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      I won’t tell you how old I am, but I’ll give you a clue: the first record I bought was “She Loves You” by the Beatles. Back then I lived in England, and 45 rpm singles cost six shillings and eight pence, exactly one-third of a British pound, which was a substantial but feasible sum for a boy in my position. LP records were a different story. There was something called retail price maintenance—essential government support, or evil price-fixing, depending on your political persuasion—that made an LP’s price exactly thirty two shillings and fivepence ha’penny. Way, way more than I could afford. I could have mowed my whole neighborhood—if it had had any grass—and still come up short. LP records were strictly for birthdays and Christmas, two a year. But I loved them. The smell, the feel, the sleeves, the shiny vinyl, the tiny shimmering grooves. And the music.

      Then, late in the Sixties, a couple of record companies came out with samplers, both loosely from the world of progressive rock. Full size LPs, proper sleeves, the smell, the feel, the grooves … twelve tracks, maybe two from bands I had heard of, plus ten others I had never heard of. All at the amazing price of seven shillings and sixpence!  Just ten pence more than a single!  I was all over them, naturally. And they were wonderful. I was introduced to many, many bands that I love to this day.

      That’s what you’ve got in your hands right now.

      A sampler.

      We’ve included three writers you might already know, and thirteen more you’ll soon come to know. Total, sixteen stories, with introductions to the new writers from veterans with about a thousand years in the business between them. How’s that for value?

      The three familiar names are Allison Brennan, Ken Bruen, and Duane Swierczynski. Allison is the new poster girl for success, proving yet again that talent is always enough. Ken is a cult fixture, and has been for years—and will be for years more: to look at him, you might think he’ll keel over any minute, but when you know him, you realize he’ll outlast everybody … well, maybe not Keith Richards, but it’ll be close. Duane is in the early stages of what will be a stellar career. Some people just have what it takes, and Duane has more than his share.

      The new guys—in order of appearance—are Brett Battles, Robert Gregory Brown, Bill Cameron, Toni McGee Causey, Sean Chercover, J.T. Ellison, Patry Francis, Marc Lecard, Derek Nikitas, Gregg Olsen, Jason Pinter, Marcus Sakey, and Dave White. I’ve gotten to know most of them quite well. They’re quality people, and quality writers. But they’re more than just thirteen nice guys and thirteen new names. They’re a … what?  A cooperative, a group, a band of ruffians, smart enough to join forces in an organization they called Killer Year. The idea was to make some noise and generate some buzz. And it worked. (Why else would all those veteran bestsellers write their introductions?  Not because they were getting paid, I assure you.)  My friend M.J. Rose has contributed an essay to this book that explains the context better than I can. And my friend Laura Lippman has written a coda to sum the whole thing up.

      Which leaves me to say just once more: this is a sampler. I think you’ll enjoy these stories—they’re all excellent, and some of them are just plain great. If you agree, bear this in mind: short stories are far, far harder to write than novels. So if you like these guys’ stories, check out their novels—I promise you, they’ll be to die for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE CLASS OF CO-OPETITION

          

          BY M.J. ROSE

        

      

    

    
      The point of this collection of stories is to thrill you, the reader. And no one expects you to care that the publishing biz is in dire straits. But to appreciate the spirit in which this collection of stories came together, it helps to understand something about the where the publishing industry at this point in time.

      With margins low, distribution costs rocketing, limited or no marketing budgets for all but the top 15% titles, and little major media interest in all but the biggest authors, book sales drop a little more every year and fewer and fewer authors can live off of their fiction efforts.

      Ours has become a risk-averse industry that more and more puts all its eggs in the same baskets year in, year out: a few brand-name authors yet there are more than 1000 novels traditionally published every month.

      These days even some of the biggest and the best authors will attest that their job is as much selling as it is writing, because the support they get from their publishers is no longer enough to spread the word among booksellers, let alone readers. Authors hiring outside publicists and webmasters, buying additional advertising, subsiding book tours, not just talking about marketing but doing something about it… all these things are no longer the exception but the rule.

      You might think, because of all this, that there’s an every-man-for-himself attitude among writers, each one trying to outfox the other for limited ad dollars, blog reviews, special events or promotions. Yet one group of writers who routinely practice back-stabbing, larceny and murder is doing the opposite, working together to promote each other’s books.

      In the fall of 2004, International Thriller Writers—ITW for short—was created at a mystery and suspense book conference called Bouchercon. Our goal was to celebrate the thriller, enhance the prestige and raise the profile of thrillers, create a community that together could do more—much more—than any one author or even any one publisher—could for the genre.

