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About the Book

Sometimes a man must take a step back to move forwards . . .

In a small, sleepy Pennsylvania town, the staff of a loan store find themselves at the mercy of a gunman who demands they hand over the store’s entire cash reserves. But when the sound of police sirens shatters the silence sooner than expected, the robber is forced to take a young female customer hostage in order to make his escape.

Former Marine James Bishop is no stranger to being on the wrong side of the law. Finally a free man, with his name cleared, he has the chance to get his life back on track. But as he flees the scene of the hold-up with his terrified hostage, he once again finds himself a wanted man . . .

Prison can change some people. But has it changed James Bishop?


About the Author

Jason Dean was born in South London in 1966. He spent many years as a graphic designer before turning his talent to writing and deciding to write the kind of American thrillers he’d always loved to read. He lives in Thailand with his wife and is currently working on his third James Bishop novel.


By Jason Dean and available from Headline

The Wrong Man

Backtrack


ONE

James Bishop put on his sunglasses and got out of the silver Toyota Camry. He didn’t say anything to the driver. There was no need. He shut the door, adjusted his leather jacket and checked his watch. 09.12. Then he turned and headed north along Main Street at a steady stroll. Neither fast nor slow. As though he had some specific destination in mind, but wasn’t in any rush to get there.

Which was true enough to a point.

It was a warm Tuesday. Warm for early May, anyway. The sun was out, but there was also a cool breeze to take the edge off. Good spring weather. Even better when you were experiencing it outside a prison cell. Almost nine months since Bishop had gotten out and the novelty of walking around in fresh, pristine air still hadn’t entirely worn off.

Parked vehicles already lined both sides of the street, but Bishop saw little actual traffic. Scratching his beard, he looked around as he walked and counted six other pedestrians. The town of Louisford, here in eastern Pennsylvania, was still in the process of waking up. Most of the stores were either still closed or just opening. That was one of the things Bishop liked about small towns. That casual indifference towards scheduled hours.

But there were also plenty of places that opened on time, day in, day out. Banks. Post offices. Franchise stores. Especially the franchise stores. They took customer care a little more seriously. Like the small Starbucks over there. Bishop could already see a small queue of people inside, waiting at the cash register for their morning caffeine fix.

But it was a franchise of a different kind that Bishop was heading towards. The one situated at the end of the street about two hundred yards away.

Bishop saw an elderly local coming his way, led by a black Labrador on a leash. The guy nodded a ‘good morning’ to Bishop, who smiled and nodded back. Once they’d passed each other, Bishop immediately lost the smile and carried on walking until he reached his destination seventy-two seconds later.

The cheque-cashing store was one of hundreds operating under the Standard Star umbrella. Most offered cash advances, too, but Bishop knew Pennsylvania was one of fifteen states that had either outlawed payday loans or capped the excessive interest rates to such an extent that there was no profit in it. Which probably made the banks happy, at least.

Bishop stood looking through the windows for two seconds before turning back to the street. Long enough for the interior to be imprinted on his mind in every detail.

It was still the same.

This branch had a row of four partitioned counters behind bullet-resistant glass and an ATM near the entrance. Closed circuit cameras in the ceiling covered each counter. A pair of customers – a bald, middle-aged guy and a young blonde woman – were being served at two of the counters. Following a rash of cheque-cashing store robberies over the past six months, the owners had obviously felt the need for a uniformed security guard, too. He’d been standing next to the ATM. Bishop figured late fifties. Overweight with a prominent pot belly. Probably a retired cop. Holstering an old service Walther 9mm and clearly bored beyond belief.

Bishop used a hand to brush the dark hair away from his eyes and checked the street. Empty of traffic now. He looked at his watch again. 09.14. Time to go to work.

He removed his sunglasses before pulling a pair of thin leather gloves from his pocket and slipping them on. As he reflected on how it had come down to this, he recalled a lesson that had been drilled into him more than once in the Marine Corps: that anybody’s life can turn on a single event. It was true. He’d experienced one of those events already, and wondered if he was about to again. If he did, he’d have nobody to blame but himself.

Well, too late to worry about it now, he thought. Besides, I’ve got no other choice.

Then he walked over to the entrance, pulled the door open and stepped inside.


TWO

Bishop paused just inside the door. The guard watched him and gave a welcoming nod. Public relations at work. You can wear a gun, but be nice to potential customers or you’re gone.

Bishop walked over. He put a frown on his face as though he wanted to ask a question, but wasn’t sure whom to ask. The guard watched him approach. Once he’d closed the distance, Bishop turned so the cashiers couldn’t see, leaned in and pulled the .357 Smith & Wesson from his waistband. Jamming the five-inch barrel into the guard’s ample midsection, he said, ‘You know what this is, so don’t do anything dumb. They don’t pay you enough.’ At the same time, he used his right hand to unlatch the guard’s holster and pull out the Walther.

‘Hey,’ the guard said, wheezing. ‘Are you crazy? You can’t do this.’

‘I am doing it,’ Bishop said, sliding the magazine out one-handed and stuffing it in his pants pocket. He also ejected the chambered round and saw it land on the floor. ‘Relax and keep your voice down. A couple of minutes from now, this’ll all be over.’ After checking to make sure the guard carried no extra ammo, he placed the Walther back in the guy’s holster and said, ‘What’s your name?’

‘My name?’

‘Yeah, your first name. What is it?’

The guard looked at him like he’d lost his mind, but Bishop noticed he’d stopped wheezing. ‘Randolph,’ he said.

‘Is that Randolph or Randy?’

‘It’s Randy to my friends. To jerks like you, it’s Randolph.’

Bishop smiled. ‘Okay, Randolph. Now I figure you’re the one holds the keys to the front door, right?’ Bishop already knew this was so, but wanted Randolph to get in the habit of answering his questions. Simple psychology, but it made things easier in the long run.

‘Yeah,’ Randolph said.

‘Good. What say we go over and lock it so nobody else walks in. Right now.’

Still keeping his back to the cashiers, Bishop walked slowly with Randolph to the entrance and watched him pull a key chain from his utility belt. The guard picked a key, inserted it into the lock and turned it a hundred and eighty degrees clockwise. ‘It’s locked,’ he said.

