
  
    
      NO WAY BACK

    

    
      
        RICK MOFINA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Severn River Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      NO WAY BACK

      Copyright © 2003 by Rick Mofina.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Severn River Publishing

        www.SevernRiverBooks.com

      

      

      This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-64875-208-7 (Paperback)

        ISBN: 978-1-64875-209-4 (Hardback)

      

      

      
        
        Cover design by James T. Egan, bookflydesign.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also by Rick Mofina

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

      
        Chapter 76

      

      
        Chapter 77

      

      
        Chapter 78

      

    

    
      
        Sample of Next Book in Series

      

      
        BE MINE: Chapter 1

      

      
        BE MINE: Chapter 2

      

      
        BE MINE: Chapter 3

      

      
        Also by Rick Mofina

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY RICK MOFINA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Tom Reed Series

        If Angels Fall

        Cold Fear

        Blood of Others

        No Way Back

        Be Mine

      

      

      
        
        To find out more about Rick Mofina and his books, visit severnriverbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is for

        Ron and Mary

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        And if you look long into an abyss, the abyss also looks into you.

         

        — Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The register at the San Francisco Deluxe Jewelry Store whirred as sales clerk Vanessa Jordan slid the credit card receipt to the woman admiring the custom order she had bought.

      “Your husband is going to adore it,” Vanessa said.

      “I hope so.” Her eyes glistened. “I wanted something special for our anniversary.”

      Vanessa thought her customer was beautiful. She was wearing a tailored mauve suit, had lovely brown hair, pearl studs, a matching two-row necklace.

      “Trust me, he’s going to love this. I’d be happy to gift wrap it for you.”

      Studying the exquisite craftsmanship, the woman considered the offer when the store’s front door chime sounded, diverting Vanessa’s attention to the security monitor under the counter. The video screen showed two people waiting at the entrance. A big woman in a long beige coat standing behind a man in a wheelchair. Access through the front door required staff to activate a remote lock. The store’s guard had just left for his usual fifteen-minute break to get a bagel at the corner bakery. Vanessa followed the security procedure, scanned the other monitors, and inventoried the store: She had her customer at the cash register. Across the floor, a man in his sixties was alone, looking at watches. There was a couple in their late twenties near the engagement diamonds, cooing at rings. Through the window to the street she saw nothing unusual. Everything was fine.

      Vanessa glanced over her shoulder down the hall at the manager, a kind soft-spoken man who wore frameless glasses. He was working in the back office, which had the same closed-circuit monitors and a speaker for the front chime. Upon hearing it, he left his desk to help, nodding an okay for Vanessa to open the door. She pressed the button under the counter. The woman and the man in the wheelchair entered.

      At that moment, the customer at the counter had reached a decision. “Yes, I would like it gift wrapped. Will it take long?”

      Vanessa didn’t answer.

      “Excuse me, miss? I’d like it gift wrapped.”

      Vanessa was staring at the front door. The manager had arrived behind her, adjusting his jacket, stopping dead in his tracks.

      Once inside the store, the old man leaped from the wheelchair. The woman pushing him folded it, wedging it so the automatic door could not lock behind them. She was over six feet tall, wearing a kerchief over her thick blond hair. She had large dark glasses. Her face was smeared with layers of freakish white makeup that no longer disguised the Adam’s apple of a man as his long coat snapped open and he produced an automatic assault rifle.

      “This is a holdup! Everyone on the floor!”

      Someone screamed. The gun came alive, exploding with rapid fire, destroying every security camera including those hidden in the store’s custom-made grandfather clock and the overhead light fixtures. The clinking of debris and spent shells filled the air. The wheelchair man stepped forward, silver talons of hair reached from his fedora, huge dark glasses hid much of his face, which resembled fiery red plaster. He opened his coat to a Kevlar vest with a hand grenade clipped to each side of his chest.

      “Don’t touch any alarms,” he said to the manager, who ceased inching toward the counter.

      The shooter replaced his empty magazine, let go a staccato burst above the manager’s head. Rounds ripped into the wall, smashing an array of expensive Swiss and Austrian clocks. Then he directed gunfire at every display case glass rained everywhere. The engaged woman screamed, her boyfriend shielded her with his body under a table. The old watch shopper lay face down on the carpet, his hands trembling above his white hair. The red-faced man came around the counter, pressed the muzzle of a handgun to Vanessa’s head while shoving a canvas bag in her face.