      Now ITW, with more than 500 members who have more than 2 billion books in print, is changing the rules for how books are sold, marketed, and how writers work together.

      Superstars have rolled up their sleeves to work alongside mid-list and debut novelists to apply some fresh thinking to a stale industry.

      And nowhere is that spirit of co-opetition more evident than in this book. The authors who have contributed to this collection are in essence in competition with each other if you look at the statistics, that the average “avid” reader only buys 2.5 books a year.

      And yet this smart, savvy group of debut authors came up with a plan to make the give fresh verve and energy to the clichéd phrase ‘strength in numbers.’ They’ve turned it into ‘creativity in numbers.’

      To support these debut authors, ITW offered to mentor the Class of 07 because we recognized our same spirit in them: a group of writers willing to band together and help each other rather than view each other as competition. To do something different. And to do it right.

      We wanted to help—not just because we were so damned impressed with the creativity of the idea but also because once upon a time—be it twenty-five years ago or last year—each and every one of ITW’s members was a debut novelist.

      And most of us remember every single difficult step of that process.

      For some of us, that means remembering the people who helped us.

      Or that there was no one to help us.

      And how isolating that was.

      Wouldn’t it be great if ITW as an organization could help the debut authors who are going to be the future of our genre?

      So over the summer of 2006, the full ITW board of directors approved the idea to adopt Killer Year 2007 and take some of the tough work out of being a debut by helping each author through their baptism by fire into the publishing world.

      Lee Child, Jeff Deaver, Tess Gerritsen, Gayle Lynds, David Morrell, Jim Rollins, Anne Frasier, Douglas Clegg, Duane Swierczynski, Cornelia Read, Harley Jane Kozak, Allison Brennan, Ken Bruen, and Joe R. Lansdale all signed on to be mentors.

      This idea of cooperation among potential rivals is a variation on a theme we’re beginning to see in other places on the web, from group blogs to social networking sites like MySpace or cultural hotspots like YouTube.

      For an industry losing readers to video games, movies, digital cable, blogs, and a creeping apathy about books, it seems a no-brainer.

      But, as ITW member and author Tim Maleeny said about the program, “it’s no small irony that it took a bunch of writers who probe the darkest side of humanity to see the light.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 PERFECT GENTLEMAN

          BY BRETT BATTLES

          INTRODUCED BY JAMES ROLLINS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I first encountered Brett Battles’s work in his debut thriller The Cleaner. The book landed on my doorstep one early afternoon. I glanced at the opening page, figuring I’d read a few pages, then go about with my day. Instead, hours flew by, and the entire book was devoured in one sitting. The best word I can use to describe his writing is addictive. Razor-sharp prose bites deep, cuts to a raw nerve, and leaves you wanting more . . . and more again. Here’s a taste of his work, a short story titled “Perfect Gentleman,” a small glimpse into a major new talent. So enjoy the story—a tale of murder and revenge in a remote corner of the world—and you’ll soon be lost . . . lost and forever craving more. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.

        –James Rollins, New York Times bestseller of Map of Bones and Black Order

        

      

      You won’t like me.

      Whatever. I’ve stopped caring.

      I’m not a bad guy, but you’re not going to believe that. People like you never do. You hear about what I do. You see how I live. You think, sleaze or deviant or something like that. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m all those things. I certainly don’t think God’s waiting for me to show up at his front gate.

      Again, it doesn’t matter. This isn’t really about me, is it? It’s about Joseph Perdue.

      Now there was a guy you really hate. A real asshole. But you people only choose to see one side of him. You made him out the hero. Someday you’ll probably call him a martyr for the cause. For the American way. That’s what happens to the dead, isn’t it? No one cares about the truth.

      I remember the first time he came into the bar.

      That’s not really surprising. I remember every time someone new comes in. It’s part of my job. First, I need to make sure the guy (they’re always guys) doesn’t look like an obvious problem. If he’s too drunk or too belligerent or has got a bad rep, I point them to another bar and say they got a special show that night, and he shouldn’t miss it. Works every time. If he doesn’t seem like he’ll be a problem then I size him up, figure out how much we can expect to get out of him, and what he might be looking for.