‘Not that I don’t believe you,’ Bishop said, ‘but try pushing the door for me.’

Randolph pressed a hand against the frame. The door didn’t move.

‘Good,’ Bishop said. He took the keys from the guard’s hand while he studied the street outside. Still empty except for the occasional vehicle passing by. ‘Okay, Randolph. Let’s go over to the counters now.’

Randolph turned and Bishop stayed at his back as they walked towards the rear of the store. Bishop quickly stooped down to pick up the extra round he’d dropped as he passed. He didn’t want Randolph getting any ideas. When they were a couple of feet away from the counters, Bishop said, ‘Walk over to the first counter and just stand there.’

He waited as Randolph did as he was told, watching the two cashiers’ faces. The woman serving the bald guy was the first to notice something was wrong. The eyes behind her glasses grew wide when she saw Bishop. She said something to her male colleague, who was in conversation with the woman customer. The man immediately stopped talking and stared at Bishop with his mouth open.

‘Okay, everybody,’ Bishop said. ‘Hands where I can see them. I’m here for the company’s money, not yours. So no heroics.’

The two customers jumped at his voice and turned round. The blonde woman saw the cannon in his hand and took a sharp intake of breath. The bald guy said, ‘What? Hey, wait a minute. I ain’t even—’

‘Everybody relax,’ Bishop said, cutting him off. ‘This’ll soon be over and then you can all go back to your normal lives. But right now, I want you and you,’ and he pointed the gun briefly at the two customers, ‘to stand over there with Randolph and just be quiet. I’m calm right now, but if you play up I’ll get angry and you really don’t want that. And keep your cell phones in your pockets. They make me angry, too.’

Bishop watched the woman nudge the man. Then they both shuffled to the left and stood next to Randolph a few feet away.

‘Don’t worry,’ Randolph said. ‘Everything’ll be fine. Just do what he says.’

The bald guy snorted and just looked at him. ‘You kidding me, Randy?’

‘No, he’s not,’ Bishop said. ‘Now shut up.’

He stepped forward and faced the male cashier at the third window. Placing the revolver in plain sight on the counter, he glanced at his name badge and said, ‘You stay right there, John. Don’t move.’ He turned to the bespectacled woman, noted her name badge and said, ‘Leanne, I want every note in the place except singles. You’ll put them in a bag fast as you can and when you’re done you’ll pass it through to me. Got that?’

Neither cashier moved. Neither of them said anything. Bishop knew they probably felt safe as houses behind the thick wall of glass. And that the only reason they weren’t running out the back was because of the two customers on this side. He also knew one of them had already triggered a silent alarm somewhere, but he’d planned for that.

Bishop tapped the gun barrel against the glass and said, ‘Leanne, the only thing separating us right now is a three-quarter-inch thick layer of polycarbonate. You know why they call this glass bullet-resistant and not bullet-proof?’

Leanne’s eyes were orbs. She swallowed and gave a small shake of her head.

‘It’s because they don’t want to get sued for false advertising.’ He tapped the glass with the barrel again. ‘Now this is a .357 Magnum loaded with light-grain, 125-gram hollow-points. And the main advantage of using a light-grain round is it travels a lot faster than a normal bullet. Fast enough to zip right through this glass like it was rice paper. I’ve seen it happen. Which means there really isn’t anything separating us at all. Randolph, I’m guessing you were a cop once. Convince Leanne I’m not making this up. I don’t want to have to give John here an extra eye to prove my point.’

Randolph said, ‘He’s not making it up. Get the money.’

Neither cashier moved. They were probably still in shock. Bishop needed to get things moving. He tapped the barrel against the glass again. ‘Three,’ he said.

He paused. Tapped again. ‘Two.’

Pause. Tap. ‘One.’

John suddenly came out of his trance and said, ‘No, don’t. Please.’ He turned to Leanne. ‘Quick. Get him the money.’

Bishop watched Leanne jump off her stool and look round the room. She knelt down, picked something off the floor and came back with a small canvas sack. Then she started rummaging around under the counter and sorting through notes.

‘When you finish here, Leanne, don’t forget to get the rest from the manager’s office out back. I’m sure he’ll help once you fill him in.’

Leanne nodded as she worked and Bishop turned to look at the three in the corner. He ignored their stares and checked his watch. 09.17. It changed to 09.18. Then he heard the sound of sirens. Two vehicles, it sounded like. And not far away. Maybe three or four blocks at most.

‘Faster, Leanne,’ he said, and then heard the sound of a horn out front. He turned and saw the silver Toyota right outside. The driver, Sayles, was behind the wheel looking back at him, moving his head back and forth like a rooster. Then he looked behind as the sirens got louder. Sayles beeped the horn once more. He stared at Bishop for a long moment. Then he shook his head, revved the engine and just took off.

Without expression, Bishop watched him disappear. Sayles was there, then he wasn’t. Just gone. Bishop allowed a long breath to escape from his lips.

The sirens were getting much louder now. Probably already at the next block. Looked like from here on in he was on his own. Bishop stared at a spot on the floor for a moment and then at the three people in the corner.

Well, not alone, exactly.

He focused on the woman. Early twenties. Very pretty, if pale. Five-six, slim, with straight blond hair down to her shoulders and large blue eyes. Wearing a long-sleeved baseball shirt and jeans. Gold band on the third finger of her left hand.

She must have felt his gaze on her. She turned her face from the direction of the sirens and stared at him. Bishop thought she looked plenty scared.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

She paused. Swallowed. ‘Sonja Addison.’

Bishop heard the screeching of tyres in the street outside and then the sirens cut out entirely. He turned and saw flashing red lights reflected in the store windows opposite, but that was all. Turning back to the girl, Bishop reached into his back pocket. He pulled out a set of nylon flex cuffs and said, ‘Okay, Sonja. Step over here.’


THREE

‘Leave her the hell out of this,’ Randolph said, taking a step forward. ‘You want a hostage, take me instead.’

Bishop raised the gun. ‘Real decent of you, Randolph, but you’d only slow me down. And you can stop too, Leanne. That money won’t help. Sonja, come over here now.’

The girl looked up at Randolph, said, ‘Thank you, anyway,’ and then slowly walked towards Bishop. He thought she already looked resigned, as though she’d expected nothing less at this point.