      “Fill this with everything from the displays now,” he said, then turned his gun on the manager, thrusting a bag at him. “I know your vault’s open. I know what you have. And I want all your videotapes. Let’s go!” They disappeared into the back.

      In front, Vanessa hurried from display to display, her fingers bleeding as she swept rings, necklaces, earrings, bracelets, watches, into the bag.

      In seconds the manager returned, hands above his head. The wheelchair man was behind him, pressing his gun to the manager’s neck, clutching the canvas bag laden from the vault’s contents and security tapes. One of the grenades was missing from his vest.

      “Please don’t hurt anyone,” the manager said. “You have what you want. Just go.” The gun’s grip thudded into his lower neck, dropping him to the floor. Vanessa cried out as everyone’s attention was jerked to the front.

      Outside, a loudspeaker sounded the word “Police.”

      The red-faced man hurried from the manager to the side of the entrance window, cursing at what he saw down the street.

      “What is it?” said the shooter, darting to the window, eyeballing the problem. “Damn it!” He tightened his grip on his automatic rifle, scanned the customers and staff, assessing their situation. “What the hell are we going to do? How do we get out of this?”

      The red-faced man went to Vanessa, seizing the bag from her. “You’re done. Get on the floor.”

      He then squatted to appraise the female customer near the counter. In her thirties, well-dressed, nice figure, brown hair. Flawless skin that smelled real good as he leaned into her face to push his gun against her head.

      “Did you drive here, lady?”

      She nodded.

      “Alone?”

      She nodded.

      “Is your car near?”

      She hesitated, blinking at the black lenses that hid his eyes. The muzzle drilled hard into her skull.

      “Please don’t hurt me.”

      “Do you want to live?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is your car near?”

      “Yes.”

      The woman felt herself being hoisted to her feet, felt the gun jabbing into her back, rushing her to the door where the man opened the wheelchair, then forced her into it as she pleaded in vain. At gunpoint, he ordered her to produce her keys from her purse, then her driver’s license, registration, and insurance information identifying her car, the make, model, year, color, plate number. He snatched her wallet, surprised as he fanned her cash. He flipped through personal items, credit cards, bank cards, pausing at the color snapshot of a boy. He looked ten or twelve, brown hair like hers.

      “This your kid?”

      Tears came. She squeezed her eyes shut, nodding.

      “Where’s your car parked?”

      “Please.”

      “Where?” He thrust his gun against her neck.

      “To the left at the end of the block. This side of the street.”

      He drew his face within inches of hers. She stared into his dark glasses, seeing nothing in the blackness but the reflection of her fear.

      “Make a sound and I’ll go to your home and kill your kid. Understand?”

      He threw a blanket across her lap, the bags under the seat, then handcuffed her wrists to the armrests.

      As she felt the metal clamping hard against her skin, her mind reeled. Did she kiss her son this morning? Her husband? Tell them how much she loved them? She saw their faces. Heard their voices. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She couldn’t move her hands to brush them. This isn’t happening. It’s not real, I’m dreaming. Wake me. God, please wake me now.

      The shooter’s head shook, his blond curls jiggling. “This is all messed up, man. Don’t be a fool. We’re not taking her.”

      The handgun flew into his face, scraping his makeup-caked chin. “You’re with me. Or you’re dead. Right here. Right now. That clear?”

      “Okay, okay, it’s cool. It’s your party.”

      The red-faced man whirled, plucking the remaining grenade from his vest, holding it up. “Just like the one I left at the back.” He affixed a magnet and trip-wire mechanism to it at the front door’s inside handle. “The trip retractor sets automatically when I close this door. Open it from either side, it detonates, killing anyone within twenty-five feet.”

      They left.

      The heist took minutes. The victims remained inside the jewelry store. Glass tinkled in the aftermath. Vanessa wept softly. The old watch shopper’s hands were still trembling above his white hair. The manager’s mind blurred with worry for his customers. Grenades on the doors. Lord, help us. They took that lady. She was just buying her husband a special anniversary gift; now she is a hostage. Oh, God, please help her. Struggling to make sense of it all, the manager heard the engaged woman murmuring to her fiancé under the ruins of a display case, her words growing audible.

      “Our Father, who art in heaven⁠—”

      They all flinched at the sudden pop of gunfire coming from the street.
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      Now what do we have here?

      Waiting for the light to change, Officer Rod August saw a large, butt-ugly woman and a man with long hair and a goatee hefting a big old-timer from a paneled van into a wheelchair. The woman got behind the chair and pushed the old man down the sidewalk. The goateed man remained in the van, which was parked illegally in a red zone. No hydraulic lift, no commercial, delivery, or handicap designation on the plate or window.