      On the evening Perdue came in, the usual pop crap was blaring out of our far too expensive sound system. Occasionally I’ve been known to sneak in an old Skynard album or Dark Side Of The Moon by Pink Floyd. God, I love that album. But the girls always protest, and I seldom make it through “Speak to Me” before I have to flip back to Christine Aguilera or Gwen Stephani or the Gorillaz. When Perdue walked in, I’m pretty sure the song playing was “Perfect Gentleman” by Wyclef Jean.

      Perhaps I should have taken that as a sign.

      It was a slow night, a Tuesday. Our big nights are Thursdays, Fridays and Mondays—the first two because around here everyone is ready to start the weekend a little early, and Mondays because that’s when we hold our weekly body painting contest. Nothing like some florescent paint, some beautiful young women, and a few fluorescent black-light tubes to fill up the place and bring in the cash.

      Event evening or not, we still had a full complement of girls, somewhere between twenty and thirty at the beginning of the shift. That number would depend on how many girls were sick, how many had found someone for an extended absence, and how many just didn’t show up.

      No idea what our exact total was that night. I do know that Ellie was there. She was up on the stage with five or six others grinding away. But I’ve gotta say, whenever Ellie was on stage, it was as if she were dancing alone. That was her power. She was a superstar. The killer bod and the killer personality and that killer something that wouldn’t allow you to take your eyes off her.

      You don’t get a lot of superstars. Maybe one or two per bar. Ellie was our one.

      In strip bars in the States, the girls had routines, elaborate moves choreographed to the latest hip-hop favorite. But not here.

      Of course, my place isn’t really a strip bar. And it’s nowhere near the states. It’s in Angeles City in the Philippines. Perhaps you remember Clark Air Force Base? Used to be the biggest U.S. base outside of the States. The old main gate is only a couple miles from the door of my bar. But then there was Mt. Pinatubo erupting ash over everything, and the Filipino people threatening to erupt in anger if the U.S. didn’t finally withdraw.

      We withdrew.

      Well, the government did. Us ex-pats, we stayed. And over the years, we’ve been joined by more.

      This is the part where you realize you hate me. Yeah, my bar is one of those kind of bars. A go-go bar. At my place, you can watch them dance, buy them a drink, talk to them, and then take a girl out for the night or for a week if you want. You just gotta pay the bar fine, and it would be nice if you tipped the girl after.

      And this is the part where I tell you I take care of my girls. I try not to let them go out with jerks—it happens, but not as much as it does at other bars. I do what I can to protect them. I tried to keep them out of too much trouble. I know it won’t matter, but there are a hell of a lot worse Papasans around than me.

      So go ahead and hate me, but the business will still be here. The guys will still come. And so will the girls. Because for them the money’s better here, and there’s always a chance they might get taken out of the life to live in Australia or the UK or America.

      Perdue, if I remember correctly, glanced at the narrow stage—more like a runway running down the center of the room back then before I remodeled—then took a seat in an empty booth on the far side.

      He wasn’t alone for long. That’s not why people come to the bars in Angeles City. They come for the laughs, for the cold bottles of San Miguel beer, but most of all, they come for the brown skin girls, so willing and available.

      A couple of my waitresses in their uniforms of tight pink hot pants and white bikini tops approached him together. Only half interested, I watched the encounter, still unsure if the guy was one of those who was only gauging the talent and would soon be leaving, or was someone we could milk a few pesos out of, maybe even hook him up for the night.

      One of the waitresses, Anna, giggled while the other one, Margaret I think, looked over in my direction and said something to our new guest. Perdue looked at me, then removed a wad of bills from his pocket and handed a couple of notes to each of the girls.

      Now I was intrigued. Guys usually didn’t pay for anything the moment they arrived. What happened next surprised me even more. Perdue got up from his booth and walked around the stage to where I sat at the bar.

      He nodded at the stool next to the one I was sitting on. “May I?”

      “Please,” I said.

      “Thanks. I think the view’s better from over here.”

      Indeed it was. Superstar Ellie with the do-me-now looks was swaying back and forth less than ten feet away.

      “Joseph Perdue.” He held out a thin, rough hand.

      “Wade Norris,” I said.

      His grip was stronger than I expected. Whoever Perdue was, he was more powerful than he let on.

      “You American, too?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Ohio. Columbus.”

      “Never been there. I’m from Wyoming, myself.”

      “Yellowstone?” I asked. It was the only place I knew in Wyoming.

      He smiled at me. “Nah. Laramie. Cowboy country.”

      Anna walked over and handed Perdue a San Miguel, then set a cup on the bar behind him with a slip of paper inside noting the beer.