‘You’re making a big mistake, pal,’ Randolph said. ‘That lady’s—’

‘Oh, my God,’ someone said at Bishop’s right.

Bishop turned and saw a red-haired man entering the cashier’s room behind John and Leanne. He wore a short-sleeved shirt and tie and had a cell phone in his hand. Bishop knew this was the store manager. Probably come to see what all the noise outside was about. He was gaping at everybody in turn, but his gaze finished up at the gun in Bishop’s hand.

‘You missed all the fun,’ Bishop said. ‘But for now, lose that phone and keep your mouth shut like the rest of these good people. I don’t want to hear another word from anybody unless I ask a direct question.’ He waited as the guy placed the cell on the floor, then said, ‘Okay, Sonja, put one of these loops around your left wrist and pull the slack so it’s tight.’ He waited as she did as instructed, then said, ‘All right, now put your other hand in the second loop.’

Sonja slipped her right wrist through and Bishop put the gun in his waistband and used both hands to tighten it. But not too much. He let go and Sonja dropped both hands to her waist. Holding the gun again, Bishop turned to the counter she’d been standing against and saw a Mexican-style shoulder bag by the window.

‘You keep your car keys in there?’ he asked.

Sonja nodded.

Keeping his eyes on her, Bishop reached in and rummaged around. Then he pulled out a key ring with four keys attached to it. The worn leather fob had a Ford logo in the centre. ‘What model, how old and where’s it parked?’ he asked, tucking them in his pocket.

‘It’s a fifteen-year old Mustang,’ she said. Her soft voice only wavered a little. ‘Just out front and to the right. About four or five cars down.’

Bishop nodded. He knew where it was. ‘All gassed up? Don’t lie.’

‘Tank’s three-quarters full, I think. Please don’t hurt me.’

‘I won’t if you do what I say,’ Bishop said. ‘Take these.’ He handed her Randolph’s keys. Then he turned her so she was facing the entrance. He put his right hand on her right shoulder and felt her flinch at the touch. His left hand pressed the barrel of the gun against her neck. Up close, he could smell the apple conditioner she’d used this morning.

‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘Slow and easy, understand?’

‘Yes,’ she said, and began walking slowly towards the front of the store.

Crouching a little, Bishop matched her, step for step, until they reached the door. He looked through the glass and saw two white Crown Vics parked at angles in the middle of the street. One on either side of the store. Behind the one on the left he saw the heads and shoulders of two male deputies. One held a handgun aimed at the storefront, the other a twelve-gauge Mossberg pump.

Bishop turned to his right. Two more behind the second car. Male and female. Similarly armed. The guy looked to be Bishop’s height. Six, six-one, maybe. Beefy, wearing a moustache. His partner was crouched behind the front fender. Dark-haired, from what he could see. Bishop guessed there’d be others covering the rear. And this was just the beginning. More would come. Further back, a number of people were lining the streets to watch the spectacle. Bishop waited as the cop with the moustache reached into the car, pulled out a bullhorn and brought it to his mouth.

‘You in there. This is the police. We have you surrounded, front and back. Throw out your weapon and exit the store with your hands up.’

Bishop felt the girl stiffen at the amplified words. ‘Not very original, is he?’ he said into her ear. ‘Use the large black key to unlock the door and then push it open. Slowly.’

Sonja looked down and then chose the same key Randolph had used. She inserted it in the lock. Turned it counter-clockwise until it stopped. Then Bishop moved with her as she leaned forward, pushing the door open as far as it would go. Fresh air wafted in. It seemed a hell of a lot warmer outside than he remembered. Or maybe it was just him. But he was impressed with the girl’s composure so far. She was a lot calmer than she had any right to be.

He put his mouth to her ear and said, ‘Tell them your name, that I’ve got a gun pointed at your head and that we’re coming out now.’

Sonja took a deep breath and yelled, ‘Please don’t shoot. My name is Sonja Addison. This man has a gun at my head. He says we’re coming out now.’

Bishop looked further down to the right and saw the dark blue Mustang parked next to the kerb about a dozen yards past the Crown Victoria, pointing north.

The cop placed the bullhorn on the roof and aimed his gun at Bishop. ‘Let the woman go and drop the weapon, mister. Now.’

Ignoring him, Bishop said, ‘We’ll walk to your vehicle now, Sonja, but we’re gonna do it sideways with you in front of me. Like a couple of crabs. Don’t worry, they’re not about to shoot you to get to me.’

‘Look, maybe if you just—’

‘Don’t talk,’ Bishop said. ‘Start walking now.’

He nudged her forward until they were both outside, then Sonja began edging herself towards the Mustang. Bishop mirrored her movements exactly, like they were dance partners. He kept the gun at Sonja’s neck all the way, his head behind hers. He didn’t need to see the cops to know they were there. All he cared about was getting them to the Mustang. Twenty feet away now. Fifteen.

‘I won’t warn you again, mister,’ the cop shouted. ‘You’re just making things worse. Drop the piece. Now.’

Bishop said nothing. Just kept edging his way to the vehicle in tandem with Sonja. He knew the cop was bluffing. There were witnesses all around. Five feet to go. Then three. Then two. When Sonja came to the passenger door, she stopped. So did Bishop. He reached into his pants pocket, found the car keys and handed them to her.

‘Unlock the door and open it.’

‘I don’t know if I can,’ she said. Bishop could feel her body trembling. Her hands shook too, jangling the keys. Delayed shock. He’d seen it plenty of times before.

‘Take a deep breath, then put the key in the lock. Don’t think about anything else.’

Bishop waited patiently as she took several deep breaths. Then, after some fumbling, she inserted the key on the second attempt. She unlocked it and pulled the key out. Then she grabbed the handle and pulled the door open.

‘Good,’ he said, manoeuvring them so their backs were to the cops. ‘Now we’re gonna get in together. I’ll be keeping the gun on you as I slide into the driver’s seat, so make sure you stick close. Ready? Go.’

Clutching Sonja’s shoulder tightly, Bishop ducked down and pulled them both inside in less than a second. He slid himself over to the driver’s side, holding on to her all the way. ‘Reach over and pull the door shut,’ he said.

