the desk adjusted sunglasses on 

his head and I noticed they were Oakleys.  

 David whispered as we approached a door at the end of the hall.  He checked his 

watch then looked over his shoulder.  “We’re going to do this quick, all right?” 

 “Okay.”  My heart was racing.  David tapped a code into the keypad lock on the 

door.  There was a metallic click and it opened.  He pushed me into the room and closed 

the door behind me.  His footsteps outside the door indicated that he had quickly walked 

away. 
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 The room itself was dark, but overlooked a brightly lit interview room behind a 

two-way mirror.  The amplified sounds of pages turning and a male voice humming came 

through an intercom system, sounding crisp and metallic.  I peeked through the window, 

careful not to get too close in case I made a sound or movement that might give me away.  

The humming came from a detective in a worn corduroy suit and brown tie.  He sat 

hunched over a table, reviewing the photos from Katherine’s crime scene.  The same 

images I carried in my folder. This must be Detective Hatch.  The sound of another page 

turning and I noticed the only other person in the room—Dennison.  He leaned back in 

his hard, metal chair, casually reading through the pages of a Sports Illustrated Magazine.   

 An empty chair sat across from them, on the other side of the table.  It was 

cemented to the floor, with channels in its frame for chains and restraining straps.  This 

was for Wade. 

 The room wasn’t set up properly.  The table's position in front of the chair would 

block Wade's lower torso and legs, hiding his most important nonverbal cues.  It 

wouldn’t be possible to establish a reliable, idiosyncratic baseline for half his responses.   

 “How much time do we have?” Dennison asked, still engrossed in his magazine. 

 “They’ll be walking him down in just a few minutes,” Hatch said.  “I can call 

them off, if you need a little time.  You want some coffee?  I think we got bagels in the 

break room.” 

 “No,” Dennison said.  “I’ve a schedule to keep.” 

 Hatch checked his watch.  “It won’t be long, and then he’s yours.  I can transfer 

the session to an MP3 file and download it to your laptop before you leave.” 
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 Dennison turned sharply.  “We’re not recording this.” 

 “Not video.  I thought you’d want sound, at least.” 

 “Nothing, Detective Hatch.  You can keep your notes, but that’s all.” 

 Hatch shook his head.  “A matter of national security?” 

 Dennison went back to his magazine.  Hatch stood up and pressed a button on an 

intercom set in the wall just inches from where my face rested against the glass.  I held 

my breath. 

“Frank, cut the audio on this session, okay?  No video or audio,” Hatch said. 

 “Right,” said Frank, his voice rumbling with static over the intercom. 

Hatch sat down again and played with his pen. 

 The men waited.  Hatch leaned back, his tongue weaving through strands of 

runaway beard.  Dennison closed the magazine and placed it inside a soft leather 

briefcase by his feet.  He leaned in, elbows on the table, fingers interlaced. 

 I took a seat in one of the fold-out chairs in the observation room.  I sat in my 

usual starting position—hips centered, body bent forward, hands on my knees.  Watching 

the interview room door, anticipating Wade’s arrival.  I didn’t know how I’d react when I 

saw him.  But I had to remain alert.  I had to catch the things that no one else would see.  

Even if what I saw wasn’t admissible in court I could use what I learned as the basis for 

my own investigation, maybe one that Bill would sanction.  Everything I observed was 

valuable, if interpreted properly. I didn’t think Hatch was capable of reading an 

interview, and if Dennison was, I doubted he would share.  

 I heard the sound of leg-irons in the hallway.  Hatch and Dennison looked up and 
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I saw Dennison shiver involuntarily.  I heard solid, measured footsteps behind the 

interview room door.  Wade seemed confident, even in shackles.  I couldn’t help 

comparing it to the sound of my own, tentative footsteps when I walked down the 

hallway just moments before. 

 There were policemen at Wade’s side.  Heel-clicks, dangling keys, muffled 

voices.  A soft, authoritative command, "Stop.  Turn here." 

 An officer poked his head inside the room.  Detective Hatch nodded the all-clear 

and the officer stepped out of the room. 

 The metallic clanking resumed.  The officer returned, stepping backward into the 

room, his eyes focused on the man coming in. 

 Jonas Wade stepped inside.  He squinted, his eyes capturing everything at once.  

He nodded slightly at Hatch, acknowledging his authority.  Hatch kept a poker face.  

Wade shot a dismissive glance at Dennison before his attention drifted to the mirror 

where I hid in the observation room.  I knew Wade couldn’t see me, but it felt like he was 

staring into his eyes.  

 He had a striking appearance.  His high, wide cheekbones, ice-blue eyes and 

sandy-blond haircut, just above the ear and falling longer in the back, hinted at a Slavic 

past.  Two-days' growth on his face gave him a rugged look.  Seen head-on he seemed 

sleek and tall, but when he turned to take his seat he appeared dense and strong.  He wore 

the counterpoint effortlessly. 

 I observed the man who most likely had sex with my wife.  Did he rape her or 

was it consensual?  It could not have been consensual, I told myself for the thousandth 
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time, not that night, the night Katherine rejected my advances, the night she had no time 

to be with me. 

 Two armed officers stood at either side of Wade.  The first locked Wade's leg-

irons into a channel in the floor and laced the chains through the chair.  The second 

officer secured a leather belt around Wade’s chest and cinched it to the chair.  That was 

good, his hands would be free.  I might not get any information from his legs under the 

table, but I could get plenty of pacifying cues from his hands.  I searched for signs of 

discomfort on his face.  Lip compression, teeth-grinding, chewing the insides of his 

cheeks.  Nothing. 

I waited for Dennison to say or do something, but the man only flipped through 

pages of his case file with a calm, steady hand.  

 Hatch cleared his throat.  “Mr. Wade, it is my understanding that you have agreed 

to waive your right to legal council for this interview.” 

 Wade nodded.   

 “For the record,” Hatch continued, “I’ll need you to acknowledge this with a 

simple yes or no.” 

 Wade shrugged, appearing slightly amused.  He nodded again, saying, “Yes, I 

agree.”  With just three words Wade commanded the room.  His voice was soft, yet 

strong.  He sounded like a soldier, as comfortable taking orders as he was giving them. 

 Hatch turned to Dennison.  “Do you need this in writing, Mr. Dennison?” 

 Dennison responded without looking up.  “I’m fine, Detective.” 
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 Wade’s eye flickered slightly at the sound of Dennison’s name.  It was an 

involuntary movement and he countered it almost immediately.  I was sure no one else 

noticed.  Wade slowly turned his attention to Dennison.  He tried to appear casual, but I 

sensed a deeper meaning behind Wade’s look.  It was as if Wade’s eye was sighting 

Dennison for the bullet that would kill him.  Wade brought his hands together in a 

steeple, fingertips touching, in a gesture that exuded confidence.  Dennison’s eyebrows 

lifted—a subtle reaction to the steeple.  So, Dennison was reading Wade, too.   

 Hatch turned his attention to Wade.  “You are being held in connection with 

murders that occurred in Washington, DC, in a house registered under the name Jeffrey 

Collins, a known alias of yours, according to real estate loan documents.  Your travel to 

Los Angeles makes this a Federal case.  At the end of this interview Mr. Dennison will be 

escorting you back to Washington where you will be held in connection for the 

aforementioned crimes.  My interest is to gather information about your relationship with 

Judge Gerald Lasorta, one of the murder victims killed in Washington.  Did you know 

Lasorta?” 

 Wade collapsed his steeple, bringing his fingers together so they intertwined.  It 

was still a power gesture, but not as dominant as the full steeple.   “Yeah, Gerry was a 

good guy,” he said.  “He’d come out from California every so often to see Lisa, his 

girlfriend.” 

 “His girlfriend?” Hatch interrupted.  “Judge Lasorta was married.” 

 Wade smiled.  “His mistress, then.  I never met his wife, so, to me, he and Lisa 

were a couple.” 
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 “Did you have any reason to hurt Judge Lasorta?” 

 “I didn’t really know him.” 

 “Did you kill Judge Lasorta?” 

 Wade scratched the back of his neck.  The gesture showed discomfort in the 

question, perhaps deception.  “No.  I didn’t kill Gerry.” 

 Hatch studied him.  “You say that casually, Mr. Wade, as if you were actually 

capable of killing him.” 

  Wade separated his hands and wiped his palms across his lap.  He appeared bored 

by the proceedings.  “Is that a question, Detective?” 

 Hatch sifted through the crime scene photos.  “We have physical evidence that 

places you at the scene of the murders, Mr. Wade.  I would take this more seriously if I 

were you.” 

 “This occurred at my house.  I’m not disputing that,” Wade said. 

 Both Hatch and Dennison looked up from their case files.  Wade appeared calm 

and sincere.  There were no body cues to suggest he was lying or being deceptive.  Hatch 

shared a look with Dennison. 

 “You admit you were at the scene?” Hatch asked. 

 “Of course,” Wade said, matter-of-factly. 

 “Yes, but were you at the scene when the murders took place?” Hatch asked. 

 Wade’s demeanor changed.  He rubbed the palms of his hands together.  There 

was something in the question that disturbed him.  
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 “No,” he said.  “I wasn’t.”  A slight twitch on his left cheek, something I hadn’t 

seen yet.  That, and a distant stare.  It was the first time in the interview Wade wasn’t in 

control.  It suggested disappointment, maybe guilt.  If he hadn’t lied yet, why would he 

lie now? 

 Wade’s gaze settled on Dennison.  His eyes narrowed into a predator’s glare.  

Dennison shifted uneasily in his seat.   

 “I wasn’t there.  Things would be different if I had,” Wade said, coolly.  He 

brought his left hand under his chin, his right hand across his belly.  He studied Dennison 

quietly.  Dennison fidgeted with his pen, holding his end of the stare until Wade spoke. 

 “Dennison, is it?” Wade asked. 

 Dennison nodded. 

 “I’d say the Detective has enough to file his report.  Why don’t you end the 

charade and take me into custody now?” 

 Hatch waived his pen at Wade’s face.  “This interview is done when I say it is, 

Wade.” 

 Wade stared at the pen in Hatch’s hand.  If Wade were quick he could take it, and 

I assumed he was quick.  But there were four guns in the room, and a pen, even in 

Wade’s hands, was only a pen.  Still, the thought must have occurred to Hatch because he 

withdrew it and quickly stuck it in his shirt pocket. 

 Wade turned back to Dennison.  “Let’s end the interview before the Detective 

hears the things he shouldn’t.  I’d hate to see him lost in the black hole of Stillwater 

politics.” 
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 I was so focused on reading Wade’s cues that I nearly missed Dennison’s own 

nonverbals.  It was only a flicker, but to a behavioral scientist it was a lightning bolt.  

Dennison’s back straightened immediately at Wade’s mention of the word “Stillwater.”  

His arms froze and his feet, which had moved comfortably below the table, stopped and 

held tight to the ground in an intention cue that suggested his body was preparing to take 

action.  Dennison seemed prepared to leap up and clamp his hand over Wade’s mouth if 

necessary to keep him from talking.  Wade reacted with eye contact and a subtle nod.  It 

was the kind of response that one shared with a partner or someone sharing intimate 

knowledge.  At once I realized that Wade and Dennison knew each other and that this 

rendezvous had been carefully planned.  The LAPD interview was something they both 

had to endure before moving ahead with the real business of the day. 

Stillwater.  I’d heard the name before, but couldn’t place it. 

 Dennison closed his case file and turned to Hatch.  “We’re moving dangerously 

close to my departure time, Detective Hatch.  Our flight can’t be rescheduled.” 

 Hatch gave him a look of disbelief.  “I don’t give a fuck about your flight, Mr. 

Dennison.  The U.S. Government can reschedule and use my tax dollars to do it.  But 

let’s get this clear, the interview is over when I say it is.  Right now I want to know what 

Mr. Wade was doing while five people were murdered in his home.” 