      He held his bottle out toward me. “Cheers, Wade.”

      I obliged by clinking the bottom of my bottle against the bottom of his. We both took drinks, his deeper than mine.

      “I hear you’re the Papasan. You run things.”

      Run would be a good word for it, I thought. I wasn’t the owner. He was thousands of miles away in the Netherlands. But I was the decision-maker, and gatekeeper.

      I shrugged, then said, “You enjoying Angeles?”

      “Seems pretty nice. But, you know, all these bars around here seem pretty much the same. You all got the neon, the mirrors with all the names painted on them, the big bells. The only difference I can see is the girls. Some places have a better group than others.”

      I couldn’t argue with his assessment. There are over a hundred go-go bars in Angeles City, all offering pretty much the same thing: pre-recorded music and liquor and women.

      “So how does ours rank?”

      “About average.” He nodded toward Ellie. “Except for her. She brings your score way up.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. The fish was circling the bait. Now all I had to do was hook him.

      While Perdue took another drink, I caught the attention of Kat, the bartender. With a quick, almost undetectable motion, I indicated our new customer’s interest in our superstar. Less than a minute later, Ellie had made her way off the stage and walked across the room to where we were sitting.

      “Hey, Ellie,” I said. “How you doing?”

      “I was getting hot,” she said. She pulled at her bikini top, like she needed to get air between the flimsy fabric and her C-cup breasts. She looked at Perdue and smiled. “Who’s this?”

      “Another Yank,” I said. “Joseph Perdue.”

      She held out her hand and gave him a look even the most disinterested man would be hard-pressed to resist. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ellie.”

      “Hi, Ellie,” Perdue said. Instead of shaking her hand, he kissed it, the whole time his eyes never leaving her face.

      I knew the deal was done then, and twenty minutes later, I was proved correct.

      “He wants to pay bar fine, papa. What do you think?” Ellie asked me. She and Perdue had moved to the booth he’d occupied when he’d first arrived. Now she had walked back over to me alone while her potential boyfriend for the night waited.

      “He seems all right,” I said. “What do you think?”

      “I think he has money,” she said.

      “Then, by all means, have a great night.”

      It didn’t surprise me when Perdue came in the next night and bar fined her again. And I wasn’t particularly shocked that he’d decided to bar fine her not just for that evening but for the rest of the week. The fish had not just swallowed the hook, but the hook and the line and the rod. Ellie was a hard one to resist.

      Of course, the deal was good for everyone. I was happy to collect the cash. Ellie was happy to be out of the bar for more than just a few hours, and was definitely happy about her cut of the bar fine. And Perdue, presumably, was happy to be spending time with a beautiful girl at least twenty years younger than he was.

      Honestly, after that night, I thought I wouldn’t see the guy again. I figured he’d probably bar fined her for the remainder of his trip and when she came back to work, it would mean he was on the long flight home to the U.S. But two days later, he showed up in the middle of the afternoon.

      It was Friday, but we wouldn’t really get busy until after dark. At the time, we only had two customers, so the day shift girls—about half as many as I’d have on that night—were huddled together in clicks talking or sitting alone texting their boyfriends, both foreign and Filipino, on their mobiles.

      I had only been there about thirty minutes, but as usual, my ass was glued to my favorite stool at the bar. If anyone else ever tried to sit there, Kat or one of the other bartenders made them move. “Papa Wade’s chair,” they’d say.

      When Perdue came in, he took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust from the bright sunshine outside to the dim interior, then spotted me and walked over.

      “Alone?” I asked.

      “Ellie said she had to run home to take care of something. I’m meeting her at Mac’s in an hour.”

      Mac’s was the main restaurant in the district everyone ended up in. But Perdue didn’t sound happy about it. In fact I’d say he was pretty annoyed. But I didn’t push. My job was to make the customer feel as good as possible about his time in Angeles. Getting into the middle of a relationship between one of my girls and her honey ko was never a good idea. Unless, of course, it was because he was treating her badly.

      Whether you believe it or not, we’re a family. And a hell of a lot better one than those most of my girls had grown up in back in the provinces. We watch out for each other. We’re there when times are good or times are bad. We know enough to give each other room when we need it, when to let hope simmer and not discourage it, and when to snap each other back into reality—albeit our reality—when we had to.