Keeping the gun at her side, he watched Sonja lie across the passenger seat, stretching her arms until her fingers touched the inner door handle. She got a good grip and pulled it until it clicked shut. Then she sat back up again, her body close to his.

‘Now start the engine for me.’

Sonja stared into his light blue eyes, her expression blank, then took another deep breath before inserting the key in the ignition. She turned it and the engine caught immediately. Bishop pressed the button to lock the doors and stepped on the gas, watching as the tachometer needle swept over to the right. The engine still sounded smooth, despite the high mileage. It was a standard 3.8 litre V6 with a manual stick shift. Not as powerful as later models, but a definite improvement over the ’80s version. That had been a bad decade all round, but especially for Mustangs.

He checked the side mirror and saw the deputies had moved to the other side of their vehicle for cover, the other two joining them. In case Bishop decided to pop off a few shots to slow them down. But he had no intention of doing that. He wasn’t an idiot.

Pulling his safety belt across, Bishop said, ‘Move over and buckle up.’

He watched as she edged over and used both hands to pull the belt over herself. Once he heard the click, Bishop stuck the gun into his waistband and pushed the gear stick into second. Then he swung the wheel to the left and stepped hard on the gas.


FOUR

The Mustang screeched away from the kerb and took off like a dog let loose from a trap. As he gained speed, Bishop checked the rear-view and saw the beefy cop back there yank open the door of his vehicle and get in. He was already backing up as his female partner jumped in the passenger side. Bishop heard sirens and then saw flashing lights.

Soon, they became dots in the distance. But they wouldn’t be for long.

Bishop changed gear and checked his speed. Fifty. Sixty. Seventy. The roar of the engine soon overrode everything else. The Mustang wasn’t pretty, but it could sure move. He still had to put some space between them, though. Time was against him now. Everything was against him now.

He glanced at his passenger. She was staring straight ahead with wide eyes, her lips set in a straight line. Her face was white and she looked as though she’d rather be anywhere else but here. Join the club, he thought. At least she was quiet. Bishop faced front and saw the road was clear ahead. Houses and trees sped past in a blur. A few vehicles passed by, heading back towards town. Soon it was just trees and forest on either side. Farm country.

And about a quarter mile behind him were the tootsie-roll lights. Right now, they’d be calling for back-up. Aerial as well as ground units. That would take time. But how much? No way of telling. Bishop was already up to ninety when the road began a long, slow curve to the left. He kept his speed steady and lost sight of the police lights behind him. Once the road straightened out again he saw the State Route 4022 intersection coming up ahead. As he approached, Bishop tapped the brakes, brought them down to forty-five and swerved left into the two-lane road without stopping. Luckily, there was no traffic. Just empty road. Fields and farms on either side. He began picking up the pace again and soon saw the cruiser make the same turn. Still a quarter mile behind him. That was good. As long as they got no closer.

Bishop covered another mile without them gaining. Two miles. Then, in the distance, just before Jacob’s Cemetery, he saw what he wanted. The turnoff for the second leg of State Route 125, the heavily forested road bikers came from all over the state to ride. Mainly for its steep mountain climbs and its legendary, blind hairpin turns. He slowed as he approached, then took the right turn and increased his speed again on the straight. Sixty. Seventy.

Dense forest began surrounding them on both sides. A pick-up passed by, going south, closely followed by a convoy of four motorbikes. The cops were still back there behind him. The road began to ascend gently as he entered the Appalachians. A low guard rail lined the right side of the road now, protecting drivers from the steep drop-offs on that side. If you could call something that only reached your knees protection. After a couple more miles he saw the road take a sharp left turn up ahead. Slowing to twenty just before the turn, he negotiated the car round it before speeding up again. Then two more bikes whizzed by. Followed by a FedEx truck. Then more empty road. Bishop took them back up to seventy.

By the time he slowed down for a sharp right up ahead the cruiser still hadn’t appeared in the rear-view. He slowed to twenty-five, took the bend and was halfway round when he felt the rear end slide to the left. Sonja cried out and reached out to grab the dashboard for balance. Bishop ground his teeth as he steered into the slide, then shifted down into second and felt the tyres gain purchase again. Careful, boy, careful. Once he came out of the curve safely, Bishop kept pushing, pushing, pushing. Sixty. Seventy. Eighty.

This section was on a gentle descent and acceleration was easy. Almost too easy. Cliff face at his left. Guard rail at his right, followed by a sheer drop into the forest ravine below. He glanced at the rear-view and saw empty road. No cops yet. He knew he was making good time on the corners. Then he downshifted as he saw the yellow sign ahead. Another arrow at a right angle. This one pointing left. A blind hairpin turn. One of the worst.

Then he saw the turn, with the guard rail following it round. Beyond it were trees and a drop to nothingness. This time he reduced his speed down to twenty again. He kept his eyes focused on the few feet of black asphalt directly in front of him, gripping the wheel until his knuckles were white. But there was no time to waste. Halfway round, he pressed down hard on the accelerator again and by the time they shot out of the hairpin they were moving at over forty miles per hour.

Sonja suddenly raised her cuffed hands and screamed.

Directly ahead, a massive eighteen-wheeler was heading right for them down the centre line. Wide enough to take up both sides of the road. And only fifteen feet away from them.

Less.


FIVE

Deputy Louise Fletcher held on to the dashboard as her partner, Deputy Garry Cavanaugh, carefully steered them through the bad hairpin turn. Every cop in the area hated this road. And this was the reason why. As soon as they were facing the straight, she saw what lay ahead and shouted, ‘Stop!’

Cavanaugh jammed both feet on the brakes and the Crown Vic immediately jerked to a halt. They both stared at the scene in front of them.

‘Holy shit,’ Cavanaugh said.

An eighteen-wheeler had stopped almost twenty feet away, the cab turned at an angle to the long box trailer it was carrying. The long stretch of road behind it was empty. For now. Fletcher watched wide-eyed as the truck driver ran over to the missing sections of guard rail and peered down into the ravine below.

At the Mustang.

Without a word, Cavanaugh pushed his door open, jumped out and ran over to join the young driver, a heavily built black man in a baseball cap. Thinking quickly, Fletcher slid over into the driver’s seat and carefully backed up until she was on the other side of the hairpin. So Richardson and Baynard, following half a mile behind, wouldn’t smash right into the back of them. She switched off the siren, too. The flashers she left alone.