 Dennison began packing his briefcase.  “The U.S. Government will not wait while 

you drag out a line of questioning that has no place in this interview.  You will get your 

chance to do so after the case is filed in federal court.” 
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 Hatch turned back to Wade, yelling, “What were you doing while Judge Lasorta 

was being murdered in your home?” 

 “Getting wine,” Wade acknowledged, seemingly eager to get this off his chest. 

 His words were a punch to my gut.  I should have checked into this.  The 

Barbarosa is a very specific wine and I assumed the killer kept a bottle in his home.  I 

hadn’t thought that Wade might’ve purchased it for the occasion.  I would need to check 

the liquor stores around Wade’s home.  There should be video surveillance with a time-

stamp.  Wade might actually have an alibi. 

 “You were getting wine?”  Hatch said, in disbelief. 

 “It was my girlfriend’s favorite.” 

 Dennison stood up.  “Detective Hatch--” 

 Hatch open his case file and rummaged through his stack of crime scene photos.  

He selected one and held it out to Wade.  “This woman?  This is your girlfriend?” 

 The human face is capable of faking almost any emotion.  Muscles bend and pull 

to produce the look that matches the feeling a person wants to convey.  But tiny cues, or 

tells, will flash before the mask settles in.  These microexpressions reveal a person's true 

feelings.  A tiny sneer or snarl comes and goes, unnoticed or ignored by the common 

observer.  To a skilled reader they are points of deception that can lead to the unraveling 

of a suspect's lies.  What made me so good was that I was able to interpret these 

microexpressions as they occurred, using them to lead me to other questions that 

prompted further cues that, ultimately, helped discern truth from fiction.  However, if the 



 

 72 

subject had nothing to hide there wouldn’t be microexpressions to read.  No breadcrumbs 

to follow. 

 When someone reacts without deception, the face conveys the emotion it feels.  

When Wade saw the image in the photograph his lips compressed and he squinted in a 

blocking behavior designed to shield his brain from images of violence and distress.  As 

best he could, with his chest bound to the chair, Wade hunched over the photograph, 

looking suddenly smaller than anyone in the room.   

Dennison stood still, his bag slung over his shoulder, his hand on the back of his 

chair.  He seemed transfixed by Wade’s behavior.  His look revealed a growing 

superiority over Wade.  He suddenly didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave the room. 

“This woman,” Hatch continued, “is Katherine DeVry.  She is the wife of an FBI 

agent, the daughter of an FBI director.  Why was Katherine DeVry in your home, Mr. 

Wade?” 

 Wade fell deeper into the spell of the photograph in his hands.  He traced the 

outline of her broken body on the page, stopping to turn small circles around an area on 

Katherine’s neck.  This was not the reaction I expected from a professional killer; a man 

who the day before had killed the target of an operation he had planned.  This was the 

reaction of a man who had lost something he loved. 

 I quickly opened my case file and sifted through my copies of the crime scene 

photographs.  I found the shot of Katherine that Wade had in his hands.  He was still 

tracing her image with his finger.  I studied the photograph, traced Katherine’s features 

with my own finger, mirroring Wade.  As the tip of my finger rounded the dip between 
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Katherine’s neck and shoulder I saw something I hadn’t noticed before.  It looked like a 

smudge on the print.  I looked closer.  Not a smudge, but a bite. 

 My stomach tightened and my head spun.  I clasped my temples between my 

fingers and felt my pulse pounding away.   

 “Isn’t it true,” Hatch said, “that Katherine DeVry was not your girlfriend, but she 

was your target, and that you killed everyone else in the room, including Judge Lasorta, 

to cover up for the fact that Katherine was your target?” 

 Wade wasn’t listening.  His gaze was lost in the photo, his head shaking gently 

back and forth. 

 It was a bite, on her neck, almost to the shoulder.  Exactly where Katherine had 

asked me to bite her, numerous times when we made love.  She wanted me to fuck her 

from behind and bite her and I never did, it wasn’t something I could do.  In time, she 

stopped asking. 

 She stopped asking me, and asked someone else. 

 Wade was still staring at the photo when I burst into the interview room.  The 

Detective and Dennison turned, Dennison raising his hands in a “push-back” gesture, his 

eyes looking back to see if Wade had noticed me.  I moved forward with speed.  I pulled 

the photo from Wade’s hands with a quick snap, causing the edge of the print to slice his 

palm.  A thin, white line emerged then quickly filled red with blood.   

 Wade’s head turned like a startled wolf, his eyes narrowing on mine and his chest 

expanding with a sudden intake of air.  If there ever was an intention cue proceeding an 
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attack to kill, this was it.  If he hadn’t been secured to the chair he would’ve found a way 

to kill me, and the four men with guns in the room would have watched on with awe.   

 But also, in an instant, Wade’s expression changed.  His eyes showed recognition, 

compassion, even pity.  It confirmed my suspicion, that Katherine was more than just an 

assignment to Wade.  I used his hesitation to my advantage, raising my fist and bringing 

it into his face.  Wade’s head snapped back, but from below his hands were already 

moving.  One grabbed my collar and the other met my chin with a punch so focused it 

sent me flying into Hatch and Dennison, who wrapped their arms around my chest and 

dragged me from the room.  The last thing I saw was the taser leads penetrating Wade’s 

chest and his body arching back under fifty thousand volts of electricity. 

Chapter 10 

Dennison threw me into a hard chair in a small office across the hall from the 

interview room.  “What the fuck are you doing here, Grey?" 

Hatch stepped in beside him and slammed shut the door.   He tugged at his beard 

anxiously, addressing Dennison.  “Who is this?” 

 Dennison was already dialing a number on his cell phone.  I felt a welt rising on 

my cheek just below my left eye.  I touched it and winced.  There was blood on my 

fingers. 

 “Don’t worry, it’s not your blood,” Hatch said.  “He got a piece of you, but you 

got him first.  Congratulations.” 

Through the office window I saw David pacing the hallway.  His eyes were wide, 

peeking over at us each time he passed.  
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“Bill DeVry, please,” Dennison said into the cell phone.  He looked over at me 

and glared.  

Hatch studied me.  “Who are you, how did you get in?” 

Dennison turned to Hatch.  “Don’t worry about it.  He’s the FBI agent, 

Katherine’s husband.” 

Hatch seemed confused.  “What are you doing here?” 

Dennison’s call went through.  “Bill, did you send Grey to spy on me?  Well, he’s 

here, in Los Angeles.  I don’t take well to this interagency bullshit.  He’s here, in L.A., he 

was behind the glass during the interview.  Yeah, you better.”  Dennison tossed the phone 

in my lap.  “Take it,” he said. 

I put my ear to the phone and exhaled.  “Bill?” 

“Jesus Christ, Hoffman.  What got into you?  Interfering with a police 

investigation?” 

“I figured the Bureau needed a man on the street--” 

“We don’t need a man on the street.  Dennison is bringing Wade to us.  This is a 

coordinated effort and the transfer of custody has been handed off to State.  What the 

fuck were you thinking?” 

I cupped the phone to my mouth and turned away from Dennison.  “Bill,” I 

whispered, “we need someone from our side to keep an eye on this--” 

 “Our side?  We’re all on the same side, Agent Grey.  You have stepped way out 

of bounds.  As of this moment you are on administrative leave, with grievance pay.  I 

want you on the next flight to Washington.  Tomorrow you’re checking in with Health 
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and Benefits to schedule an appointment with Doctor Schaeffer.  He’ll be expecting your 

call.  Now put me on with Dennison.”   

I handed the phone back to Dennison.  Dennison turned away and put the phone 

to his ear.  “Yeah.  Damage?  Maybe, I don’t know.  He’s reckless, keep him reigned-in.”  

Dennison released the call. 

I sat crouched with my arms between my legs.  Hatch was shaking his head at me.  

“You knew that guy was diddling your wife?” 

I gave him a scowl.  “I didn’t know shit.” 

Hatch shrugged.  I saw David take another lap in the hallway.  Hatch followed my 

gaze, saw David then looked back at me.  I looked away, in time to face Dennison. 

“All right, my men are moving,” Dennison said, checking his watch.  “Vehicles 

ready in five.” 

Hatch objected.  “My interview--” 

“Tough luck, you’ll get another shot in court.  It was a courtesy call, anyway.  Go 

up the ladder if you want, they all just wanted him gone.  So now he’s gone.” 

I stood up to follow, but Dennison stopped me with an outstretched arm.  “No.  

You leave after I leave.  Follow orders and go home.”  He turned and left.  I gave him a 

head start before following.   

Hatch stood in the doorway and tried to push me back.  “Now hold on, Agent 

Grey--” 
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“Fuck off,” I said, pushing him aside.  I left the room and waited in the hallway 

until I saw Dennison disappear around a corner.  I took off, trying to keep pace.  David 

appeared at my side before I reached the next hallway. 

 “That didn’t just happen, right?” David asked. 

 “Nobody knows you let me in,” I said, watching Dennison turn another corner 

before continuing on. 

 “It’s going to come back to me, Hoffman.” 

 I pulled David into an alcove.  “Listen, these guys are going to take Wade to the 

airport.  Where will they be leaving from?  Can you identify their vehicles?” 

 “Shit, I don’t know--” 

 “Would they be parked out front or in some special emergency lane in the parking 

structure?” 

 “Not out front, not if they’re transferring a high-profile target.  We had a Saudi 

prince in last week, I’ll show you what they did.” 

 He led me in a different direction from where Dennison had gone.  I hesitated, 

glancing at the last spot I’d seen the D.O.D. representative, wondering if David was 

taking me on a goose chase just to cool me down.  David was the only friend I had at the 

moment, so I decided to trust him. 

 We descended two sets of stairs and popped open a door leading into a parking 

garage filled with LAPD radio cars and tactical, armored vehicles.  A steep ramp led to 

the street level, where the sounds of the city could be heard.  Two black SUVs with dark, 
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tinted windows ascended from a deeper catacomb in the garage and settled next to a door 

that could only be opened from the inside of the building.  The SUVs sat idling.   

 I nudged David into a wall of shadows.  We stood with our backs against the wall, 

our breath coming short.  Three of the Oakley men I’d seen earlier came out of the door 

and entered the first vehicle. 

 It was a short walk up the ramp to exit the structure.  I kept to the shadows most 

of the way.  I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and found my Uber app.  I tapped it, 

but couldn’t get a signal underground.  I continued tapping it, nudging David with my 

elbow.  “Keep moving,” I said. 

 I bolted up the ramp and emerged outside, somewhere near the back of LAPD 

headquarters.  I tapped the app until an Uber map of the city emerged.  The little black 

cars appeared everywhere on my screen.  I pressed the icon for Uber X, then Set Pick-Up 

Location.   David appeared behind me, catching his breath.  I pushed him back to the side 

of the building and peeked back down the ramp.  All the doors on the second SUV were 

open now, along with the door leading into the building.   

 “Hoffman,” David whispered.  “What are we doing?” 

 I looked at my phone.  Three minutes until my car arrived.  “I don’t know what 

you’re doing, David, but I’ve got plans.” 

 Dennison and two more Oakley men left the building pushing Wade in front of 

them.  They carried what looked like Mac 10s.  Wade wore a blindfold and had his wrists 

cuffed behind his back, his feet in shackles.  I ducked back to avoid being seen.  I looked 

at my phone…two minutes until the car arrived. 
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 The streets were busy around us.  Taxis, police vehicles, civilian cars and 

pedestrians.  I checked the phone again—one minute. 

 “Hoffman…I don’t know what you have planned, but I think you ought to leave 

things as they are, you know?  I’m only one guy, and I get it, we kind-of lost touch there 

for a few years, but you reached out to me and I gotta say, I did get you into that room, 

buddy, so maybe you got what you came for, and maybe it’s time to just let things be.” 

 I saw the icon of my Uber car perched a half-block up the street.  I patted my 

chest, suddenly frantic.  “David, where’s my gun?” 