      But what we really have to do is be careful not to crush the dream. In this make-believe world of faux love and real sex, it’s the dream that keeps a lot of the girls going. It’s the chance that maybe, just maybe, the guy they’ve got temporarily wrapped around their finger might fall for them hard. Maybe they can get him to spend his entire vacation with them. Maybe they can get him to call them, and email them, and send them money after he’s returned home. Maybe—and this is the big one—maybe he’ll even marry them and take them away from the islands.

      It happens all the time. Only with thousands of girls working the business, a few a month leaving for better lives is a small percentage. Still, the dream is there. And I have always been careful not to get in the way of even that narrow chance.

      “So you been having a good time?” I asked.

      I figured the only answer could be yes. He would have sent Ellie back by now if he wasn’t.

      “Took her down to Manila yesterday. Had a little business to deal with. Thought she might like to do some shopping.” Finally, Perdue cracked a smile. “I guess I was right.”

      I laughed. Take one of the girls shopping, and she’d stay with you for free. It was their religion, but one they seldom indulged in unless it was on someone else’s dime. “So I’ll take that as a yes.”

      The smile slipped again. “For the most part.”

      We drank in relative silence as the perpetual soundtrack of Justin Timberlake and Robbie Williams, and even vintage Spice Girls played on, only at slightly reduced afternoon levels.

      “Can I trust you?” Perdue asked.

      I looked over at him, a knowing grin on my face. “Of course,” I said.

      It was my standard answer. Truth was, I already knew what he was going to tell me. It was going to be some variation on “Ellie’s not like the other girls,” or “I haven’t slept more than an hour at a time since I took her home,” or “Do you think you can meet someone special at a place like this?” They were all a prelude, a set-up to talking oneself into believing he’d fallen in love. Perhaps Ellie had actually found her ticket out of town.

      But even as the thought came to me, I questioned whether it would really pan out. After you’ve worked here as many years as I have, you get a sense of the guys. And my sense of Perdue was that he wasn’t looking for a wife.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “Can I trust you?”

      I lifted up my beer. “You can tell me whatever you want. It’ll just be between us.”

      For a few seconds, I thought he wasn’t going to say anything. He leaned toward me. “I’m Homeland Security,” he finally said, his voice barely audible above the music. In fact, it was so low, I wasn’t sure even I heard him right.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Homeland Security. You know what that is, right?”

      I’d been living in the Philippines since the late nineties, and hadn’t actually set foot Stateside since before 9/11. But with CNN international and the large, American ex-pat community—most of whom were former military—you couldn’t help knowing a little bit about what was happening back home.

      “That’s, like, anti-terrorism, right?”

      “That’s just part of it. But, yeah, that’s our main focus.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I mean, we get all types in the bar. Maybe he was trying to impress me. Homeland Security, it did sound important. Maybe I should have been impressed. But I wasn’t.

      “I’m here looking into a few potential rumors. We want to neutralize any problems before they develop.”

      “‘Neutralize’?” I repeated. I think it might have been the first time I’d ever heard it used like that in conversation. “That’s why you’re in Angeles? Or why you’re at my bar?”

      “The Philippines,” he said. “Mainly in the south. Two months now. I came up here for a little relaxation.”

      Now we were back on familiar territory. “Glad we could help you with that.”

      The corners of his mouth went up and down in what I could only guess was a quick smile. “When I was in Manila yesterday…” He let the words hang as he took a sip of his San Miguel.

      “On your business,” I offered.

      He nodded. “On my business. I heard something disturbing. It came to us through a very dependable source. But you know how these things are.”

      No, actually. I didn’t. And I had no idea why he was even telling me any of this. But he was the customer, so I wasn’t about to stop him. Besides, it wasn’t just the girls who fell into a routine. Someday I could tell this story to my other Papasan friends. They’d love it. The secret agent confesses all to Papa Wade.

      “Seems there might be trouble here in Angeles,” Perdue finally said.

      I almost laughed out loud. Terrorism? Here in Angeles? Gangs, yes. But terrorists? Something that would concern the government of the United States of America? Not possible.

      “I think maybe your source is screwing with you,” I said.

      “That’s what I thought, too,” Perdue said. “But I did a little checking this morning, and now I’m not so sure.”

      “We’ve never had any of that kind of trouble. And I’m sure we’re not about to either.” I suddenly had no desire to continue talking about this. I didn’t want to know. I was happy with my beer and my girls and my life. Terrorism was a problem for somewhere else.

      “Yeah, well, they didn’t have that kind of trouble in Bali before, but we all know what happened there.”