      What’s wrong with this picture?

      The light changed. August eased his black-and-white SFPD patrol car forward. He pretended, from behind his sunglasses, that he didn’t catch the prison tattoos on the van driver’s arm, extending from the window with a stream of cigarette smoke. He let on as if he’d missed the tailpipe jitter of the idling engine. He memorized the California plate number.

      It never hurt to be vigilant. There’d been a spate of burglaries in August’s zone of this business strip in the Richmond District north of Golden Gate Park. Out of sight to round the block, August radioed his dispatcher to run the tag. Routine. The job was 99 percent tedium, 1 percent adrenaline.

      August yawned. The tag was probably nothing. Could be that Mr. Tattoo there was a good boy doing a good deed for Granny and Gramps. But what the hell? He had an hour before his meeting with his lieutenant to discuss his desire to detail into robbery. To move up the ranks. August had five years on the street and had developed the instincts of a detective.

      Now Billy, his son, was talking about becoming a cop, like the old man. August flipped down the visor to the small color school photograph of a blond-haired six-year-old, bright blue eyes radiating hope over a mile-wide grin missing a lower front tooth. You and me, pal. Partners. August got Billy this weekend. They were going to Big Sur, or to see a ball game, or just hang. Whatever Billy wanted. It was going to be great being with him.

      Static crackled over August’s radio.

      “Your number comes back ten-thirty from Bakersfield PD. Stand by.”

      A roller. I knew it. Stolen. Gotcha.

      “Complainant Victor Trang reported plates stolen from his 2000 Neon a week ago.”

      August came around the corner, then crept up on the parked van. Its motor was still idling. Time to go to work. He put the transmission in park, called in his location, a description of the van: a white Ford mid-1990s, and the hero in the driver’s seat whose cigarette hand was tapping the side mirror. The tapping stopped when August activated his emergency lights, hit his siren to yelp twice. He unbuckled his seat belt, then his holster, gripped his Beretta, then used his loudspeaker.

      “This is the San Francisco police. Shut off your engine and step out of the vehicle now with your open hands visible above your head.”

      Nothing happened.

      August repeated his order. Nothing happened. The side mirror adjusted. August caught a pair of cold eyes watching him. August’s game face betrayed nothing. All right, asshole. I’m not asking three times. August opened his door to shield himself as he stepped out, taking stock of the street around him. It was empty until he saw someone approaching.

      Instinct told him to call for backup. Naw, hold off. I can handle this.

      August’s radio crackled with the first report, from a barbershop, of shots being heard in the San Francisco Deluxe Jewelry Store. At that moment August recognized the wheelchair people returning to the van, which began swaying because the driver had suddenly changed his position inside.

      In that terrible instant of knowing, August’s thought process accelerated to absorb, comprehend, analyze what had befallen him, for there were now three people nearing the van.

      August’s pulse raced upon seeing a terrified woman handcuffed in the chair under a blanket, which was folded back by a breeze, revealing the canvas bags. He saw how the large woman pushing the chair had locked on to him from behind her dark glasses as the old man in the hat shot out his arm to fire a handgun repeatedly into the van at Mr. Tattoo. August’s brain commanded his body to leap back into his patrol car, call for help. The big woman was now training an automatic assault rifle on him. August heard the handcuffed woman scream, saw the muzzle fire, his windshield blossoming with round after round, felt burning sledgehammers pound his arm, his vest, wrist, shoulder, throat. Christ. The glass popping, gunfire, screams. Warm liquid flowed all over him. What was that? His body numbed. His dispatcher was calling, her voice quivering. August was gripping his open microphone as he lay in the front seat of his patrol car gazing up at his son’s face smiling down on him.
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      The police scanners sizzled at the San Francisco Star.

      The young reporter assigned to them was doing her best, deciphering codes, making calls, jotting notes as the chatter spilled over the glass walls of the small office tucked in a corner of the newsroom. Experienced listeners kept the volume low but when a story broke things got hot.

      No one knew that better than Tom Reed.

      From far across the metro section he picked up on the emotion in the dispatchers’ voices. It was a skill he’d never lost even though it had been ages since he did a shift at the police radios, the most dreaded job in the newsroom. The noise irritated the burnouts who wanted them silenced, a blasphemy to diehards like Reed. Scanners were sacred. They alerted you to the first cries for help, pulling you into a story that would stop the heart of your city. Or break it.