Then she got out and ran back towards the broken guard rail, where the truck driver and Cavanaugh were standing at the edge, looking down into the gorge. She was only a few yards away when she heard the sound of the gas tank exploding below. Cavanaugh and the trucker jerked their heads back at the concussion and then Fletcher was alongside both men, looking down through the trees. A hundred and fifty feet below, Fletcher saw the smashed-up remains of the blue Mustang they’d been pursuing lying amongst the foliage. A moment later the wreckage was completely obscured by flames and smoke.

Fletcher searched for a way down, but there were no handholds and the drop was too steep. Impossible without proper equipment. And that wasn’t likely to arrive any time soon. Fletcher pulled the two-way from her belt as a second explosion shook the air. The truck driver lost his balance and fell back to the ground.

As she put a call in to Jean at Dispatch, she saw Cavanaugh look back at her briefly and shake his head. They both knew it was hopeless. But she still requested an ambulance ASAP, and told Jean to notify the fire department three towns away. Then she turned back to see the young driver looking up at both of them as though only just noticing he wasn’t alone.

He raised the visor of his baseball cap and said, ‘He was just there, officers. I mean, deputies. He just came out of nowhere, going way too fast. Then he must have seen me and just lost . . .’ The guy shook his head and looked at the ground. ‘Oh, Jesus. He was going too fast. There was nothing I could do. He just . . . Oh, man.’

‘You see anybody get out?’ Cavanaugh asked, looking down at him.

The driver kept shaking his head as he slowly got to his feet. ‘I didn’t see nobody, man. He just swerved and went right over. Jesus, he was just going too fast and I pressed down on the brakes. What else could I do?’

Fletcher shook her head as she watched the smoke rising into the air. ‘Nothing, sir. Nothing at all.’


SIX

‘How long before we can leave?’ Sonja whispered from the passenger seat.

Bishop removed the wig that had been annoying him for hours and dropped it on the dash. Brushing a palm back and forth over his buzz cut, he sat back and let out a deep breath as the adrenalin left his system. ‘Not too long. Once they take our driver’s witness statement, they’ll let him go. An accident scene like this, they’ll want to get this rig moving before it starts blocking traffic.’

‘God, I hope so,’ she said, still shaking. ‘Just knowing the police are a few feet away scares me half to death.’

‘Try and relax. They’re seeing exactly what we want them to see.’

‘So am I finally safe from him?’

‘Well, you’re officially dead. Or you will be in a few days. I figure you can’t get much safer than that.’

Sonja looked at him without smiling. ‘I thought we really were dead a couple of times back there. My car never handled that good before.’

‘That’s because your car’s currently at the bottom of that ravine where we planted it earlier. We’ve been preparing this one for weeks to make it as identical as possible to yours, then swapped them last night while you were asleep.’

She leaned over and checked the speedometer. ‘The mileage is all wrong and I never even noticed,’ she said. ‘Not even when I was driving into town this morning.’

‘You had other things on your mind, I guess,’ Bishop said, turning to watch the large shape of Luke Shelton at the rear of the trailer.

He was carefully arranging the crates of soft toys back there until they reached all the way to the roof. After all this hard work and effort, Bishop thought it would be pretty sloppy to get caught out by a routine inspection. God, after all, was in the details. Luke worked fast, just like he had when he’d guided the Mustang inside. The truck hadn’t actually been moving towards them, of course, although it had seemed that way at first glance. Hence, Sonja’s scream. It had merely been idling. Waiting for Bishop. As soon as he’d come out of the hairpin turn, he’d steered the car precisely through the thin gap between truck and guard rail. Once through, he’d performed a 180-degree handbrake turn and seen Luke at the rear of the truck, waving him in. Bishop had then quickly guided the vehicle up the ramps and inside, after which Luke retrieved the ramps and shut the rear doors after them. The whole thing had gone like clockwork. But then, after all their practice runs, it wasn’t surprising they’d got it down to a precise science.

Bishop removed the .357 from his waistband and placed it in the glove compartment. It joined the Swiss army knife he’d used to cut Sonja free from the cuffs. Then he adjusted the rear-view mirror. His pale blue eyes focused on the lower part of his face as he slowly peeled off the fake beard and moustache.

Sonja turned to him. ‘What if they check the dental records of . . . of the girl in the car? You know, with our regular dentist?’

‘Then they’ll find definite proof that the burnt female body down there is one Sonja Addison. We took the trouble to switch your dental X-rays with hers a while back, so don’t worry.’

She gave a nervous laugh. ‘Sorry, I’m just . . . I still can’t believe this is actually working out.’

Bishop turned to her and smiled. ‘Now might be a good time to start believing it.’

She nodded reluctantly and faced front again. Bishop studied her profile for a moment, thinking back to the chance encounter three weeks ago that had started all this. He’d been waiting at a stop sign just outside Louisford when her Mustang had bumped into the back of his BMW. It was a ten-year-old model he’d bought last year, using some of the money the city of New York had paid out for his wrongful imprisonment. He’d been racking up the already high mileage by driving aimlessly across America, trying to figure out what he wanted to do next, when Sonja had entered the picture.

There was barely any damage to either car, but Sonja just went to pieces like the world had come to an end. It was puzzling. She didn’t seem crazy or anything. Just very highly strung. And scared. After managing to calm her down a little, Bishop drove her to a snack bar and made her drink something hot. He wasn’t in any rush to get anywhere, and her behaviour interested him. After an hour of talking about everything except her problem, she finally came out with it. Slowly at first, then it all came in a rush.

She talked about her lawyer husband, Carl, and the daily beatings he inflicted upon her, both physically and mentally. She described the gruesome methods he used to keep her in line, and why she only wore long-sleeved shirts these days. But mostly she talked about how impossible it was to escape. Carl would either kill her, or go to the ends of the earth to find her. And he had plenty of influential friends to help him. For years, every local cop had known that if they had a legal problem they could retain Carl Addison’s services for next to nothing. He believed in supporting his local police force. Which meant he was owed a lot of favours.