      That stopped me.

      Bali was the thing someone always threw out on those rare occasions when conversation turned to terrorism. And Bali scared the shit out of me. That had been in 2002. Two bombs at nightclubs in the tourist district. A couple hundred people died. All of us in Angeles knew at the time it could have just as easily happened in front of one of our places. And then, over weeks and months, we forgot about it, pushing it out of our minds, and returning to the belief it could never happen here.

      “I’m not sure you should be telling me this,” I finally said.

      Perdue leaned in. “I’m telling you this for a very good reason. I need your help.”

      “My help?”

      “I got a name and a picture from my source in Manila. He’s been involved in kidnappings and executions in the south, but it appears his comrades have ordered him to set up shop here in your part of the country. The funny thing is, when I saw the picture, I knew I’d seen him recently. Here.”

      “In Angeles? It’s a big city.”

      He shook his head. “On Fields Avenue.” Fields is the main street that runs through the bar district. “I want you to look at the picture. Tell me if you recognize him.”

      I could feel a bead of sweat growing on my brow, not unusual for hot and humid Angeles City, but definitely unusual in my bar where I kept the AC on all the time so it was always comfortable.

      Perdue reached into his pocket, and pulled out a photograph. He handed it to me.

      “Well?” he asked.

      I looked at the picture. It was fuzzy, like out of focus. To me, and I’m not an expert at this, it looked like the picture had been taken from a distance using a zoom lens.

      The subject was a man. A Filipino. I guessed anywhere from twenty-five to thirty. He was sitting on a motorcycle facing the camera. His brown skin looked extra dark, probably from spending too many daylight hours in the sun. Other than that, there was nothing to distinguish him from a couple hundred other guys who drove motorcycles in the city.

      “I don’t know,” I said, honestly. “Could be familiar, but it’s not a great photo.”

      “His name’s Ernesto De La Cruz, does that help?”

      Acting is a big part of being a Papasan. You’ve got to always be happy, always on. You’ve got to act like the jokes your patrons are telling you are really funny. You’ve got to pretend that there’s never a bad day on Fields Avenue.

      So when I heard the name and looked at the picture again, I didn’t flinch.

      “Never heard of him,” I lied.

      Perdue looked at me, a stupid little smile on his face, his eyes on my eyes. It was like he knew I was lying, like he was waiting for me to take it back and tell him the truth.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t know him.”

      He hesitated for half a second more, then broke off his stare. “You keep that picture. Maybe you can show it around. See if any of the girls know who he is. But don’t tell anyone I’m looking for him.”

      “And if someone does know who he is?”

      Perdue picked up his beer. “See if you can find out where he lives.”

      “I don’t know if I want to get in the middle of anything here.”

      “You’re a good American, right?”

      I didn’t respond right away. I didn’t like the direction this was going, but when he cocked his head and narrowed his eyes, I said, “Sure.”

      “Then finding out where he lives isn’t going to be a problem, is it?”

      “I didn’t say I could find out.”

      “I have faith in you.”

      After he left, I asked Kat for a match, then burned the photo. I wasn’t able to relax until the last of the image blackened, then turned to ash.

      I knew who Ernesto De La Cruz was. He was a local. Helped me out sometimes at the bar—washing glasses, stocking beer, that kind of thing when one of my regular guys needed a day off. He was a good kid. Smiled a lot. Always respectful. As far as I knew, he’d never been south of Manila.

      A terrorist? Not even remotely possible. Of course, the moment Perdue mentioned Ernesto’s name, I knew this wasn’t about terrorism.

      Ernesto De La Cruz was Ellie’s boyfriend. And I would bet everything I own that Perdue knew that, too.

      That evening, I asked Marguerite—she was one of my girls and Ellie’s best friend—to text Ellie and tell her I wanted to talk to her. I’d trained the girls to know if they received a text like that, they were to stop by the bar at their next opportunity and see me.

      I didn’t expect to see her until the next day, and I was right.

      It was just before noon. The bar wasn’t open yet, but I was already there. Ellie knocked at the front door, and I let her in.

      “You want me, papa?” she asked once we were alone inside.

      “How is everything?” I said.

      She hesitated only long enough for me to notice. “Okay. Fine.”

      “Mr. Perdue’s treating you all right?”

      “Joe took me to Manila. He buy me lot of things.”

      “So he hasn’t hurt you?”

      There was that pause again. “No. Why?”

      “When was the last time you saw Ernesto?”