      Reed sensed something was up. But he forced himself to shrug it off. None of it mattered to him anymore. Today was the day he was going to quit.

      He took stock of the newsroom, the editors, deskers, reporters. At their computers, keyboards clicking, phones ringing, people taking notes, conversations flaring, large TVs locked on to twenty-four-hour news stations on overhead shelves. The smell of news and coffee in the air. Reed loosened his tie, draped his jacket over his chair, settled in.

      You’re going to miss this.

      Milestones stared at him from the half walls around his desk, a faded clipping, with the head FORMER GREAT FALLS NEWSPAPER BOY NOMINATED FOR PULITZER PRIZE. It resurrected boyhood memories of Montana, the Rockies, Big Sky Country. Crisp editions of the Trib, bulging in that bag, gray with newsprint, slung over his shoulder as he trudged the streets of his neighborhood, dreaming of becoming a big-city crime reporter.

      Next to the clipping, a snapshot.

      Reed saw a cockier, younger version of himself grinning in front of the Golden Gate Bridge with the gang from the San Francisco bureau of The Associated Press. It was his first job after college and where he broke the story on crime networks on the West Coast that got him short-listed for the prize. He didn’t win but it boosted his ego and prompted the San Francisco Star to hire him as a senior crime reporter. A dream realized.

      The yellowing tear sheets of his bigger stories layered the walls around his desk. So many. Cases that had led him into the darkest regions. The way Virgil guided Dante’s descent into hell. Headlines above Reed’s byline screamed of earthquakes, fires, executions of unrepentant killers, drug wars, blood-drinking cults, shooting rampages, babies whose corpses were found in the trash. Or worse. It was a world of pain and Reed was one of its chroniclers, on the scene each time a new horror surfaced, ensuring that an accounting of it bled in the black ink of the San Francisco Star.

      Over the years, he felt each story fracture the armor he wore as protection from the tragedies he covered. It became an internal battle to keep his distance, especially from the ones whose acts were so hideous the details never made it into print. Instead, they wormed their way into his dreams.

      When he tried to drown them with Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Sipping Whiskey, his life began disintegrating.

      In the newsroom late one night, after finishing a story about a crack-addicted bodybuilder who threw his ten-month-old daughter against a cement wall, Reed found himself confiding to the Star's religion editor.

      “You know what I cover?” Reed said. “I cover evil.”

      “Maybe you should change beats.”

      “I can’t. I thought about it. I just can’t.”

      “Then be careful. Remember Nietzsche’s caution.”

      “Yeah, what’s that?”

      “Just don’t get too close to your subject, Tom.”

      That was several years ago, when the stories grew darker and his drinking grew heavier, exacting a toll on his wife, Ann, and their son, Zach.

      He picked up the small framed photograph of the three of them, ran a hand over his face. Ann left him during that time. Took Zach and moved to her mother’s in Berkeley for a few months. He never blamed her. It needed to be done, so he could see what he’d become. And it worked. They reconciled, pulled through, re-built their lives piece by piece. Ann’s children’s clothing stores were prospering. Reed promised to leave daily news reporting within a year, to stay home and write books. But with his drinking in check, his marriage strengthened. So did his reporting and writing. He had some dry spells, he also whacked a few major stories out of the park. When he’d taken a few months off to write a book, Ann never spoke of the promise he’d made until the weekend before his leave of absence ended. They went for a Sunday drive along the coast. They walked along a rise overlooking the Pacific, Ann took his hand, entwined her fingers with his, then chose her words carefully.

      “Tom, you haven’t said it, but I feel you’re thinking about not quitting.”

      Gulls cried above them as Zach ran ahead.

      “Things are good for us now. We’re stronger. Happier,” she said. “The stores are doing well. But I’m afraid.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “That if you don’t get out now, you’ll never leave. And if you don’t leave, you’ll get too close again.”

      “Ann—”

      “Tom, you immerse yourself into the most horrible stories, until they become a terrible obsession. What you achieve for the newspaper comes at a price, and Zach and I pay it.”

      He said nothing.

      “And if that happens again, if it turns bad like the other times, Tom, I just can’t go through it. We won’t survive it.”

      The roar of the surf and salty sea breezes tumbled over them.

      He couldn’t find the words to tell her the truth, that he feared he couldn’t quit. Couldn’t quit something that deep down he believed he was born to do. Something that had chosen him. That despite the bad times, he was convinced there was a greater meaning in it all and he couldn’t stop until he found it.