 “It’s in my radio car.” 

 I looked around, trying to get my bearings.  “Fuck.”  I grabbed David by his 

shoulders.  “Lend me your sidearm,” I said. 

 David took a step back.  “No fucking way--” 

 I gave him a little shake.  “Come on, give it here.” 

 David stepped back again and almost collided with the first of the two SUVs as it 

launched up the ramp.  He dashed to safety, putting the SUV between us.  The vehicle 

inched forward into traffic, leaving room for the second vehicle to emerge behind it.  In 

an instant both vehicles pushed their way onto the one-way street.  I checked my phone—

the Uber car was thirty feet away.  I ran behind the escaping SUVs, continuing up the 

street through pedestrians, bikes and other-vehicle traffic, peering into the windshields of 

each car I passed until I saw an Uber sign on the windshield of a black Prius. 

 I stuck my head in the driver’s side window.  “Are you…” I looked down at my 

phone. “Cowl?” 
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 “It’s Carl,” the driver said, reaching out to shake my hand.  I opened the back 

door and dove in.  I leaned forward, pointing straight ahead.  “Stay on those SUVs,” I 

said. 

 Carl looked ahead up the road and caught sight of the vehicles as they turned onto 

First Street.  “You mean, follow them?” 

 I buckled in.  “Yes, hurry.” 

 “I don’t know if I’m allowed--” 

 “Fifty bucks cash, on top of your fare.” 

 “Sure, okay.  I don’t do this for a living, you know, just weekends and every other 

Thursday.  I wasn’t even going to turn on the app today--” 

 “Seventy-five, Carl, if you can make that corner before the light changes.” 

 The Prius took off. 

The SUVs took a hard left onto South Spring Street.  The Prius kept them in sight.  

It was a busy throughway lined with large, turn-of-the-century brick buildings.  The 

weather was uncharacteristically bleak and a light, steady rain fell on the streets.  Crowds 

of hip, eclectic Angelinos filled the sidewalks and alleys and many, unprepared for the 

unexpected rainfall, dived for shelter under ancient storefront marquees.  

 I leaned back in my seat and put my hands over my face.  I felt it first in my 

knees, the shaking.  It spread down to my feet then up to my arms and hands.  I held 

myself tight around my chest in an effort to control it.  I closed my eyes and let my head 

fall into the headrest.  An image of Katherine came to mind; not the healthy, living 

Katherine that I remembered from the past three years, but the sudden-dead Katherine of 
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the crime scene photo.  The mess of blood at my feet, the body marked by divots of bone 

and flesh and bruises covering what skin I could see.  

 And the bruise on her neck.  The one that didn’t come from the blast of a gun. 

 “You okay back there?” Carl asked.  I opened my eyes and saw Carl peering at 

me through the rearview mirror.  I looked up over Carl’s shoulder to make sure we were 

still following the SUVs.  We had just pulled onto the freeway. 

 “I’m all right.  You can ease up.  We’re heading to LAX, so just keep them in 

your sights.” 

 “Um…we’re not heading to LAX.  We’re on the 10 East.  LAX is behind us.” 

 I looked around.  The traffic was slow, but steady and it wasn’t hard keeping pace 

with Dennison’s convoy.  “What’s up ahead?” 

 Carl laughed.  “What’s up ahead.  Everything’s up ahead, man.  The 10 East leads 

to the rest of the fucking country.” 

 “What airports?” 

 Carl took a breath, let it out slowly.  “Let’s see…Ontario is kind-of out this way.  

John Wayne International is Orange County.  You could get there from here, once we get 

to the 710.  Hell, there’s an airport in Palm Springs, that’s three hours due east.  North 

there’s Bakersfield and the military bases.” 

 Of course, this was a D.O.D. extraction.  They wouldn’t be going to LAX.  “What 

military bases?” I asked. 

 “Edwards is north, that’s an Air Force base.  Camp Pendleton is south toward San 

Diego.  We’d take the 5 to that.  Twenty-Nine Palms is straight ahead, to the desert.” 
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 “Okay,” I said.  They could be going anywhere.  “Just don’t lose them.” 

 “I’m not sure what Uber would say about this.  Not that I’m going to tell them.  I 

just don’t know the legalities of this kind of thing.  Me, I do sales for a living, so I’m in 

my car all the time.  Always in traffic.  The only time I’m following someone is when I 

got another salesman leading me to the next lunch spot, you know.  It’s not like your 

guys know we’re following them, right?  So it’s no big deal.  I just like to know if I’m 

doing something illegal--” 

 I thrust my badge between the two front seats.  That shut him up.  I held it there 

for a few seconds to make my point, then returned it to my pocket.  I pulled out my wallet 

and fished out all the cash I had—four twenties.  I tossed it onto the front passenger seat.  

“So you know I won’t stiff you,” I said. 

 I rolled down my window.  The rain had turned into a warm mist that fell in large, 

slow droplets.  It felt good against my face.  I could hear the sounds of Los Angeles—the 

regular honking of horns, Mariachi music blasting from passing trucks, distant sirens.  I 

checked my phone and found five new text messages.  Two were from Bill, three from 

David.  I half-expected to see one from Katherine.  Hers was the only one I wanted to 

read.  I put the phone back in my pocket.   

 The sirens grew loud.  I looked behind us and saw two ambulances heading 

toward us in the freeway emergency lane. 

 “You see this a lot in L.A.?” I asked. 
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 Carl checked the ambulances through his side-view mirror.  “All the time.  Except 

usually we’re stopped a half-hour before we see them.  If it’s ahead of us we’ll be in 

traffic for hours.  I hope your friends take the next turn-off.” 

The rear SUV was right in front of us, now, with a distance of about two car-

lengths.  I crouched behind Carl’s seat.  Two car-lengths was too close.  I was about to 

tell Carl to back off when the ambulances zipped past my open window, sirens blasting.  I 

turned away from the sound, planting my palms over my ears.  I saw Carl do the same 

just before the brakes locked and we went into a skid.  I felt the car hydroplane before 

coming to a sudden stop.  Carl’s head hit the dashboard then popped back as a blinding, 

white airbag deployed in his face.  The bag deflated almost immediately, revealing the 

red tail-lights of the rear SUV in our windshield.   

“Fuck!” Carl said, holding his forehead. 

 I slid low behind Carl’s seat.  “Back up, back up, back up!” 

 Carl turned back to look at me, annoyed.  Blood trickled down between his 

fingers from where the bag caught his forehead.  “I’m cool, dude.  It’s noth--” His mouth 

held the “oh” shape just a second too long before the another mouth opened between his 

eyes, spraying blood and brain onto my face.  Something hard and hot came with it, 

kissing the tip of my shoulder, pushing me back against the seat.  I reached up and felt a 

hole in my shirt and a wet depression on my shoulder. 

 “Holy Christ,” I shouted, dropping to the floorboard.  Popping sounds from 

automatic weapons sounded outside my window, accompanied by the heavy thuds of 

bullets puncturing metal.  Carl’s body dangled on the seat, his eyes staring ahead at me.  I 
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peaked around his body and caught of view of the street through the corner of our 

shattered windshield.  The two ambulances were parked in an L-shape in front of the 

SUVs, their lights flashing, their sirens pounding the air.  The gunfire continued beneath 

it.  The tires of both SUVs were blown out.  I could see the back of one of the 

ambulances.  Its rear double doors were propped open and a half-dozen men wearing ski 

masks and camo gear emerged.  Each carried an automatic rifle and most were engaged. 

 The doors on both SUVs opened and the Oakleys stepped out, using the bullet-

proof doors of their vehicles for cover.  They aimed and shot with calm precision.  The 

men in the front SUV had their hands full fending off a group I couldn’t see near the 

furthest ambulance.  The two men on either side of Wade in the closest SUV were taken 

out with head-shots that went right through the supposedly bullet-proof glass. 

The men in camo moved forward quickly.  Their bullets peppered the windshield 

of Dennison’s SUV, catching the driver in the face and chest.  Dennison dove from the 

vehicle and took refuge behind a nearby Mercedes sedan.  The driver saw him and 

screamed, putting her hands over her eyes.  Dennison ignored her and hustled close to the 

front passenger side of Carl’s Prius.  He held a Glock 9 in his hands, looking for a shot. 

“Dennison!” I yelled, trying to get his attention.  I saw him turn in my direction 

for a moment before a barrage of gunfire pinned him down.  He disappeared behind the 

Prius’ right wheel-well. 

I opened my door a crack and let my body fall onto the street.  Hard, wet asphalt 

caught me when I landed.  It sent a jarring pain through my shoulder. 
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I lay prone on the ground, half-under the Prius.  I could see Dennison’s legs as he 

crouched near the front passenger side door.  I curled my legs into my chest, trying to 

hide my body behind the shape of the left front tire.  I could see the army boots and 

camouflaged legs of the attackers advance on Wade’s SUV.  Then men reached in and 

lifted Wade out, dragging him over the dead body of one of the Oakley men.   

A man from the forward SUV made a dash from his vehicle.  A hundred bullets 

caught him before his feet touched the ground. 

I remained tucked in a ball, but lifted my head to get a feel for my options.  Not 

ten feet away sat one of the Oakley men’s TEC DC9 semi-auto on the pavement.  I 

crawled forward on my elbows and knees until I felt the base of the pistol in my hand.  

When I looked up I saw the men around Wade cutting zip-ties from his wrists with a 

jagged combat knife.  They unlocked the leg-irons with a key.  His blindfold was already 

off and he raised his hands to catch the rifle tossed to him by one of the men.  He 

snatched it from the air and deftly raised it to his shoulder.   

I used my fingertips to pull the pistol toward me until it fit snugly in the palm of 

my hand.  I touched the trigger and slowly raised my head.  I felt someone above and to 

the right.  I tilted my head and saw Dennison standing by the back of the closest SUV, his 

gun raised and targeting Wade and his men.   

“Dennison,” I whispered.  I repeated his name loud enough to be heard under the 

sirens.  His eyes darted my way, his weapon unmoving. 
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I gestured with my head, indicating that he should take cover.  We were 

outnumbered and should draw back until the police arrived.  He ignored me and turned 

back to his business at hand.   

I rolled closer to the front of the Prius.  I lifted the TEC and brought Wade’s legs 

into my sites.  The rest of his body was obscured behind the rear SUV.  I felt a tingling 

sensation behind my right ear and remembered what they taught me at Quantico.  Snipers 

should aim over their target’s head until the moment they are ready to fire.  A gun aimed 

at a target is usually felt by the target.  Call it a psychic anomaly, but it was taken 

seriously enough to be taught in school.  I turned my head to the side and saw Dennison 

with his Glock aimed at the back of my head.  His face was dead serious, as if he had 

made a decision he intended to carry out. 

I flipped onto my back and raised my pistol, pulling the trigger as soon as I had a 

shot.  Nothing happened, so I pulled twice more, quickly.  The empty space at the butt of 

my gun told me the story—the magazine was missing.  Dennison smiled faintly.  It was 

obvious he was aware of my predicament.  He took aim and I braced for the impact that 

would end my life. 

There was an explosion and a flash of glass that seemed to both surround and 

penetrate Dennison’s face before taking his head apart at the top.  His scalp hovered 

momentarily above a gaping empty space before blood and brains and glass took it away. 

I rolled closer to the SUV and looked up to see the origin of the shot.  I saw Wade 

with his weapon still aimed at the SUV’s passenger-side window with a clear view to 

where Dennison was standing.  Wade turned a slow semi-circle until his rifle found me.  I 
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dropped the useless pistol and held my shaking hands in the air.  Wade held position for a 

beat, then let the barrel of his rifle fall to his side.  Wade’s men retreated to the 

ambulances except for a large man with long, greying hair spilling out from under his ski 

mask.  The man tugged at Wade’s arm.  

The ambulances were in motion, heading back into the emergency lane.  The first 

ambulance zipped past me and the second one followed, slowing slightly so that Wade 

and his man board.  The camouflaged hands and arms of Wade’s men reached out from 

the rear open doors. 