      “What?” My question obviously surprised her.

      “Have you seen him this week?”

      “No. Of course not.”

      It was a pat answer. If the girls were on an extended bar fine, the house rule was no contact with any boyfriends. The reason was to avoid exactly the problem that seemed to be developing here.

      “Ellie. Tell me the last time you saw him.”

      “Last weekend,” she said quickly. “Sunday, I think.”

      The girls were as good at lying as I was. But unlike their temporary boyfriends, I’d long ago developed the ability to know if one of the girls was telling me the truth or not.

      “When, Ellie?”

      The sparkle in her eyes disappeared as she realized she’d been caught. “Yesterday,” she said. “Joe went out for a while in the afternoon. I meet Ernesto at his place. But only for an hour. I don’t lie.”

      That had probably been around the same time Perdue had stopped by the bar. “And before that, when?”

      “The day before Joe take me to Manila.”

      “Jesus, Ellie. You know the rules.”

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Perdue must have seen you. He was asking about him.”

      “Joe wants his money back, doesn’t he?” She looked horrified. “I’m sorry, papa. I shouldn’t have seen him. I’ll pay you back, I promise.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not the money.”

      “Then what?”

      I contemplated stopping right there. I should have, but I didn’t. “He wanted to know if I could find out where Ernesto lived.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t think Perdue is a good man.”

      The true meaning of my words took a moment to sink in. When they finally did, she stepped away from me and turned for the door. “I have to tell Ernesto!”

      I grabbed her arm, stopping her. “You can’t go anywhere near Ernesto.”

      “But Joe will try to hurt him.”

      “Tell me how to find Ernesto. I’ll tell him to get lost for a few days. Maybe he can go down to Manila.”

      “You’ll do that?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Do you know when Joe’s leaving town?”

      “Monday, I think.”

      She told me where Ernesto lived, then, almost as if she didn’t want to say it, added, “He pushed me.”

      “Who?”

      “Joe,” she said. “It was late, but I wanted to go out dancing. He said he was tired. I teased him and he pushed me into the wall.”

      I held my tongue as I a surge of anger grew inside me.

      “He said it was an accident. That he was just teasing back, but he wasn’t. He pushed me. He’ll hurt Ernesto.”

      “Go to your place,” I said. “Stay there until Perdue leaves town. I’ll tell him you got sick. I’ll give him back his money if he asks.”

      “What about Ernesto?”

      “I’ll find him. It’ll be okay.”

      Only it wasn’t okay.

      Ernesto shared a room in a dingy building about a mile from Fields Avenue. When I got there, the normal chaos of a typical Angeles street had been replaced by something much more sinister.

      White vans blocked off each end of the street, but it didn’t stop the curious from walking around them to see what was going on. The real action was toward the middle of the block, in front of Ernesto’s building.

      Whatever had happened seemed to have just ended. A dozen soldiers stood near the entrance. They were wearing full battle gear and held machine guns at the ready. At first I thought they were all Filipino, but the closer I got, I realize that though they were all wearing identical dark uniforms, most of the men appeared to be either Caucasian or African American.

      My immediate thought was Americans.

      I moved with the crowd, reaching a spot almost directly across the street from the building’s entrance. I knew enough not to put myself out front, and I held back, allowing others to stand in front of me.

      After about ten minutes, two men appeared in the doorway. They were carrying a stretcher, complete with a sheet-draped body on top. By the way everyone was acting, I knew the dead man wasn’t one of theirs. And when Joseph Perdue emerged from the building a few moments later to the backslaps of his colleagues, it was pretty evident who was on the stretcher.

      Homeland Security had gotten their man.

      It was nearly 10 p.m. when Perdue showed up back in my bar. For the first time in a long time I wasn’t sitting on my usual stool. Instead I’d taken over the back booth, and left instructions not to bother me unless it was really important.

      Perdue spotted me right after he came in. He got a beer from Kat, then walked slowly back to my table, not even glancing at the girls on the stage. That was probably a good thing. While I hadn’t told any of them what had happened, most had found out Ernesto was dead through other means, and had a pretty good idea Perdue had something to do with it. The looks they gave him were nothing short of venomous.

      “How ya’ doing, Wade?” he asked.

      “Fine. You?”

      “Doing just great.”

      He slid into the other side of the booth without waiting to be asked.

      “Haven’t been able to get anything about the guy in your picture.” I figured ignorance was the best route to take.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Problem’s taken care of.”

      I said nothing.