      “It’s your call, Tom.”

      He searched the horizon for the right answer.

      “This week, Ann. When I get back this week, I’ll tell them I’m finished.”

      Reed set the picture down next to his computer screen.

      Across the newsroom somebody was shouting about a jewelry store. The police radios blared. Reed ignored them. An editorial assistant hurried by. “Hey, Tom, good to see you, man.”

      In the few days since his return, Reed had accepted a stream of “welcome backs” and updates on newsroom gossip, all the while not breathing a word to anyone that he was poised to quit. Three large boxes of unopened mail awaited attention on his desk. He still hadn’t gotten through it all, or his hundreds of e-mails. He hadn’t even had the chance to talk to the Star’s new metro editor, Bob Shepherd. On Reed’s first day back, they’d met for a moment. Shepherd wanted a private meeting, then got tied up.

      Reed fished out an outdated newsroom memo on Shepherd’s appointment. He had joined the Star six months after leaving the Washington Post. He’d also been a features editor at the Wall Street Journal and a metro news editor at the New York Daily News. He was a respected first-class legend with twenty-four years in the business. He knew how to break a story and how it should be written. A reporter’s dream. Too bad they wouldn’t get a chance to work together, Reed thought. He was wondering whether he should begin drafting his letter of resignation when his line rang.

      “Tom, it’s Bob. Sorry for the delay. Been having a lot of meetings. Got a little time now, if you’re clear.”

      “Sure.”

      Approaching Shepherd’s office, Reed felt his stomach twist with the final story he was about to break. The end of his newspaper career. As he glanced at the controlled chaos of the newsroom, Reed’s years at the Star blurred by. Shepherd’s door was open, he was waving him in while talking into his phone.

      “We’ve got people on it? Have a seat, Tom. Photogs? Good. Keep me posted.” Shepherd hung up, extended his hand to Reed.

      “Tom, I’m afraid I’ve only got a few minutes. My apologies. A lot of meetings, but I didn’t want to put ours off again. Welcome back, belatedly. How’d the book go? Crime fiction, was it?”

      “Yes. It was good, and, well, it’s fantastic you’re here, Bob, but I think, right off, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      “Sure.” The phone rang. “Hang on.” Shepherd took the call.

      Reed noticed the framed awards, certificates, pictures of Shepherd holding the Pulitzer Prizes he’d helped his former papers win.

      Shepherd ended his call.

      “Sorry, Tom. I’m going to have to take off to see the publisher. Look, there are some long-range and immediate ideas I need to kick around with you, now, if I may.”

      “Well, I⁠—”

      “Some of my recent meetings dealt with this paper’s slipping circulation, loss of readership to the Internet, television, lifestyle, habits, everything. Newspapers breathing their death gasps and what we can do about it.”

      “Right.”

      “The numbers don’t lie, but I still believe that for the money, newspapers are the best narrative vehicle for reflecting the daily meaning of contemporary life. I know you believe it, because I saw it in your stuff, and the work of some Star staffers when I was at the Post. I believe there’s untapped potential to produce outstanding work on a regular basis here.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s part of the reason I sought this job. My wife and I have family here, but a few months after I left the Post, I realized I wasn’t ready to walk away from this business. I think people like you are its hope for the future.”

      “You think so?”

      “Tom, it’s in your stories, your digging, your writing. You get under the skin of the most difficult stories to cover, tragedies. You find the details that haunt readers, that make a small anguish seem epic. You find its soul. I don’t know what the Star’s priorities were over the years, but I think they missed out by not taking advantage of the natural storytelling talent in this newsroom. I don’t intend to make that mistake. I need you to help me save this paper from becoming irrelevant, to make it matter to the city it serves.”

      Reed couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “Tom, I’d like you to consider trying your hand at something today. We’ve got a jewelry store heist unfolding.”

      “I heard some commotion on the scanners.”

      “Shots fired. People wounded. Details are still coming. Maybe a standoff. We’ve got people on it already. Depending on how this goes down, we’ll get the hits and siders for tomorrow. I’d like you to go down there now with the aim, we’ll keep it loose if things change, but go with the intention of producing an anatomy of a heist. Say, from the perspective of the suspects, the cops, the victims. Consider a Joycean stream-of-consciousness approach.”

      A James Joyce stream-of-consciousness approach. Reed liked that.

      “What do you say?”

      A literary approach to a heist story by the Star. Shepherd’s predecessors, the clueless idiot Benson, and Brader the manipulative snake, would have laughed at such a concept, if they could even grasp it. It sounded wild. But Reed couldn’t take it. He’d come to resign.