The big man jumped in first and held his hand out for Wade.  Wade took it and 

was lifted inside, his legs dangling in the air.   

Without considering the consequences, I ran. 

I caught Wade’s ankles as they crossed into the ambulance.  The vehicle picked 

up speed and I was dragged along behind, my knees skidding and bouncing on the 

pavement.  I felt fists pounding against my fingers and wrists, but I held tight.  I leaned 

back, putting my weight into it, drawing Wade’s torso with me toward the ground.  His 

men panicked and pulled him harder.  I felt the bottom of my heels ping the freeway’s 

surface.  My body swayed left and right as the driver tried to shake me.  My feet collided 

with the center divider and I pushed off to keep from having them torn off.  Wade’s body 

slipped out another foot and for a moment I thought we’d both be coming out.  But his 

men doubled their efforts and with one final pull brought Wade into the ambulance. 

I came with him. 

*     *     * 
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It felt like an hour, but it had all gone down in less than three minutes.  Wade 

looked out the rear view mirror at the scene behind him.  Both SUVs sandwiched where 

the second hit the first.  All the windows and both windshields shattered, tires flattened, 

bullet holes puncturing every surface.  Car alarms blaring in atonal duet with the 

ambulance sirens, a horrific accompaniment to the sight of so many dead in the street.   

The ambulances picked up speed in the emergency lane.  Three off-ramps later 

they punched a hole through the traffic jam they had created and exited the freeway.  

They continued full speed off the ramp and onto side streets, where they would disappear 

in the myriad of emergency vehicles traveling at any given time to any given location in 

Los Angeles.  Anyone who saw them leaving the scene would assume they had picked up 

wounded from the accident up ahead and were heading to a nearby hospital. 

The men were tense, not just because the operation wasn’t over, but because they 

had taken on an unwanted passenger.  Wade looked behind him where Luka and the boys 

held Hoffman to the ground.  Luka held Hoffman’s head in the crook of his arm, barely 

allowing the man to breathe.  Hoffman held tight to the big man’s shoulder, keeping a 

passage open for air to breathe. 

Wade nodded to one of his men and a pistol was placed in his hand.  He placed 

barrel against Hoffman’s head.  A bump in the road threw everyone together for a 

moment, causing the barrel to dig into Hoffman’s temple.  He squinted, bracing for the 

shot.  The ambulance righted itself and the men made some room. 

Wade hadn’t lost control of the gun.  “Things would be easier for me, I can tell, if 

I killed you now.”  He dragged the barrel across Hoffman’s face into the socket of his 
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eye.  Hoffman grimaced, his eye twitching uncontrollably.  Sweat appeared all at once, 

from every pore on his body. 

Wade pushed the gun a bit harder, his anger coming to the surface.  Before he 

could do any damage, he pulled the gun away and placed it in Luka’s hand. “You’ve been 

through enough, Hoffman.”  He turned and looked out the window to view their progress 

on the street.  He glanced back to see Hoffman cupping his sore eye.  Wade shook his 

head.  “You should’ve run while you had the chance.” 

Hoffman looked up at him, squinting with one eye.  “Why did you kill 

Dennison?” he asked. 

Wade considered his answer.  “What you should ask yourself,” he said, “is why 

was Dennison going to kill you?” 

Hoffman seemed unable to think of an answer of his own. 

The ambulances cut their sirens and moved unnoticed into an industrial park in 

the City of Commerce.  They veered into the large cargo bay of a scrap metal facility, 

where hundreds of cars had been stripped and smashed into shoebox-thin casings of 

recyclable metal.  As soon as they came to rest inside the bay the ambulances were 

approached by men with circular saws, crowbars and hammers.  A large metal door came 

down, hiding them from the rest of the world. 

 Wade’s men piled out of the ambulances, shedding their black ski masks and 

camo fatigues.  Luka dragged Hoffman out and dropped him onto the cold concrete floor.  

Hoffman rolled onto his stomach, coughing and spitting blood.  Luka put his foot on the 
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small of Hoffman’s back and shouted something in Croatian over the din of the 

workmen.  A man rushed to his side and handed him a role of duct tape. 

 Wade received a laundry bag with his name on it from a man who handed one to 

each of the men in camo.  Wade reached into the bag to find the change of clothes that 

had been prepared for him.  Bottles of bleach sat beside two large basins with faucets and 

running water so the men could wash the blood from their hands.  More men held large 

canvas bags to collect the rifles and handguns used in the assault. 

 Luka peeled off his ski mask to reveal a rugged man of fifty-five, his gray hair 

falling to his shoulders.   

“We lost three men,” Luka said. 

Wade nodded somberly.  “I am in their debt,” he said. 

Luka led Wade to an empty oil drum where they dumped their weapons.  Wade 

slipped out of his orange prison jumper and into a pair of Kakis, a button-down shirt and 

dress shoes.  Luka tore off his camouflage overalls and changed into the stylish suit that 

had come inside his own duffel bag.  He replaced his combat boots with a pair of tan 

Pradas.  Another man approached Wade carrying a silver briefcase.  He popped the latch 

and it opened to reveal two standard Glocks and two minis, each set in a bed of cushioned 

foam.  Wade and Luka grabbed one of each. 

The fifteen remaining men in Luka’s team were split into groups of three and 

loaded into five waiting taxicabs.  Each cab was painted a different color to represent the 

various cab companies working the Greater Los Angeles area.  Luka pointed to a green 

Nissan with a South Bay Cab Company logo painted on its side.  “Here!” he yelled, 
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seemingly to no one.  Three men approached carrying a prone Hoffman, his feet, legs and 

hands bound in duct tape.  A wide swath of tape covered his mouth.  The men popped the 

cab’s trunk and dropped Hoffman inside.  Other men tossed laundry bags on top of 

Hoffman before slamming the trunk door shut. 

Luka took a seat beside Wade in the back of the Nissan.  A nineteen year-old boy 

took his seat in the front passenger side.  He made a big deal out of tucking a large, silver 

pistol into his waistband.  

“You remember Nero, Sandy’s boy,” Luka said.   

Nero ran his hand through his spiked, blond hair and turned to face them.   

Wade nodded.  “I was at your sixth grade graduation.” 

Nero frowned.  Wade imagined the boy didn’t like being reminded that he was the 

youngest in Luka’s crew. 

“Nero began running errands last summer,” Luka said. 

Wade shot Luka a look.  “He wasn’t in on this--” 

“No,” Luka assured.   

“I could’ve, Mr. Wade.  I know how to handle an H & K,” Nero said. 

“Don’t ever tell your mother,” Wade said.  Nero didn’t know how to read Wade’s 

look.  He smiled, like it was a joke.   

The driver’s side door opened and a man dropped into the seat.  He was dressed 

more casual than the others, with a baseball cap turned backward on his scalp.  

“Welcome back, Jonas,” he said. 

“Take me home, Petar,” Wade said.  
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Petar nodded and started the car. 

Wade felt good in the car with Luka and Petar, two of his oldest friends.  The boy 

was like family, too, the only child of Wade’s childhood friend and eventual lover Sarah.  

The boy’s father died in Croatia in the 90s after Wade had convinced him and so many 

others to fight with him against the Serbs. 

Wade gained distinction under the command of General Ante Gotovina, the man 

responsible for turning a ragtag group of dispirited farmers into the kind of guerilla army 

capable of freeing Croatia from Milosevic’s grasp.  Gotovina was a warrior tactician and 

his apprentices carried a certain prestige for having served at his side.  He turned the tide 

of the war and became the savior of the Croatian people.  And yet, after the war, a 

tribunal in the Hague convicted him of war crimes for allowing his men to kill a group of 

Serbs who had overtaken a Croatian village.  Gotovina wasn’t even there when it 

happened, and those who testified on his behalf said he never would’ve allowed it if he 

had.  The conviction infuriated the people of Croatia, who, during the war, had witnessed 

U.N. peacekeepers herding Croatian families into “safe havens” where they were 

massacred by Serbs in a campaign of “ethnic cleansing.”  The majority of Croatians felt 

betrayed when the Hague Tribunal sent Gotovina to prison.  Many stood vigil for years.  

Others turned their backs on the U.N., the Hague, and any government professing to work 

on the side of the vanquished against the cruelty of obvious aggressors.  Ultimately the 

farmer-soldiers went back to farming, the war soldiers to policing, and the mercenaries to 

a world of opportunities.  It was at this time, just after Gotovina went to prison, that Tom 

found Wade and introduced him to Stillwater. 
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Since then Wade kept an eye on Nero, funneling money to Sarah to keep them off 

the streets and involved in the community at home.  He expected Nero to be in school by 

now.  Sarah told him the boy would be studying chemistry at Cal Poly on scholarship.  

Obviously Wade had been misled.  He should’ve known, the Croatians rarely left Pedro.  

And when it was time to work they either settled in at the harbor or found a more 

lucrative place with Branko and his men.  

A bay door opened on the far side of the building and each of the seven taxicabs 

drove down a ramp to the back alley where they left the building, traveling seven 

different directions.  As Wade’s car accelerated, he felt a thud from inside the trunk. 

*     *     * 

 They slipped easily back onto the freeway, merging with tens of thousands of 

other vehicles heading south on the 710.  Wade breathed easier when they came off the 

91 to the 110 South.  They moved through the cities of Hawthorne and Torrance and 

Lomita.  The air was different here.  Wade smelled more than the sea, he smelled the 

particular bite of the L.A. Harbor.   And then there they were, the monoliths rising over 

the hill like metal gods set to pick cars off the freeway.  The harbor cranes always 

spooked him at first, yet they gave him a tremendous rush of excitement.  They were like 

modern dinosaurs and they instilled in him the fear of being crushed, mauled, eaten.  It 

was a base reaction, jacked in from the cerebral cortex.  Everything in the Port of Los 

Angeles made him feel small.  Driving into the harbor was one of his favorite experiences 

because it reminded him that there were things in this world bigger than him. 
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 Petar took the exit for the Vincent Thomas Bridge and soon they were riding the 

slow, steady rise to a perch above the dockyards, face-to-face with the cruel corrugated 

faces of the cranes and their five-story pulleys looking like the thin tongues of 

chameleons.  The cranes in solid blue and white and red and green.  Work stations the 

size of mobile homes sat on top of each of them, holding three or four union-paid 

employees who also paid their dues to 6th Street Muni, the private Pedro community 

support organization that operated as a shell for the gang Wade used to run with before he 

went full-time at Stillwater.   

 The cab crested the bridge and coasted on the plateau.  Below them the myriad 

hundred thousand containers in red, green, blue waiting for the giant cranes to lift them 

into the hulls of the dozens of waiting container ships, or waiting for one of the thousands 

of eighteen-wheelers to snatch them from their stacks and deliver them through the 710 

or 5 corridors into the vascular system of U.S. freeways that fed the lifeblood of the 

American economy.  It all started here, Wade thought.  

 They came off the back side of the bridge and descended into Terminal Island 

where the ports were, where the trucks went, where the federal penitentiary sat as 

welcoming committee to the millions of tons of products that Asia spilled on our 

doorstep, the penitentiary in lieu of the Statue of Liberty.   

 Wade lowered his window to hear the sounds of the harbor; the flap of the seagull 

wings and their hungry caws, the creaking and rattling of bridge cables, the occasional 

blast of a tugboat horn.  The wind brought the ocean breeze and the smell of the sea, a sea 

dipped in oil and soot belched and farted from the container ships waiting for a berth.  
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The harbor was both beautiful and disgusting to Wade; it was the totality of life all at 

once.  There was nothing that could disarm him so completely than San Pedro, the 

harbor, his home. 

 These boys didn’t see it.  Luka sat asleep beside him, big maw tilted toward 

Wade’s shoulder, a trickle of spittle leaving his tongue.  Petar and the kid in the front seat 

quietly talking baseball in Croatian.  It was nice that they kept the language alive, through 

the generations.  It was their first language, their preferred language.  They were 

enmeshed in the city and the city no longer awed them, or it never did to begin with.  