She also told Bishop how she’d recently overheard telephone conversations that convinced her Carl was also in the pocket of some big drug dealer over in Reading. That had earned her a major beating that resulted in a broken collarbone. She still had the bruises. After that, Bishop hadn’t needed any more convincing. At the tender age of twenty-three, she was far too young to have to face that kind of fear every day. That she also reminded Bishop of someone he knew who’d been in a very similar situation just made his decision that much easier. And that situation had ended very badly because of him. He felt that by helping Sonja he might atone for a past mistake that haunted him to this day.

Bishop wasn’t the impetuous type, though. Never had been. He did plenty of research of his own before committing himself. He’d learned the value of on-the-spot reconnaissance from his time back in the Corps, where accurate intel could mean the difference between life and death. Even more so when he entered the close protection business a couple of years after his discharge. In this case, before he did anything, he needed to be absolutely sure Sonja was on the level. He researched her whole life. Bishop’s occasional girlfriend, Jenna Falstaff, had even chipped in to help by utilizing her unique information-gathering skills. In the end, everything Sonja had told him checked out.

That he still had that open offer of contract work for Equal Aid, the non-profit organization dedicated to helping victims of violence, had given him momentary pause for thought. They would have snapped up a case like this in no time. And financed it. But Bishop’s bitter feelings towards the man behind the organization were still too strong for him to make that call. Besides, he wasn’t exactly short of money right now. He could afford the expense.

He turned and saw that Luke had finished with the crates. It looked good from this side. He’d made them three deep, so they wouldn’t topple over during the journey back to New York. Luke was sitting on one of the spare crates, looking as though he’d rather be anywhere else. To be honest, Bishop didn’t really want him here, either, but he’d needed a team he could trust for this and he didn’t have that many to choose from. Fortunately, Jenna’s brother, Ali, had been only too glad to help after the business last year. He still felt he owed Bishop for his sister’s safe return after an old nemesis of Bishop took her hostage. With himself taking the truck driver role, Ali’d then persuaded Luke and another pal, Leon Sayles, to fill the other parts. One thing was for sure, though, Bishop wouldn’t ask them again. As far as he was concerned, any debts Ali and Luke felt they’d accrued had been paid in full.

Sonja broke into his thoughts and said, ‘Can I ask where you got the . . . you know?’

Bishop smiled. ‘The bodies? They were already dead, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

She gave a half-chuckle. It was a nice sound. Soft, but genuine. Bishop wondered how long it had been since anyone had heard it.

‘I guessed that much,’ she said. ‘I was just wondering, that’s all.’

‘City and hospital morgues are full of Jane and John Does. You wouldn’t believe how many. Usually overdose victims, like our friends back there. And if you do your research, you’ll usually find an attendant who’ll take a bit of extra cash to turn the other way for five minutes. And maybe fudge the records a little, too. That answer your question?’

She wrapped her arms around herself and nodded once.

‘While I think about it,’ Bishop said, ‘you better hand over that ring. A break like this has to be clean. Just the clothes on your back and nothing else. That includes jewellery.’

‘It’ll be a pleasure,’ she said and twisted the gold band a few times until she was able to ease it over the joint.

As she handed it to him, Bishop noticed part of a silver chain at the neck of the baseball shirt. ‘The necklace, too.’

Sonja placed a hand over her chest. ‘Don’t make me give this up. Please.’

‘Why?’

She pulled it out and held the talisman in her palm. It was a small silver pentagram set within a circle. Five lines of equal length joined together to create the simplest regular star polygon. Bishop had always felt a certain satisfaction in its symmetrical perfection.

She said, ‘My mom gave me this when I was six, after my dad died. She told me it’s supposed to protect the owner from evil.’

‘Didn’t really do its job, then, did it?’

‘Well, you’re here. So who’s to say?’

Bishop could have argued the point, but didn’t. Most people needed to believe in something outside themselves. Even if it was only a good luck charm. He reached over and turned the piece over, studying it closely. When he was sure there were no special inscriptions or markings of any kind, he dropped it back in her palm. He figured there must be millions of these things in circulation, so where was the harm?

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘This you can keep.’

‘Thank you.’ She placed it back under her shirt. ‘So from now on, I’m Selina Clements, right?’

‘Right. Start thinking of yourself under that name and keep practising your signature until it feels totally natural. Then once we get to the city, Ali, our driver, will finish up your new IDs and get you in the databases. Tomorrow, we’ll start the drive to your new apartment in Arizona. Only you and I will know about it. The first six months’ rent has been paid to get your started, but after that it’s down to you.’

‘We’re not flying?’

Bishop shook his head. ‘Too many screening checkpoints and security cameras in airports these days. I don’t want to risk your face ending up on a TSA database so soon after your death. Besides, the journey will give you some time to start planning the new life you got ahead of you.’

She leaned her head back against the seat rest and shivered again. ‘A new start,’ she said quietly. ‘Now there’s a scary thought.’


SEVEN

Five weeks later, on a bright June day, Bishop was at the house on Staten Island, raking the last of the new gravel across the backyard and making sure it was all evenly laid out. The two-storey home had been passed down to him and his sister, Amy, after their parents’ deaths over twenty-five years ago. But it hadn’t been used much since and had fallen into partial disrepair. Amy had no use for it and had made it clear the place was all his if he wanted it. So a fortnight ago, he’d finally taken on sole ownership. After placing the BMW in hibernation in the garage, he set to work making the place habitable again. Whether he planned to stay there was another matter, but it was always good to have roots somewhere. And the property taxes were minimal. For the moment, he was just enjoying the physical labour and the good weather. And trying to convince himself he wasn’t just marking time.

As he worked his thoughts returned to Jenna. With all the recent driving he’d barely seen anything of her the last few months, and not for lack of trying on her part. It hadn’t escaped his attention that she’d begun to cool off a little in recent weeks either. Not that he could really blame her. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. There sure wasn’t anything wrong with her. Just the opposite, in fact. She was smart, beautiful and funny. And totally trustworthy. She’d proved that from the moment they’d met last year. With the whole world against him, she was the only one who’d believed in him. The only one. He knew he’d have to sort his head out and make a decision soon, though. Jenna wouldn’t put up with the situation for too much longer. In fact, for all he knew, it could already be too late.