      “What is it, Tom? Do you object?”

      “No, it’s not that.”

      “The point is to take readers into the heart of a heist, to let them experience what is happening on the streets of their city.” Shepherd glanced at his watch. “Sorry, I have to run.”

      Reed glimpsed the wall behind Shepherd, trying to count his Pulitzer Prizes.

      “You were going to say something, Tom?”

      “Welcome to the Star, Bob.”

      Reed hustled back to his desk, still employed as he grabbed his notebook, cell phone, and jacket. Heading for the elevator, glimpsing one of the TV screens with the BREAKING NEWS graphic under a jittery aerial shot of the scene of a van, an SFPD black-and-white, driver’s door open, windshield laced with bullet holes…“We’re taking you live now to KTO’s news chopper and Sky Parker over the scene in the Richmond District—Aaron, sources have just confirmed to KTO a San Francisco police officer has been shot; that is confirmed...”

      The elevator doors opened. Reed stepped in.
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      Blood oozed from the suspect holed up in the van near the jewelry store, matting his hair, lacing his face, and drenching his torso. Every few moments he waved a handgun randomly into the evacuated street, ignoring the bull-horned order to surrender.

      Officer August lay across the front seat of his idling patrol car, its lights flashing. No way for paramedics to get to him. No need to. Half of his head was gone. Much of it covered the rear window, filling the rifle scope of the tactical team sniper on the roof of the bakery down the street. He adjusted it to read August’s bloodstained nameplate on his chest, then blinked twice. Stay focused. He inched his scope over to the van’s windshield, catching the sun’s glare. The vehicle rocked. Parts of the suspect jerked in and out of his crosshairs. A hand. A shoulder. A knee.

      “Suspect hyper. No clear kill shot,” the sniper said through the throat band of his LASH headset to his team leader at the command post. It was set up at the end of the block. On the third floor of a Web-based graphics office with bay windows overlooking the hot zone.

      Since the 406 call went out, every available officer from Richmond Station and others across the city had hurried to the scene. They had sealed an outer perimeter, diverting traffic a few blocks back, while evacuating people from homes, stores, and offices. Bay Area radio stations broadcast bulletins. TV news helicopters whooped by overhead. Rubberneckers with binoculars and camcorders gathered at the yellow police tape, straining to see something. Anything.

      Far from public view, the tactical team had set up the inner perimeter. The scouts were the first to go in, ascertaining safety points for team members that followed: the sharpshooters, the gas team, the utility man, and the preacher. They communicated with hand signals. Each TAC member took a covered line on the gunman. Each battled to keep his mind on the job because a few yards away they faced the aftermath of their dead colleague. Early in the ordeal they heard the eerie unanswered calls over his radio as his dispatcher tried to raise him, her voice echoing in the deserted street painted red by the patrol car’s pulsating emergency lights. She kept trying until she was advised to stop. In the quiet, the TAC members heard nothing but their own breathing while waiting for the tactical plan to emerge from the command post.

      Lieutenant George Horn was working on it. He stood over a large table of detailed street maps, floor plans, and notes, while consulting the TAC team leader, the district people, the negotiator, the entry team leader, and the supervisor for EOD, the explosive ordinance disposal team—the bomb squad. High-ranking bodies from the Hall of Justice were said to be on the way. Horn was unfazed. He owned the scene. He knew his job. Keep it simple. Keep it flexible. Peel it down.

      What you know: five victims trapped in the jewelry store because the suspects trip-wired the doors with grenades. EOD is working on the back door. Got an armed bleeding suspect waving a handgun. You can't get at him. Got a dead cop lying out there like he was trash and officers struggling not to lose it.

      Okay, what you don’t know: The shooter could have explosives, a hostage, or an unseen accomplice in the van.

      Horn made a call to a tactical team technician on the street, crouched between a parked Cherokee and a Beetle, holding a powerful parabolic dish aimed at the truck’s cab. It amplified sound from a distance by some seventy-five times.

      “Anything new?”

      “From what we’re picking up, he’s alone but agitated.”

      “What’s he saying?”

      “A lot of swearing. He doesn’t sound too good.”

      These were Horn’s options: Continue trying to talk to the shooter, which seemed futile. Gas him, and risk further casualties. Make an assault on the van and risk further casualties. Green-light a marksman, and risk casualties. Wait him out. But you don’t know what else is in that van. Could be an injured hostage or accomplice. There’s a casualty risk at every turn.