Maybe Wade would be the same if he lived here instead of only visiting every few years.  

The last two times he came he hid away in his father’s home on the hill, overlooking 

Pedro and the harbor, too removed to venture in.  Of course Katherine was with him 

those times and the house was more like a place to disappear, to hide for days on end.  A 

lover’s nest.  He had intended to drive her the few short miles into downtown Pedro, take 

her to the cafes and bistros on 6th Street, the Croatian Festival, or for fresh lobster on the 

wharf.  He regretted not having shared this with her. 

 Petar took a sharp turn on Shoreline Drive and continued through North Long 

Beach into the community of Belmont Shore.  A security gate was opened for him as he 

turned into the driveway of a multi-million dollar mansion on beachfront property.  He 

drove to the entrance of the house and stopped short, hitting the brakes a bit too hard.  

Wade heard the thud of Hoffman’s body as it rolled into the back of his seat.  It was 

followed by an angry sound that could only be described as a long, muffled yowl.   
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Chapter 11 

 I felt raw and sore from rolling across the spare wheel-well over and over, and 

from face-planting the front and rear walls of the trunk every time the car came to a stop.  

I screamed as loud as I could after the last one and it seemed to have worked.  The car’s 

engine shut off and the car’s four doors opened.  I kicked the sides of the trunk 

repeatedly.  I wasn’t going to let Wade forget I was there.   

 The trunk popped and a pair of meaty hands reached in and lifted me out of the 

trunk and onto my feet.  It was the same guy with the long, gray hair.  He held me upright 

by forcing his forearm into my chest and pinning me to the side of the car.  The cool 

breeze I felt against my skin was a refreshing change from the oven I’d been trapped in 

for the past hour.  I didn’t know L.A. too well, but I could tell from the salt in the air that 

the ocean was close.  The slamming surf told me it was just behind the house where we 

parked.   

 I squinted from the sudden sunlight.  I could tell the house was large and 

magnificent, but the details were a blur behind my watery eyes.  If I could move my 

hands I would wipe them.  Wade appeared beside the large man and gave me a look of 

disappointment.  “What am I going to do with you?” he said. 

 A young man who seemed eager to please ran to Wade’s side.  “The old man, he 

wants to see you right away.” 

 Wade looked at the ground.  “I had hoped to get a shower in first.” 

 “He said now, Jonas.” 
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 Wade nodded, his expression indicating that this was not a good sign.  He turned 

to the man holding me up.  “Luka, find a room to put him in.” 

 The young man interrupted.  “He said he wants you to bring him, too.” 

 Wade seemed surprised.  “Really.  What exactly did he say?” 

 The boy concentrated, seemingly needing to get this right.  “He said that since 

you already drove the fucking FBI man onto his property, you might as well bring him 

right into his house.” 

 Wade nodded again, although his expression was grave.  He turned to the big 

man.  “Cut everything off except for his wrists.” 

 Wade stepped away, taking a seat on a decorative metal garden bench by the 

mansion’s tall, wooden doors.  “Nero, light me up.” 

 The young man produced a cigarette, lit it, and handed it to Wade.  Wade leaned 

back and enjoyed his last cigarette before catching hell.  I worried about the fact that no 

one thought to put a hood over my head or a blindfold over my eyes.  I worried about the 

fact that no one seemed to care that I was learning their names.  Wade, Luka, Nero.  This 

wasn’t a good sign. 

 Luka pulled a knife from his pocket and cut through the tape binding my feet and 

legs.  I stood before them with his wrists bound in front and a swath of tape covering my 

mouth.  Luka reached out to pull the tape from my mouth but was stopped by a curt 

command from Wade.  The boy, Nero, fidgeted while Wade smoked his cigarette. 

 “He said to come right up,” Nero said, looking at Wade askance.   



 

 98 

 Wade dropped his hand to his side and stared at the side of Nero’s head.  “Nero,” 

he said, “Look at me.” 

 Nero slowly raised his head. 

 “Look me in the eye, and say that again.” 

 The boy had stopped breathing.  “H-he said to come right up, Jonas.” 

 Wade held his stare a moment longer.  He took one last toke on the cigarette 

before stomping it under his heel.  He stood up.  “Always look me in the eye, Nero.” 

 Nero nodded a little too energetically.  Wade gestured for Luka to lead Hoffman 

in. 

 They stepped through the giant double doors into a palatial entryway holding five 

thousand square feet of lush, white furniture on a butterscotch Teak floor.  My attention 

was drawn, by design no doubt, to the twenty-foot bay windows that comprised the entire 

ocean-facing wall.  Wade hesitated a moment, lost in the view.  Nero stopped and waited, 

his anxiety barely checked.  When Wade was good and ready he turned and followed the 

boy.  Luka pushed me forward. 

 The bedroom was white and the bed had a white canopy and the comforter was 

white and the walls and sculptures were white and the one girl was very white and the 

other very black.  The man was about sixty-five.  He was wiry and handsome and a bit 

rugged, with his tightly-cropped white beard shaved to look like it was two days’ growth 

forever.  His hair was brown with a touch of white, fashionably short, thinning.  He wore 

a loose, white cotton shirt-and-pants combo, the kind you’d see men of means wearing in 
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the Mediterranean.  He stood before a large paper canvas and carried a thin, silver exacto 

knife in his hand like a conductor’s baton.   

 It must have been difficult to cut them.  That is, to represent the women in 

papercut.  The black girl’s body would have to be shaped from negative space.  There 

was a black, matte board behind the white paper.  The black backdrop would carry the 

form of the black girl, while the papercut itself represented the white girl.  

 The black girl lay on her back while the white girl slept curled on top of her.  

Both were naked.  The man made a slow cut on the white paper, trying to represent the 

grace and motion of the two bodies curving into the sheets.  Wade and his men stood 

respectfully as they waited.  The man finished the stroke with a quick, upward jerk.  

What appeared to be a shapeless blob of white paper fell away to reveal the exact shape 

of the black woman in negative space.  The man released a thin smile meant only for 

himself.  An artist satisfied with his work.  He stared at the papercut, ignoring the 

inspiration that sat on his bed. 

 “We are very happy to have you back, Jonas,” he said, at last.  He turned to face 

Wade.  “Me, Maria, your friends.  It takes something like this to bring you home?  Maybe 

San Pedro isn’t so much home to you anymore.” 

 “No.  Pedro is home,” Wade said.  “Maybe not Belmont Shore.” 

 “I’ve been in this home twenty years now.  It’s home to me.”  The man’s eyes 

found me.  “Everything’s always bittersweet with you, Jonas.  On the one hand you’re 

back, and I hope you’ll stay, you don’t need to be doing what you’re doing all across the 
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world.  On the other hand, you bring this into my house.”  He pointed to me with the 

blade in his outstretched hand.   

 He took a step closer and examined my face.  “I haven’t seen this one before,” he 

said.   

 “How did you know he’s FBI?” Wade asked. 

 “Jesus, Jonas.  It’s all over the news.  FBI agent goes missing in Los Angeles.  

Widower to the beautiful Washington socialite.  You should’ve left him in the street.” 

 “I can’t seem to shake him,” Wade said. 

 “Well, shake him,” the man said.  He returned to his papercut, checked it against 

the models on the bed.  “Three boys died for you today.” 

 “Yes, Papa,” Wade said. 

 The man shook the knife like a teacher’s rod at Wade.  “That’s on you.  You’ve 

got money, now.  You take care of the families.  The one boy, Jacques, he had a wife and 

young boy.  The other two, it was just them.  One left a set of parents.” 

 “I will, of course,” Wade said. 

 The man touched the tip of the knife to the paper and made a series of gentle 

strokes, each resulting in a finer detailing of the two female forms intertwined.  He took a 

step back and considered what he had done.  Satisfied, he turned to face Wade’s 

assembled group.  He studied them as if he’d known them a long time, known them each 

since they were children.  His eyes settled again on me.  He walked toward me and 

stopped when our noses nearly touched.   
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 “Don’t think I’m afraid of you,” he said.  “I’m not.  Do you know why the Feds 

have never had a successful undercover operation in the Port of L.A.?  Do you know how 

many Federal agents I have on my payroll?  I could let you walk out the door right now 

and report to your commander, it wouldn’t make a difference.  All it would do is sideline 

your career.”  He searched my eyes.  Without warning he tore the masking tape from my 

mouth. 

 I winced and fell back into Luka, who pushed me back up to face my tormentor.   

 “You can speak, if you have anything to say,” the man said. 

 I held his stare, remembering Wade’s advice to the young Nero just moments 

before.  “You’re harboring a fugitive,” I said. 

 It was silent for a moment before the men broke out into laughter.  I felt my face 

going red.  “People were murdered,” I said.  “We won’t stop until Wade and his 

accomplices are brought to justice.” 

 Their laughter settled.  It wasn’t funny anymore.  The man sighed and shook his 

head.  “You don’t get it,” he said.  “The Los Angeles Harbor.  The Port of Long Beach.  

There is nothing more powerful than commerce.  This is what your FBI protects, at all 

costs.  If these ports slow down, just five percent less productive than what is expected, 

the nation feels it.  Five percent over, say, two weeks?  We have a pile-up of container 

ships a mile long.  Trucks clogging the freeways from here to Fresno.  Two weeks and 

the government begs us to resolve the problem.  If there’s a shut-down…two weeks, a 

month…America is brought to her knees.  The entire world dies, just a bit.  There is no 

greater power than what we have here, what we’ve had for generations.  The FBI will not 
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challenge me until the FBI has an option to replace me, and it doesn’t.  Jonas is not a 

fugitive, but you might be, if you don’t wise up.” 

 The man waved to the girls, dismissing them.  The white girl stood and slipped on 

a pair of gold high-heels.  She walked naked past the line of men.  Confident, smooth, 

with the knowledge that all eyes were on her.  She found a black kimono in the closet and 

draped it over her body before leaving the room.  The black girl remained on the white 

comforter.  She curled up and went back to sleep.  The old man seemed pleased that she 

would be there when he was done. 

 He addressed Wade.  “You can stay as long as you want.  You’ll be safe here.  

Although I know you have business to attend to.  I’ll support you as long as it doesn’t 

interfere with my business.  Tonight I’m having a party.  I want you to stay for that, at 

least.  Maria will want to see you.  A lot of the community will be here.  Your old 

girlfriend might come, if she gets word you’re here.” 

 “I’m not here for that, Papa, thank you,” Wade said. 

 “No, of course not.  You have business to do.”  He looked at me.  “You’ll stay 

here for a while, until I figure out what to do with you.  You’re my guest, but your 

movements will be restricted.  The news channels say you’re missing, not kidnapped.  

Last seen at LAPD Headquarters.  Maybe you finally decided to take your grievance 

leave.” 

 I was surprised by how much he knew about me.  
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 “Yes,” he said.  “Consider that before you do anything you might regret.  

Consider that your life is less valuable than any man in this room.”  He nodded at Luka 

and the big man grabbed me by the back of my neck and dragged me from the room. 

*     *     * 

 I soaked in the bath until my fingers pruned.  Until the wounds in my feet 

wrinkled and bled. My body ached all over.  My face from Wade’s punch in the interview 

room. My shoulder from the scrape of a bullet.  My knees, elbows and legs from the 

beating I took when the ambulance dragged me across the freeway.  So, yes, the bath felt 

good. 

 But I didn’t want to feel good.  I shouldn’t have felt good.  I felt guilty feeling 

good, feeling comfortable, soaking in the tub of Wade’s patron, Branko Juric. 