The vibration of the cell phone against his leg broke him out of his reverie. He leaned the rake against the wooden fence, reached into his pants pocket and pulled it out. It wasn’t a number he’d seen before, and he had a good memory for those kinds of things. Photographic, or to give it the proper term, eidetic.

He took the call and said, ‘Yes?’

A woman’s voice said, ‘Who am I speaking to, please?’

‘This is Bishop,’ he said. Her voice had sounded fairly young. He guessed early forties, but it was hard to tell with women. ‘Your turn.’

‘Well, we haven’t met, but my name’s Michelle Gardiner. Does that mean anything to you?’

Bishop didn’t have to think about it for long. He knew Sonja/Selina’s mother was called Michelle. And Gardiner had been Selina’s maiden name before she got married to Addison. ‘Yeah, it does. What can I do for you, Ms Gardiner?’

‘Please call me Michelle.’

He walked over and sat on the concrete stoop in front of the kitchen door. ‘So how can I help you, Michelle? And how did you get this number?’

‘My daughter gave it to me. She’s the reason I’m calling.’

‘Uh huh. Tell me, how many letters are there in your daughter’s first name?’

There was a pause. Then she said, ‘Six.’

Which instantly told him Selina had been in contact with her mother since her relocation. Even though Bishop had advised her not to for at least a year. That could be bad. Just how bad, though, he still needed to find out.

‘And how have you been keeping in touch with her, Michelle?’

‘By public phone. We arranged the system before the . . . well, you know.’

‘Tell me,’ he said.

‘Well, I gave her the number of a payphone near me. We arranged a day and a time for her to call me there, very soon after she moved away. The day after, in fact.’

‘Go on.’

‘We talked about things. You know, about what you did to help get her away from him. About . . . well, everything, really. Except her new address. We both knew that would be a bad idea. Then at the end, I gave her the numbers of four more payphones in my area. She said she’d call the fourth number at the same time the next week from a different payphone.’

Watching a couple of kingbirds land on the apple tree in the Robinsons’ backyard across the way, Bishop nodded to himself. Not a bad system. Fairly random. Not perfect, of course. Nothing was these days. But not bad. Not bad at all. Both mother and daughter had obviously given this plenty of thought.

‘So that’s what she did,’ he said.

‘Yes. Then at the end, we made a date for her next call. May 16. She said she’d call the third number next time, but from a different payphone.’

‘And did she?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘That second conversation was the last one we had. That was almost four weeks ago and I’ve been a nervous wreck ever since. That’s why I’m calling you. I’m convinced my daughter’s gone missing and I don’t know who else to turn to.’


EIGHT

Bishop pulled the door open and entered the crowded diner. He looked round and immediately picked out Michelle Gardiner. It wasn’t difficult. For a start, she was the only woman there on her own. But mostly, it was because she was so clearly an older version of her daughter.

She’d asked Bishop to meet her in this place off Easton Avenue in Somerset, New Jersey. Not far from where she lived. She was sitting at a booth in the corner, next to the window. She’d obviously seen him emerge from the cab outside and now gave him a sad-looking smile as he walked towards her booth.

‘Michelle,’ he said and sat down opposite. Straight away, he could see she was just as attractive as her daughter, but in a more subtle way. Blond hair cut to the same length, but in a different style. Bishop added a few years to his initial guess. Late forties, probably. Similar facial features too, but with added lines and bags under her eyes. She clearly hadn’t been sleeping much lately. She wore a long-sleeved V-neck shirt and jeans. But no jewellery. Not even earrings.

‘And you must be Bishop,’ she said. ‘Even if you hadn’t told me what you’d be wearing, I’d have recognized you from my daughter’s description. She was very complimentary.’

Bishop gazed out the window. ‘She should look beneath the surface more often. That’s what got her into trouble in the first place.’

‘Well, she’s still young,’ she said. ‘What can you do?’

Bishop turned back and saw she was looking down at his right hand. Or more specifically, the missing part of his pinkie finger. Since he really didn’t want to get into the specifics behind it, he said, ‘You’ve known all along, haven’t you? About Selina’s vanishing act, I mean.’

She nodded and took a sip from her coffee cup. The hand holding it wasn’t too steady. ‘Son— Sorry, Selina and I have always had a very close relationship. We became even closer once she married that Addison creep and I became her only outlet. So yes, she kept me up to date with how you were helping her, although she didn’t really go into details.’

‘And nobody else knows?’

‘There isn’t anybody else, Bishop. Just her. And me.’

‘No boyfriend or partner in the background?’

She gave him that sad smile again. ‘I’ve lived alone a long time. I find . . .’

Just then, a waitress appeared at their table and handed Bishop a menu. He handed it back to her without looking at it and asked for a black coffee without sugar. Once she was gone, Michelle continued, ‘I had a hard time finding someone who could live up to Selina’s father after he died. And over the years I’ve gotten used to my independence. I’ve come to like it a lot. Although I have to admit, I could have really used somebody to talk to recently.’

‘Because you think Selina’s missing.’

‘I’m sure she is. She wouldn’t go almost a month without contacting me, Bishop. She just wouldn’t.’ She sighed and used two fingers to rub at her temple. ‘Another damn headache. It seems I get one every day now. These past few weeks, I swear I’ve been steadily going out of my mind. I can’t talk to anybody about it. I can’t call the police, for obvious reasons. And I can’t raise the kind of money detective agencies charge. And what would I say, anyway? I don’t know what to do.’

The waitress came back, placed a mug on the table and filled it with coffee. Then she refilled Michelle’s and went away again.

Bishop took a sip, made a face, and put it down again. ‘So the obvious question is, why didn’t you call me sooner?’

‘Because I lost the number. Or I thought I had. I wrote it down on a scrap of paper, see, and then forgot all about it until I actually wanted to call you. That was about two weeks ago. I searched everywhere and thought I’d thrown it out with the garbage by mistake. I almost went crazy trying to find it.’

‘Selina didn’t give you my name?’

Michelle shook her head. ‘No, she was adamant about that. Said you were deadly serious about security and she respected that. I practically had to force your phone number out of her. And then this morning, I finally found the note lodged at the back of one of the drawers in my work desk. You can’t imagine how relieved I was.’