      That’s when the district lieutenant lost his patience. “Horn, are you going to take the mother down or buy him dinner?”

      “Darnell—”

      “You listen here.” Darnell's eyes shone. “That’s Rod August out there. One of my best. Thirty-two years old. Five years on the job. He wanted to be a detective. I’d be talking to him right now in my office, if⁠—”

      “We know,” Horn said. “Take it easy. We all know.”

      “Sure we do. Make an assault and the shooter goes down. It’s over in two minutes. If he lives, it’s two decades and three million bucks of taxpayer room and board before it’s over. And we all know, it’s never over.”

      “Darnell, come on,” Horn said.

      “Rod’s boy was being dropped off at the station today to meet him after his shift. Billy is six years old. He ain’t never ever gonna forget today.”

      No one at the command post knew what to say, until the man leaning against the far wall broke the silence.

      “No one’s going to forget today, Darnell,” Homicide Inspector Walt Sydowski said. “But the best we can do is let people do their jobs. Now, buddy, just step back before you say something you shouldn’t.”

      “You saying you want that piece of garbage to live?” Darnell said.

      “I need him to live.” Sydowski tapped his notebook on his palm. “We got two armed homicide suspects, fugitive with a female hostage. The bleeder was the wheelman. If he lives, we may learn where his friends are destined.” Darnell was considering Sydowski’s point when one of the command post phones rang. Horn put it on speaker.

      “It’s Logan,” the bomb squad tech said from the store’s rear entry. “We’re ready back here. Let’s get them secured.”

      “Stand by.” Horn pushed a button on the console for the direct line to the jewelry store’s office and the manager. “David,” Horn said, “everybody hanging in there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. We’re ready to get you out. You’re on speaker. The EOD people are taking it from here, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “David, it’s Logan again. One more time, we need you to describe the grenades.”

      The jewelry store manager’s voice betrayed his anxiety as he detailed what he saw. “Round, about the size of a baseball. Light blue with white markings and a lever that is light blue with some black and brown at the end.”

      “Yeah. M69s, the training version of the M67 frag,” Logan said.

      “What’s that mean?” the manager asked.

      “We think they’re nonlethal.”

      “You think!”

      “We’re not taking any chances, David,” Logan said. “Your floor plan shows you have a walk-in vault. Reinforced with a one-ton steel door. Can you squeeze everybody in, keeping the door cracked for air by wedging it with something thin and metal?”

      “Yes.”

      “That door must remain open. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Listen carefully.”

      Logan explained that a police siren would sound with three short bursts. The end of the third one would give the manager exactly two full minutes to get everyone into the vault. The bomb squad would then blow the store’s rear door. Under no circumstances was anyone to leave the vault until police came for them. If the grenade detonated they’d be safe. The blast would be loud and they’d feel a vibration. Then police would send in the slow-moving remote-control robot to check for the rear grenade before moving on to the front door. It would remove the devices in a bombproof trailer, take them to a safe area, and neutralize them.

      “All set, David?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Inside the store, Vanessa helped David move everyone into the vault. It was the size of an elevator car. The silence after the last siren yelp was unbearable, quickening everyone’s breathing.

      “Oh, God, please.” The young engaged woman slid to the floor, clenching her fiancé’s hand, knuckles whitening. I can’t live without him. Please, God, if we have to die, let us die together.

      The manager checked his Timex and began counting down the seconds, bracing his customers. The old watch shopper grabbed a shelf bracket to steady himself for the impact.

      “Five...four...three...two...”

      The vault shuddered with a thud! Then a tiny ratta-tap-tap like a metal ball bouncing on a hard floor nearing the vault’s door. The manager’s eyes widened, fear sliced through him as through the crack he saw the grenade come to rest against the steel door. The safety clip sprang open.

      “Oh. No!”

      The manager pulled the vault door shut.

      At the command post, Horn reviewed the tactical plan with the TAC team leader for an assault on the van.

      “The instant we’ve got the vault people safe, we’ll try one more time to talk him out,” Horn said. “If he doesn’t give it up, then throw some chemicals in the van. If that doesn’t work, we’ll green-light the marksmen. If that fails, flash-bangs, ground-level assault, and extraction.”

      The TAC commanders relayed the tactical plan over the radio.