I’d learned the man’s name from Imelda, the housekeeper who set me up in the 

room.  She had worked for Branko for twenty-two years.  She didn’t seem at all 

uncomfortable with locking the door behind her as she put me on the bed and drew my 

bath.  She talked freely about Branko’s extended family, about Wade and Luka and Petar 

and Nero.  He was no relation to them, she said, more like an adopted father, a man 

whose proximity to their fathers assured his guardianship after their fathers had gone. 

Gone after Wade had encouraged them to go to Croatia to fight the Serbs.  Branko grew 

up with Wade’s father, with Petar’s father, with Luka’s father.  Branko was the only one 

without relations in the old country.  He was the only one who could be trusted to run the 

business while everyone was gone.  Neither Branko nor anyone else could predict which 
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of the men would survive the war.  It was all right, though, because things worked out 

well for Branko Juric. 

Here I was, bathing in the home of a man who openly boasted about the power he 

wielded over the federal government, casually commenting about the men he sent to their 

death to save Wade.  A fucking guest in the house of a mob boss and the man who killed 

Katherine.  The irony of my position was unbearable. I should have been screaming, 

furious in my madness, pounding at the door to be let out. I should have been plotting a 

way to hunt Wade down, to put a knife in his throat and end my misery.  Instead I 

accepted their gift of solitude and comfort.  I soaked in their soft water and listened to the 

sound of symphonies coming from the sound system somewhere between the walls.  I 

was the worst kind of hypocrite.  

The scar on my arm itched and I scratched it hard, digging in with the nubs of my 

fingernails, digging, digging. I heard Katherine’s voice in my head, “Stop scratching, 

Hoffman.” 

I scratched until my arm bled, until the gentle white water turned red.  And then I 

held my arm tight and howled. 

Chapter 12 

 Wade shared a drink with Luka and Petar at the Broken Wing Bar and Grill in 

downtown Long Beach.  Wade hadn’t been there for years and the others stopped going 

because the vibe was killed when the Millennials moved into town.  But it was the perfect 

place to be seen, and Wade wanted to be seen.  Luka and Petar had quietly spread the 

word that Wade was back and that he was having a little celebration.  The bar seemed 
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busy for a Saturday afternoon, but it was filled mostly with men from the 6th Street Gang.  

All had been on the detail that extracted Wade from Dennison’s men.  Another ten were 

watching the bar from the rooftops of nearby buildings.  Some were watching the 

rooftops of buildings closer to the bar and it was from one of these men that Wade 

received the call. 

 “Pigeon took a fall and broke his wing,” the man said. 

 Wade was relieved.  He had taken a chance, playing this card.  But he trusted his 

men and he trusted they knew how to set a trap.  Stillwater would be doing damage 

control after what happened on the freeway that morning.  Dennison was a high-ranking 

official and there would be pressure from the top to quickly find and eliminate the man 

responsible for his death.  They couldn’t afford to ignore a tip on Wade’s whereabouts.  

Wade counted on the timing and the location to work in his favor.  He had risked coming 

to L.A. with the hope that they would reveal themselves.  He had little to go on and his 

only chance, as Tom had suggested when they met, was that he’d cause enough trouble to 

justify his termination.  Stillwater would have preferred to take him in a mock home-

invasion at night, that was their M.O. for a domestic threat such as this.  But no one was 

going to storm Branko’s residence on the pretext of stealing jewelry or cash, not when 

Branko employed an army of armed longshoremen.  It would be a bloodbath the likes 

none of them had seen since Falluja.  Taking Wade at the Broken Wing was Stillwater’s 

best shot and Wade knew they’d give it a shot. 

 “Where is he?” Wade asked. 

 “We’ll come down and get you,” the caller said. 
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 Minutes later two men stepped into the bar from the kitchen.  One whispered in 

Wade’s ear.  Luka watched Wade’s reactions then rapped a spoon against the bottle of 

beer in his hand to signal their men.  At once, most of the men sitting at tables or standing 

near the bar put down their drinks and followed Wade, Luka, Petra and the new men back 

into the kitchen and out of the club’s back exit.   

 The men surrounded Wade as they slipped into an alley and ducked into waiting 

cars.  The cars drove them a few short blocks to a ten-story building of residential lofts.  

They drove around to the back of the building and cars emptied out.  The men held onto 

the butts of their pistols as they guided Wade through the rear entrance and into a service 

elevator.  The elevator creaked under their combined weight.  Someone slipped a 

skeleton key into the keypad and pressed a button for the roof.   The elevator began its 

slow rise to the top. 

 The doors opened to a black tarp and gravel landscape with natural rock 

formations that were revealed as air conditioning and ventilation units.  The men walked 

as a group.  Wade saw four or five of his men, some standing on air conditioning units, 

others at other elevated locations with a direct view of their prey.  As they drew closer to 

the edge of the roof Wade saw a man lying with his hands stretching a homemade 

tourniquet around his thigh.  A bullet had left a messy entrance wound just above his left 

kneecap.  The man’s blue jeans were soaked red on one leg, but the bleeding had mostly 

been staunched.  The man was shirtless, having used his own black T-shirt to stem the 

bleeding. 
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 Wade looked him over.  They stared at each other without expression.  Wade 

stepped up to the roof’s edge and saw the line-of-sight view of the Broken Wing Bar and 

Grill’s front entrance.  He turned back to look at the man, noticing the sniper rifle that 

had been kicked to the side about ten feet away. 

 Wade approached one of the men standing guard.  He took the taser gun from the 

man’s belt and returned to their prisoner.  “Has he talked?” Wade asked of no one in 

particular. 

 “Not yet,” said a voice.  

 Wade examined the taser, trying to figure out how it worked.  He found the button 

that turned it on.  “Is this thing charged,” he asked the man he took it from. 

 “Always,” the man said. 

 Wade nodded.  He stood over the sniper on the ground, his feet straddling him.  

The man looked up at him, squinting against the sun.  His expression was resolute.  Wade 

pointed the taser at the man’s chest and pulled the trigger.  The sniper’s chest arched and 

his head went back and he screamed until he lost consciousness. 

*     *     * 

 It was dusk when Wade and his men drove onto Terminal 8 in the Port of Los 

Angeles.  They came in three black Jeep Cherokees, passing through checkpoints where 

no one dared to question their purpose.  They pulled up to one of the giant, blue cranes 

rising fifteen stories above the wharf.  Its long nose stretched out over the docked, 

Chinese container ship, its gut filled with multi-colored metal containers. 

 The doors to the Jeeps opened and Wade and his men stepped out.  Luka carried 
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the unconscious sniper over his shoulder.  All twelve men stepped into the large cargo 

elevator and rode it to the top of the crane.  They stepped out and onto a thin gangway 

that led to the white, trolley-mounted cabin.  They entered the cabin and Luka dropped 

the sniper onto the floor.  He pulled a bottle of Arrowhead water out of his back pocket 

and poured it over the man’s nose and mouth.  The sniper choked and coughed, coming 

awake. 

 Wade stood by the window, marveling at the view.  The sun had just set and the 

clear sky was a deep, darkening purple, darkening further as it met the horizon and the 

ocean surface.  The outline of Catalina Island emerged like a ghostly cityscape thirty 

miles away.  It was a perfect view, obscured only by a dozen other cranes jutting out 

from the harbor like egrets poised to take flight.  The juxtaposition of the natural and 

mechanical gave him the sense of balance he needed. 

 He was interrupted in his reverie by the impatient sounds of his wounded guest.  

Wade turned from the view and crouched down beside the man, whose bloody, wounded 

leg bent unnaturally beneath him.  His arms were spread out and his wrists were pinned 

under the heavy work boots of two of Wade’s men.  Wade saw in his eyes the certainty of 

death.  Whatever this man had experienced in his life had prepared him for this moment. 

 Luka handed Wade a pair of latex gloves.  The sniper remained calm as he 

watched Wade slip the gloves over each of his fingers.  Wade stared at the man for a 

moment before sticking his index finger into the bullet hole in the man’s thigh.  He 

twisted his hand, reaching deep inside.  The man’s eyes rolled back in his head and his 

throat produced a deep, hollow moan.  Wade stopped wriggling his finger, but didn’t take 
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it out of the bullet hole. 

 “You were one of the men on the D.C. job,” Wade said.  A question delivered as a 

statement.   

The man nodded, gritting his teeth.  His head was loose on his neck and his 

eyelids fluttered.  Wade glanced up to Luka and made a gesture.  Luka took an ammonia 

capsule from his pocket and broke it between his fingers.  He shoved the capsule into the 

sniper’s nose and held it there.  The man’s eyes popped open with a start and his 

breathing grew rapid. 

“What is your name?” Wade asked. 

The man tried pulling his face away from Luka’s hand, but Luka held fast.  Wade 

forced another finger into the man’s wound. 

The man wheezed sharply, his fists opening and closing under the boots of 

Wade’s men. 

“Your name,” Wade said. 

“Anthony,” the man said, between breaths. 

“Do your friends call you Tony?” 

Anthony nodded, his eyelids tightening from the pain. 

“But in the hour of your death you’ve chosen your birth name,” Wade mused.  

“Anthony it is.”  Wade paused to wipe the sweat from his forehead with the sleeve on his 

free arm.  It was warm in the cabin with the body heat and perspiration of thirteen men.  

He turned his attention to the job at hand.  “Anthony,” he said, “was it a standard four-

man crew?” 
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Anthony nodded. 

“I’ve never seen you.  Your team recruited for the job?” 

“Yes,” Anthony said. 

“All from Johannesburg?”  Wade could read Anthony’s accent in one or two 

words.   

Anthony nodded again.  “Except for the lead.” 

“The lead was American?” 

Anthony nodded again. 

“His name?” 

Anthony turned his head away. 

“Okay.  I need details, Anthony.  I’m going to trust that you’ll answer all my 

questions and tell me the truth, or else you’ll have a slow, painful death.  Do we 

understand each other?”  Wade pulled his finger out of the wound in Anthony’s leg.  The 

sniper nearly cried with relief.   “The lead’s name.” 

“Craig.  Craig’s all we knew.” 

Wade wouldn’t take an assignment unless he knew the men well, knew them 

inside out.  But a blind operation like this was called a hit-and-run, the team-members 

chosen from elite squads across the world.  While the team-mates might be acquainted, 

the lead would keep his distance. 

“Tell me what happened in Washington,” Wade said. 

Anthony’s voice shook.  His eyes remained closed as he spoke.  “It was a 

mistake.”  His words were barely an audible hiss. 
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“What do you mean, a mistake?” 

“You…were supposed to be there.  We were told one man, alone in the house.  I 

saw him first and fired…”  Anthony’s head fell back, his pupils disappearing.   

Wade pulled Anthony’s head forward by his hair.  “You shot to kill,” Wade said, 

urging him on. 

“The others came..... laughing, then screaming and.....” 

“And what, Anthony?” 

 “We started firing until everyone was down.  Everyone dead except the girl.” 

“The girl.  The blonde girl?” 

His eyes caught Wade's.  “Your girl.  I wanted to leave, we fucked up, it was 

over.  But the lead told us... sit tight.  He left the room.  We watched. The girl crawling, 

dragging herself.  Just her leg, she would’ve survived.”  Anthony squirmed, tucking his 

wounded leg beneath the other. 

“And when the lead came back?” 

“I'm sorry.  I'm sorry,” he said crying and spitting over himself.  

Wade stood up and stepped away.  He leaned against a wall of the cabin, holding 

back his nausea.  He knew what came next—Katherine’s hands blown off, one after the 

other.  He saw her looking up at the gunman, her mouth forming words, begging for her 

life. 

Wade still faced the wall as he spoke.  “The team I took into the Congo,” he said.  

“There were four of us.” 

“We killed Jaco and Leo.  Mazur is next.” 
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Wade dropped his head.   “So, it wasn’t just me.” 

Anthony moaned behind him.  His words were soft and staggered.  “Our 

orders…are to eliminate Black Hole.” 

Wade turned back and knelt beside him.  He put his hand on Anthony’s knee.  

“The rest of your team,” he said. 