Bishop could imagine, all right. He felt the same way. He’d called Selina a few times during the first week to make sure she was settling in okay and then decided to let her be, knowing she’d phone him if she had any problems. He’d planned to check in with her again later this week, but that wasn’t good enough. They’d been out of contact for almost a month now. If not for Michelle, he’d still be in the dark about this. Angry at his own lapse, he moved his cup in a circle and said, ‘Look, I know she’s your daughter, but has it occurred to you that Selina’s a highly attractive single woman in a town where nobody knows her? I mean, she wouldn’t have to work too hard to open up her social life if that’s what she wanted. And it could be she’s found herself a job already.’

‘She has,’ Michelle said. ‘Our last conversation was only a brief one, just an update really, but she said she’d been doing some waitressing at a local diner. You know, until she figured out what she really wanted to do. She said it was tiring, but she sounded happy she was doing something.’

‘There you go. So she’s working a shift. Meeting people. Maybe she’s met up with someone who’s taking up what time she’s got left over. It happens.’

She gave him that sad smile again. ‘I know what you’re saying, and yes, that’s possible. But she’d stay in contact somehow. I just know she would. The bond between us is too strong. I was the only one she could turn to when she was with him, and that only made us closer. I can’t make you believe me, but I just know something’s wrong.’

Bishop said nothing. Just looked down at his coffee and took another sip, despite how it tasted. He did believe Michelle, that was the problem. If Selina had kept her mother in the loop till now, she wouldn’t then cut her out all of a sudden. Not without a damn good reason. It would go against everything Bishop knew of her character. Which meant something or someone had prevented her from doing so. And was still preventing her. But without further information, the possibilities were endless. He needed to narrow those possibilities down to probabilities, then go on from there. And not just for Michelle’s peace of mind, either.

He sat back and, without warning, found his thoughts returning to Laurette Chounan. The girl he’d failed to protect thirteen years before. And the main reason he’d decided to help Selina with her problem.

During Bishop’s final year of military service, his FAST unit had been stationed in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, for something called Operation Fairwinds. They were there to provide security for the Navy Mobile Construction Battalion and the Air Force engineers tasked with repairing roads, hospitals and schools in the area. It was tiring work and the days were long, hot and unforgiving. One evening, Bishop, knowing his men needed a night away from the base, had taken them to one of the few decent bars in the area and it was there he first saw Laurette. She was drinking with a bunch of her girlfriends. He watched her for half an hour before she finally spotted him and smiled back. Then he introduced himself and they began to talk. She was very pretty, with skin of the darkest brown and light green eyes. The kind of eyes that promised the earth. Later that very night, she delivered on that promise.

After that they began to see each other whenever they could. Bishop was soon smitten with her, and she with him. They were a good match in almost every department, not just the physical. He’d even started to think about his imminent discharge and how that might affect their relationship. Maybe he’d get serious with her. It wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility. They were both still young. And when you were young, the possibilities were endless.

Then, after a month, Laurette just disappeared. Vanished. Bishop couldn’t find her anywhere. If anybody in her apartment block knew where she was, they weren’t talking. It didn’t stop him. He searched every place he could think of. He tried all their haunts, questioned all her friends, and got absolutely nowhere. He was getting more desperate with each passing day, when a week later she turned up again. At first she wouldn’t let Bishop into the apartment, and then when she finally relented he saw why. Her face and body were covered in ugly cuts and bruises, and her entire left arm was in plaster.

It took a while, but Laurette finally gave him the name of the man responsible. Jean-Robert Develaux. An old boyfriend and ex-gang member who still thought he had unrestricted access to her whenever he felt in the mood. She pleaded with Bishop to let it go, told him she was just grateful Develaux hadn’t used a knife on her. His specialty, apparently. Her pleas were wasted on Bishop. Every part of him wanted to pay this Develaux a personal visit, and soon. But Laurette had no idea where he lived any more.

It took Bishop a few days of asking questions around town, that’s all. Money usually gets you the answers you want in most parts of the world. Port-au-Prince was no different. He finally tracked Develaux down to a tin-roofed shanty a few miles outside Cité Soleil, one of the worst slums in the western hemisphere. Once night came, Bishop, disguised in a ski mask, broke into the two-room house. Then he just waited.

Develaux showed up at three in the morning, wasted to the gills, with a girl on his arm. Bishop immediately knocked him out, then pushed some money into the stunned girl’s hands and told her to leave. She didn’t need much persuading. Thirty minutes later, when Develaux regained consciousness, Bishop calmly and systematically beat him to a pulp. He used only his hands and made sure no part of Jean-Robert’s body was left untouched. Then he broke both of the man’s wrists for good measure. He told Develaux, in rough French, that if he ever went near Laurette again, he’d cut off his dick, or worse. Then he left.

That was his biggest mistake. Leaving Develaux alive.

Three weeks later, Laurette paid the price for that mistake.

They’d reverted to seeing each other fairly regularly once more, but after several days without any contact, Bishop got a bad feeling and found his way into her apartment. The first thing he saw was all the dried blood everywhere. Then he saw what was left of her body and face. It was barely recognizable as human. He knew straight away that Develaux had made her last moments on earth as painful as humanly possible, no doubt relishing every second of her agony.

Bishop closed off his emotions and felt himself turn cold. From then on, he devoted every off-duty moment to locating Develaux again. The old shanty was a washout, as he knew it would be. But there were other leads, and he followed all of them. Two months later, he finally found him alone in a run-down, fly-ridden third-storey apartment close to the harbour. He broke in silently, then used Develaux’s own knife to do what he should have done three months before, making sure the murderer experienced exactly what he’d put Laurette through. And then, once he felt he’d got the point across, he slit the ruined thing’s throat from ear to ear and calmly watched its remaining life seep into the floorboards. Bishop didn’t particularly feel proud of what he’d done, but he was satisfied with the end result. One less piece of shit in the world was no bad thing.

But it didn’t bring Laurette back. Or rid Bishop of the guilt he felt over her murder. He wasn’t sure anything ever would, until Selina came along and unwittingly offered him a chance of absolution. In his own mind, at least.

As he slowly came back to the present, he noticed Michelle frowning at him from across the table. She said, ‘Please tell me what you’re thinking, Bishop.’

He said, ‘I’m thinking I need to go pay your daughter a visit.’
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