      “Look. I’m going to be leaving town a little early. Heading out in the morning. Don’t know when I’ll be back.”

      “Have a good trip.”

      “Actually I came by to thank you. I had a great time. Lots of fun.”

      “That’s what we’re here for,” I said, less than enthusiastically.

      He took a deep swig of his beer, then set the bottle on the table. “Goodbye, Wade.” He stood up. “You take it easy, all right?”

      I shook his hand. Didn’t want to, but there was no sense in causing a scene. He was leaving town, so I wouldn’t have to worry about him anymore.

      “Have a safe trip wherever you’re going,” I said.

      “I’m heading home,” he said. “Well, D.C., actually. I’m getting promoted.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      I’d been so wrapped up in wishing he’d just get out of the bar, that it wasn’t until after he left that I realized he hadn’t said anything about Ellie. Not one word.

      Kat was the one who found her. We actually shut the bar down, and I sent the girls out in every direction. But leave it to Kat to hunt her down.

      Ellie was only a few blocks from the dorm-like room she shared with over a dozen other girls. She was in an alley—Angeles is rife with them—on the ground, her knees pulled up to her chest and her head lolled back with her mouth open. There was a long gash running from her left temple nearly all the way to her mouth. Blood was running from the wound, so I knew she was still alive.

      The story I got later was that when she heard Ernesto was dead, she went crazy. All she could think about was killing Perdue. She got a knife and went to Perdue’s hotel. The rest is pretty easy to imagine. She was no match for him. The only reason he didn’t kill her—and I’m guessing here—is because he thought damaging her would be a worse fate.

      As it was, what he had done to her in less than fifteen minutes took three operations and several months to repair. Even then it wasn’t perfect. The scar that ran down the side of Ellie’s face would always be with her. A reminder not only of Perdue, but of Ernesto.
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      “Can I ask you a few questions?” the man said.

      It was a Monday evening, and in less than an hour the place would be packed for the weekly body-painting contest. But at that moment we were only half full.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Something to drink?” Ellie asked the man. Since returning to work a couple of weeks earlier, she had asked if she could work behind the bar with Kat. Who was I to say no?

      “Just some water, please,” the man said.

      He was the nervous type, who probably felt a lot more comfortable in a suit than in the casual wear he had on at that moment.

      Ellie set a cold plastic bottle of water in front of him.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “I’m Wade Norris,” I said.

      “Curtis Knowles.” He held out his hand and we shook.

      “What can I do for you, Curtis?” I said, already knowing what he was going to ask.

      “I’m with the FBI,” he said.

      “A little out of your territory, aren’t you?”

      He smiled. “I’m just part of an investigation, that’s all.”

      “And your investigation brought you here?”

      Knowles looked around. “It is one of the more unusual settings I’ve been in. I’ll tell you that much.” He unscrewed the top of his water, but didn’t take a drink. “I’m looking into the disappearance of a federal employee.”

      “Don’t tell me,” I said. “Joseph Perdue, right?”

      “I realize someone’s already talked to you about this.”

      “You’re the third person in two months. One of the others told me Perdue’d been kidnapped.”

      “We don’t know anything for sure.”

      “He said it was in retaliation for that kid he killed, if I remember right.”

      “Terrorist.”

      “What?”

      “The terrorist he killed. Perdue had uncovered information that linked the man to potential attacks that would have happened right here on your street, Mr. Norris.”

      “Really?” I said. “Hadn’t heard that part.”

      “It was in the paper.”

      “I stopped reading the paper years ago. Too depressing.”

      Knowles removed a small notebook from his breast pocket, and opened it to one of the pages. “According to my notes, you said you remember Perdue coming into the bar twice, is that correct?’

      “I haven’t thought about this since the last time one of you guys came by. But that sounds about right.”

      “People have reported seeing him with…a woman.”

      I smiled. “So he was getting in a little fun while he was here.”

      “The woman was not someone he was seeing,” Knowles said. “Perdue was a good family man.”

      “Was?”

      Knowles paused, caught by his own words. “At this point, we believe he is most likely dead.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “We also believe he was in contact with this woman as a potential information source. One of the people we talked to thought she might work here.”

      “Get you another beer, Papa?” Ellie said.

      “Yes. Thanks.” I looked at Knowles. “She wasn’t one of ours. I remember everyone who takes one of the girls out.”

      “Everyone?”

      “It’s my

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
        
        
      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/jtellison_twotalespress_logo_transp.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png