Anthony shook his head.  Wade inched his hand back to the wound in the man’s 

leg.   

Anthony took a deep breath.  “I don’t know anything.” 

“Where is the rest of your team?” Wade asked, insistent. 

“We came to L.A. because you were here.  We separated and waited on orders.” 

Wade believed him, it was standard operating procedure. “What have you done to 

bring Mazur out?” he asked. 

Anthony opened his eyes and shut his mouth.  Wade knew that the key to finding 

the rest of Anthony’s team lay in finding the next target from Wade’s crew.  Anthony 

shook his head again. 

Wade leaned over Anthony’s chest and jabbed two of his fingers into the wound.  

He dug deep.  Anthony screamed and clawed at the ground.  “I don’t know where--” 

Wade jabbed again, pushing most of his hand into the hole.  He worked the sides 

of the wound wide, squeezing the muscles and tissues he found inside.  The tips of his 

fingers found bone.  Anthony’s eyelids began to flutter again and his head fell back.  

Luka dropped the ammonia capsule he’d been holding in Anthony’s nose and pulled 

another from his pocket.  He poured water over Anthony’s mouth again until the man 
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regained consciousness.  Luka broke the new capsule between his fingers and held it 

inside Anthony’s nostril.  Anthony’s eyes shot open. 

“Where is Mazur?” Wade asked. 

Anthony’s breathing was slow and steady and his lungs emitted a deep, heavy 

rattle.  “They called him back, by train.  Union Station.” 

“When?” 

Anthony looked into Wade’s face and smiled.  “It’s too late.” 

“When?” Wade demanded, pinching and twisting Anthony’s femur between his 

fingers.  Anthony barely moved, but the pain he felt was etched on his face. 

“It’s too late,” he said again. 

Wade jerked his hand out of the wound and leapt to his feet.  He grabbed a Glock 

from one of his men and thrust the barrel into Anthony’s stomach. 

“Fuck you, Anthony,” he said and pulled the trigger.  Anthony’s eyes widened as 

he stared at the hole in his gut.  Blood rose from the hole and blanketed his shirt and 

pants.  A pool of blood emerged from the exit wound beneath him. 

Wade stomped over to the window with a view of the port.  He raised the pistol 

and fired two shots into the glass, shattering it.  He handed the gun back to the man he 

took it from and leaned down to grab Anthony by the shoulders.   

“Help me, Luka,” he demanded.  Luka took his hand from Anthony’s nose and 

reached down to grab the man’s legs.   

“No!” Anthony screamed.  His body thrashed as he tried to kick, pull and push his 

killers aside.   
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Together, Wade and Luka carried Anthony to the broken window.   

“You won’t make it out this time, Wade, not now,” Anthony snapped.   

“Every one of you will die,” Wade said.  “Every fucking one.” 

They swung Anthony’s body back and forth, each swing gaining more 

momentum.  Anthony clawed at their necks, their backs, their throats, but it was no use.  

He screamed as his body flew through the air and out the window.  His arms flailed, 

twisting grotesquely as he reached for something, anything, to stop his fall.  Still, he fell. 

Wade peered over the window’s edge, careful not to cut himself on the jagged 

glass.  He watched Anthony’s body hit the surface of a white container stacked high on 

the ship below them.  Anthony bounced, leaving a pattern of blood and flesh before 

plummeting another two stories to land immobile on the hard, wooden dock.   

Wade quickly peeled the bloody latex gloves off his hands.  “Union Station,” he 

said, walking briskly to the crane’s elevator. 

Chapter 13 

 A long line of cars were parked along the circular driveway beneath my window.  

Nero had been parking them like an expert valet since the guests started arriving.  The 

favorite cars of Belmont Shore were the Bentley and the Rolls Royce.  A few Lambos 

and Ferarris found their way in and the rest comprised a modest selection of Beamers, 

Land Rovers and various SUVs.  I occasionally caught Nero glancing up at my window 

as he hustled to do his job, seeing me standing in the fluffy, white robe Imelda left for me 

on the bed.  The kid seemed nervous, which didn’t make me feel so good. 
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 I’d spent the previous two hours trying to think of a way out.  It seemed to me that 

Branko could just as easily kill me as let me go, and the fact that they didn’t care to hide 

their faces or names made me feel expendable.  One way out was through the windows; 

the least probable of my escape routes.  I would have to wait until after the party, when 

everyone had gone and the look-outs would be reduced to two or three guards.  Still, if 

two or three armed guards couldn’t spot a fluffy, white marshmallow scaling the walls of 

a three-story mansion they should be taken out and shot.  The only other way out was 

through the bedroom door, which was bolted shut from the outside.  And, of course, 

they’d left nothing in the room remotely resembling a weapon. 

 There was a soft knock at my door, followed by Imelda’s sing-song voice.  

“Mister Grey, may I come in?” 

 Imelda held the key to the door and she could come and go as she pleased.  I 

didn’t know if her kindness was natural or if Branko instructed her to make me feel at 

home. 

 “Mister Grey?” 

 “Yes, Imelda,” I said.  “You can come in.” 

 She unlocked the door and pushed a cart filled with plates of food into the room.  

She closed the door behind her.  “Mister Branko asked that you enjoy the same as his 

other guests.”  She removed the lid off the entrée to reveal a medium-rare filet minon 

with potatoes and green beans.  I smelled a beef-barley soup simmering in a pot above a 

thin, blue flame.  There were various desserts on a tray under glass.  I didn’t realize how 
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hungry I was.  The last time I’d had anything to eat was the pre-packaged meal I’d poked 

through on the plane.  My stomach grumbled. 

 “Imelda, you are too kind.” 

 “It’s Mister Branko’s generosity, not mine.” 

 “Of course,” I said, coming up behind her to examine the meal.  I fingered the belt 

around my robe, loosening the knot.  I leaned over and sniffed the aroma.  The scent 

made me unsteady on my feet.  “Is that a plastic steak knife?” I asked. 

 “You can cut that filet with a spoon, Mister Grey,” she said.  “I’ll leave you to 

your meal, then?” 

 I nodded and took in the perfect scene one last time.  The perfect meal I wouldn’t 

eat, the perfect host I wouldn’t see.  The smile on Imelda’s face that wouldn’t last.  I took 

one moment to see things as they should have been instead of the way they had to be. 

 Imelda turned to leave and I flung the belt around her neck.  I pulled her to me 

quickly and wrapped it three times, pulling hard on the final rung.  I didn’t see her face 

but I could imagine how it looked.  The smile becoming a gasp, everything going red 

above the chin, her eyes bulging.  She struggled for air, clawing at the rope around her 

neck.  I held it tight a little longer, enough to let her know she’d be lucky if she survived. 

 I loosened my hold and let her fall forward, almost to the ground.  She coughed 

and gurgled while snot and saliva drained to the floor below her face.  The robe opened 

around me, exposing my nakedness.  I felt sick, filthy, desperate. 

 I managed to keep my voice calm, despite my frazzled nerves.  “Okay, Imelda.  I 

need you to take me to the closest room where I can get some clothes and a gun.  And 
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then I need a clean route to the front gate.”  She didn’t respond, so I tightened my grip 

and pulled her head back to me.  Her hands reached up to her neck, her fingers trying for 

a hold between the rope and her Adam’s apple.  “I need you to do this, Imelda.  And it 

has to be perfect.  Your life depends on it.  Do you understand?” 

 I loosened my grip again and her head fell forward.  After a moment I heard her 

words.  Hoarse, quiet.  “Yes, Mister Grey,” she said.   

I removed the rope from her neck.  She turned to look at me, but I wouldn’t meet 

her eyes.  What I imagined of her expression was probably much worse than it actually 

looked.  “Let’s go,” I said, nudging her toward the door. 

 She led me to a private elevator that took us from the third to second floor.  The 

party was in full swing on the first floor and a sixteen-piece swing band made the walls 

around us shake.  We slipped into a spectacular master bedroom that had to be Blanko’s.  

Where else would she take me where I would find men’s clothes and a gun? 

 I closed the door behind us and locked it.  I moved her to the center of the room 

where I could keep my eye on her.  She stared at the floor, now, no longer interested in 

uncovering my guilt.  Maybe she thought I was different from her employer and his 

associates.  Maybe she knew I was one of the good guys and incapable of causing her 

harm.  I felt sick about what I had done, what I was doing, what I might have to do.  I felt 

worse seeing the red welts rise in a circle around her neck, and her hand gently caressing 

them.  A pacifying gesture, her brain telling her to soothe herself, that things would turn 

out all right. 
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She looked up and saw me in the mirror on the wall.  There was sadness in her 

face, but also a sense of pride, as if she had proven to herself that she could hold her own 

in a crisis.   

 I opened Branko’s closet to find a few hundred suits.  I found pants and 

underwear and dress shirts and a few dozen dress shoes.  I chose a pair of khakis and a 

button-down shirt.  I dressed in front of her, awkwardly, pulling on the underwear before 

anything else.  The pants were a little short and too wide around the waist.  I found a belt 

to fix that, and a jacket that was close enough.  The shoes were tight, but manageable.  I 

looked like I could be a guest at Branko’s party. 

 “Now, the gun,” I said, with a look that suggested she would get hurt if she didn’t 

oblige.  She walked quietly to an old roll-up desk and pointed.  I tried to open it, but it 

was locked.  I found a letter-opener on a countertop nearby and started working on the 

lock.  It gave easily and I opened the desk.  I pulled open drawers until I found an old .38 

revolver.  I checked the cylinder and found it fully-loaded.  I placed the gun in my 

waistband at the small of my back, hidden under my jacket. 

 I walked back to Imelda.  “Get me outside,” I said.  I grabbed her throat once 

more to remind her I was serious.  I squeezed hard at the neck the way I never could, the 

way Katherine would have wanted it if I had given in to what felt right.  I was amazed 

and ashamed by how natural it felt, to reach out and grab something because I could, 

because I was expected to do so.  I pushed her into the hallway and released my grip on 

her neck. 
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 We took the service elevator to the basement.  We watched the buttons illuminate 

as we passed the kitchen on the first floor.  The music was louder, combined with the 

voices of servants and kitchen staff.  I held my breath until we slipped past, settling to a 

stop at the basement floor.  The door opened to an underground parking structure, empty 

save for the numerous overflow vehicles parked there for Branko’s party.  I glanced at 

Imelda and knew she would report me the first chance she got.  She saw in my eyes that I 

couldn’t let that happen. 

 “Don’t worry, Mister Grey.  I won’t say anything.” 

 I let the elevator doors shut and pressed the button for the first floor.  As soon as 

we started to ascend I hit the emergency stop.  The car froze between floors.  I took the 

gun from my waistband. 

 “No, please, I won’t say anything, please…” she begged.  I held the gun by the 

barrel and hammered the stock into the emergency stop button until it was unusable.  It 

would take the fire department to get Imelda free. 

 I put the gun back in my waistband and forced the elevator doors open.  We were 

in-between floors with a small space where I could shimmy out.  Imelda was twenty 

years older and fifty pounds heavier than me—she’d be going nowhere. 

 I slipped through the opening and fell five feet to the basement landing.  I forced 

the elevator doors open and slipped out. 

 In the garage, I walked to the front of the line where the cars had most recently 

been parked.  I looked through the driver’s side window of the cars I passed and saw the 

keys in their ignitions.  A pair of headlights caught me as I reached toward the BMW 
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sitting first in line to the exit.  A brand new Rolls Royce Phantom pulled up beside me 

and the driver looked into my face.  It was Nero. 

 He hit the brake and reached down to throw the car in reverse when the barrel of 

my gun touched the side of his head.  I reached through the window and patted him 

down, coming away with a short-nosed, mini-Glock.  I tossed it on the ground.  I reached 

into his jacket and found his cell phone and wallet.  I put both in my pocket.  I slipped 

into the seat behind him, keeping the revolver trained on the back of his head. 

 “Go,” I said. 

*    *     * 

 Nero glanced at me through the rearview mirror.  I held the gun low so it couldn’t 

be seen through the windows, but high enough for him to see it in the mirror.  He guided 

us through the back exit, waving to the one security guard on duty.  I guided him onto the 

710 North.  I Googled directions on his phone to a place where I could disappear.  I 

opened his wallet and took the roughly two hundred dollars cash that was there.  I 

lowered my window and tossed his phone onto the highway. 

 His eyes widened.  “The fuck you do that for?  My life was in that thing.” 

 “Take the 110 into Compton,” I said. 

 There was hate in his look.  I didn’t envy him; his allegiance divided between two 

masters.  While Branko held the boy’s strings, it was Wade Nero idolized.  I wondered 

what he’d do if he ever had to choose between the two. 

 “What are you looking at?” he said, his tone edged with paranoia. 

 “I’m looking at you, Nero.” 
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 He held my stare a little longer before looking back at the road ahead of us.  

“Well, stop it,” he said. 

 We drove in silence for a while.  “Where does Wade stay when he’s in town, 

Nero?” 

 Nero stared ahead at the road.  It was clear I wasn’t getting help from him.   

 When the 91 freeway crossed into Compton I had him take the first exit.  We 

drove dark streets to an intersection crawling with drug dealers and prostitutes.  The Rolls 

Royce ensured we were the center of attention.  I had him stop the car. 

 “Get out,” I said. 

 His smug expression dissolved.  “Here?” he said, a tremor of fear in his voice. 

 “Now,” I insisted, pushing the barrel of the .38 into his ear.  He stepped out of the 

car.  Keeping the gun trained on his face, I stepped out and into the driver’s seat.  I 

revved the engine—it felt good beneath my feet.  I tossed his wallet onto the sidewalk. 

 “Good luck, Nero.”  I hit the gas and watched Nero’s face recede in the distance, 

blending into the darkness of night. 

 Fifteen minutes later I had arrived at my destination; a strip club in Culver City.  I 

dropped the car off in valet and walked ten feet to a line of taxicabs.  I stepped into one 

and told the driver to take me to an intersection ten minutes away. 

 I had the driver drop me off a block from my destination.  It was a nice, upper-

middle class neighborhood in a community called Cheviot Hills, just south of Fox 

Studios.  I walked the block alone, enjoying the cool ocean air, glad I had the jacket.  I 

was inland by a few miles, but close enough to smell the sea.  There were tall trees all 
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around me; I didn’t know their names, but some were very tall and thin and had smooth 

trunks with peeling bark.  Others were thick with dark lavender flowers that jostled in the 

breeze and fell all around me.  They formed a sticky carpet beneath my shoes.    

 I stopped suddenly and vomited onto the colorful, flowery floor.  I wretched until 

I dry-heaved and my heartbeat rang in my ears, thinking of what I had done to Imelda, 

seeing the back of her head bending forward, imagining her hematoma eyes.  A few 

seconds longer and I would have killed her. 

 I stood straight and continued on my way.  I walked into the drive-way of a 

middle-class home, it’s exterior worn by the sun and the neglect of the simple chores that 

would mark its up-keep.  There was a basketball net above the garage door and a 

collection of bicycles leading up to the front door.  Two cars sat in the driveway.  The 

sensible one was the three year-old Toyota Highlander.  The impractical one was the 

GMC truck on wheels the size of boulders.  I rang the doorbell and waited.   

 The door opened and David Haughawout stood there staring.  I realized I was 

backlit against his porch light.  “David, it’s me,” I said. 

 He lunged and grabbed me in a bear hug.  I nearly fell back into the lawn, but he 

steadied me and held me fixed in place.  “I thought you were dead.” 

 “The rumors of my demise…” I said, jokingly. 

 “What are you doing here, Hoffman?” 

 “I need a place to stay,” I said, then reconsidered my words.  “I need a place to 

hide.” 
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Chapter 14 

 Wade and his men walked through the cavernous central hall of Union Station, 

L.A.’s hub for all Amtrak trains.  Their footsteps echoed on the terra cotta floor, its inlaid 

marble catching their toes on every other step.  The place looked like a giant, Art Deco 

church with its high, Mission Revival ceiling and floor-to-ceiling windows.  There was a 

Spanish church-like quality to the place. 

 Wade checked his watch as they hurried toward the tracks.  Luka rushed to keep 

pace at his side.  They met up with Petar at the ticket counter.  Wade nodded at him.  

“What did you find out?” he asked. 

 Petar thumbed through a train schedule with routes highlighted in yellow.  

“Mazur was living in Chicago after the team split up.  If he was coming in today it 

would’ve been on one of two trains.  The first rolled in around five pm.  If he was on that 

they would’ve got him.  The last one should’ve arrived twenty minutes ago.  They say it’s 

five minutes out.” 

 “Let’s go,” Wade said. 

 Wade and Luka led a group of ten men, following Petar up a set of stairs onto 

Platform A where the Chicago train would arrive.  The men spread out to the areas on the 

platform that would align with the train’s doors.  Each man had a photo of Mazur on their 

phone to identify him.  Wade and Luka went to the center of the platform so they could 

quickly get to any of the exits.  Dozens of passengers filed into the platform behind and 

around them.  Business men, college students, families on vacation.  Too many people to 

watch. 
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The plan was to surround Mazur the moment he stepped from the train, then 

hustle him out of the building and into one of the jeeps waiting outside.  At the same 

time, Wade had his men on the lookout for anyone from Anthony’s team.  Mazur was a 

friend and they had worked together many years, but he was also bait and Wade needed 

him to draw out the people responsible for killing Katherine. 

 A loud clanging filled the platform, synchronized with flashing red lights 

mounted on the columns and walls.  The blast of a train horn echoed as the 8:15 from 

Chicago barreled into the station.  The windows and the people behind them were a blur 

to Wade as the body of the train moved past.  He tried focusing on the individual 

passengers as it slowed, but still it moved too fast.  Finally, the train came to a hard stop, 

causing its occupants to lurch forward in their seats.  The train hissed as it settled in, its 

moving parts creaking with expanding heat. 

 The doors opened and the passengers on the platform rushed in, pushing Wade’s 

men off balance in the process.  The train’s occupants pushed out at the same time, 

causing a temporary bottleneck that only added to the confusion.  Wade scanned the 

windows, but didn’t see Mazur.  He glances toward the front of the train where Petar 

stood, pushing passengers out of his way.  Petar saw Wade and shrugged. 

 Wade ran along the length of the train, peering into the windows at the passengers 

lined up to exit.  No one looked familiar.  He passed first one set of his men who stood at 

an exit, then another at the next.  He was pushed and pulled as he ran, knocking women 

and children out of his path.  As he approached the next door he bumped into a man who 

was staring the screen of his phone.  The man looked up and it was him. 
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 “Jonas?” he said, a look of recognition attached to an emerging smile.  Mazur 

suddenly buckled and clutched the back of his calf.  Wade grabbed his elbow to steady 

him and steered him away from the train.  Mazur limped off the platform, looking behind 

him for the man who had struck his leg.  Wade saw the look in Mazur’s eye and peered 

into the train where a dozen passengers had just boarded.   

Mazur gripped Wade’s shoulders and fell into his arms.  “Jesus, Jonas…” 

Wade gestured to Petar and Luka and the men leapt onto the train.  He turned to 

Mazur.  “Did you get a look at him?” he asked. 

Mazur shook his head, already fading.  Wade pulled Mazur back to a wooden 

bench set against a wall.  They sat down together and Wade pulled back to get a better 

look at his friend.  He saw the slight tear in the back of Mazur’s slacks, just above the 

calf.  Wade kneeled and lifted Mazur’s pant-leg, revealing a small, bloody puncture 

wound. 

“Umbrella?” Mazur asked. 

“Yes,” Wade confirmed.  He tore off his belt and wrapped it tight around Mazur’s 

leg. 

“Like we used in Virunga,” Mazur said.   

One of the reasons they were chosen to do the Congo job was because they were 

familiar with the landscape, having spent time there a few years earlier on a private 

mission of their own.  Mazur had a friend in the French Foreign Legion who had found 

himself escorting the rangers at the Virunga National Park as they tracked gorilla 

poachers in the mountains.  After encountering scores of headless, handless gorilla 
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carcasses and seeing his park ranger friends killed in night-time raids, the soldier put a 

call out to his friends in the military contracting community to help eradicate the 

problem.  Mazur answered the call and made an appeal to Wade.  The two went to the 

Congo and tracked poachers in the jungle.  Not wanting to cause an international 

incident, they devised a way to deliver a fast-acting dose of poison using highly-

compressed air guns.  It was like using a modern blow-gun, leaving only a small entry 

wound as evidence of its use.  The targets, in this case the poachers, died within five 

minutes.  It was an old technology that had been adapted by the West and used in the tips 

of umbrellas for close-range killings.  There was no antidote to the poison. 

“You remember Virunga, Jonas?” Mazur whispered. 

“Yes,” Wade said, doing his best to comfort his friend.  Meanwhile, his men had 

boarded the train and were searching for the assailant.  Wade could see their progress 

through the windows of the train as they hustled through the cabins, checking each seat 

they passed. 

“That was the best work I’ve ever done, and I wasn’t paid a dime,” Mazur said.  

“We must’ve killed fifty poachers.” 

“At least.” 

“I think we made a difference, Jonas.  If only for a moment.” 

“If only for a moment,” Wade agreed.  He held his friend’s head against his 

shoulder, holding him tight as his life slowly passed. 

It was quiet on the platform.  All the departing passengers had left and all the 

others had boarded.  The red lights began to flash and the bells sounded.  The train would 
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be leaving soon.  An announcement came over the sound system, saying that the doors 

would be closing soon.  A second later a man stepped off the train.  He carried no bags, 

only an umbrella. 

Just before the doors could close, Wade’s men leapt off the train, emerging from 

every door.  All their eyes were on him. 

He dropped the umbrella and ran. 

Wade’s men followed.  Wade left Mazur’s side and followed. 

The man ran toward the front of the train just as the gears fell into place and the 

wheels began to move forward and horn blew its warning wail.  The man ran twenty, 

thirty, forty yards, Wade’s men closing in behind him.  He reached the front of the train 

and ran further, the train picking up speed to match his pace.  The man pushed harder, 

sprinting for his life.  Luka pulled ahead of the pack, leaving Petar in the dust.  He was a 

few feet from the man when he reached out.  His hand came down within inches of the 

man’s shoulder when the man leapt onto the tracks, just ten feet ahead of the train.  By 

the time Luka turned the train was already passing and there was nothing he could do but 

wait. 

Petar and the men caught up with him and Wade was right behind them.  Wade 

had to shout above the sound of the moving train. 

“Is he alive?” Wade yelled. 

Luka shrugged his shoulders. 

“I want him alive,” Wade said. 
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They waited until the train finally passed and the sound, like a rushing turbine, 

faded into the distance.  At first they saw only empty tracks.  It was the sound that caught 

their attention.  It was the sound that gave him away. 

A high-pitch cry, like the sound of a coyote caught in a steel trap.  They saw the 

man huddled against the far wall of the tracks, his right foot soldered to the last track on 

the line.  There was nothing left of it but a bloody paste. 

Luka and the rest of the men leapt onto the track and grabbed the man from under 

his arms.  Petar stayed behind at Wade’s side.  Together, Luka and the men lifted the man 

and rolled him back onto the platform.  The men helped each other off the track just as 

the lights and bells began to sing.  The 8:30 from Chattanooga was arriving. 

*     *     * 

 The two Jeep Cherokees flew across the 10 East, taking the exit to La Cienega.  

They turned left and headed south toward the hill.  Wade sat in the back of the first Jeep 

with Luka and the assailant.   

 “You know who I am, motherfucker?” Wade yelled. 

 The man nodded, staring at the mulch that had once been his foot.  His hands and 

chest shook uncontrollably, his face was devoid of color. 

  