      After the smoke cleared from the jewelry store blast, the six-wheel-drive remote-control robot, the size of a lawn mower, hummed as it lumbered like a tortoise over the remains of the rear door. At the end of the robot’s coax cable, the police officer at the control station manipulated its joysticks and switches to study the store’s interior through the remote surveillance camera. He felt relieved at the sight of the detonated grenade outside the vault door. An M69 practice unit. Just hunky-dory. Just a bang and puff of smoke. No shrapnel. No danger. The officer used the camera’s zoom to examine the vault door. The instant he focused, alarm crept over him. The door had sealed. What the hell? Alerting his supervisor, he rushed from his control station into the store.

      A 911 emergency dispatcher patched through a locksmith with the vault’s security firm. Police had contacted him earlier, requesting he stand by a phone in case he was needed. Calmly he guided the tactical officers through steps to open the vault door. Their first attempt failed but not the second. The officers swung the door open as far as it would go.

      “Thank you! Thank you!” The engaged woman cupped her hands to her tear-stained face.

      “Oh, thank God,” Vanessa said.

      “Everybody okay?” a TAC officer said, directing them out to the back alley. “Paramedics are down the block. It’s all over, folks. All over.”

      News helicopters thundered in the distance, while TV and still photographers situated in alleys and rooftops half a block away recorded the rescue. Police hurried the robbery victims from the scene as EOD used the robot to recover the second grenade from the front door. Like the first, it was a nonlethal training model.

      “What about the woman the robbers took?” David, the manager, asked a TAC officer. “Is she okay? We heard gunshots in the street.”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      In the street the bleeding gunman in the van ignored the negotiator’s final plea for surrender.

      “Okay,” Horn said, “do it.”

      The order was relayed to the TAC gas teams, prompting the thunk-thunk of tear gas canisters from each side of the street into the van’s cab. The truck rocked, clouds billowed from the driver and passenger windows. Coughing. The driver’s door cracked. A handgun emerged, a boot found the ground. More coughing. The door opened. A bullhorn crackled.

      “Throw down your weapon!”

      The man emerged, coughing, staggering into the street, disoriented, soaked in blood, still gripping his pistol. Snipers lined him in their crosshairs. When he doubled over to vomit, the TAC team moved in, shoving him to the street on his stomach, kicking his gun clear, boots crushing the back of his neck, legs, pinning him to the pavement, searching him, handcuffing him. He moaned, squirming in a growing pool of vomit and blood. The rest of the team cleared the van.

      “Nothing,” one of them said.

      A siren blasted and two ambulances crawled to the carnage.

      Sydowski arrived just as paramedics began working on the shooter.

      “He alive?” Sydowski flashed his star. “Sydowski. Homicide.”

      They heaved him onto a gurney.

      “Barely. Looks like he’s lost a lot of blood.”

      They slid the gurney into the ambulance.

      “I’m going with you.”

      “What?”

      “I’m going with you.” Sydowski pulled himself into the rear, searching for something to sit on near the shooter’s head.

      “Walt!” His partner, Inspector Linda Turgeon, arrived. “Leo called me in. Horn briefed me. What’s our game plan?”

      The paramedics were closing the rear doors.

      “I’m going to the hospital with this guy. I’ll call. You contain the scene.”

      “All right.” She gave a small wave.

      As the ambulance doors were slammed, Sydowski saw TAC team members and uniformed officers from the district huddled near the patrol car of their slain friend.

      Turgeon was relieved no one had contaminated her homicide scene. She pulled on latex gloves for an initial inspection of the officer’s corpse, his open eyes staring at his visor. She followed his death gaze to the snapshot of a boy, his grin splattered with his father’s blood.
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      Reed watched it go down, crouched against the rooftop railing beside Henry Cain, a Star photographer.

      They had slipped by the outer police line to a California Sierra Bank, half a block away, climbed the service ladder to the roof and a good view. Cain’s face was clenched behind his digital Nikon camera as he gently rolled its long lens, shooting the jewelry store rescue and the TAC team jumping on the gunman, all unfolding within yards of the dead police officer.

      “Do you believe this, Tom?”

      Reed didn’t answer. He was jotting down details in his notepad, pages lifting in the breeze as he sketched a little map of the event. A stickman for the dead cop, next to: How old? Years on the job? Family? WHAT HAPPENED? It was winding down fast, ambulances and police cars were moving in everywhere. Reed closed his book, heading for the ladder.

      “Henry, I gotta get to the victims.”

      “Hang on, I’m coming with you.”

      Grasping the metal handles of the ladder, they began descending to the street when they spotted a tangle of emergency vehicles at the end of the block.

      “Hold it.” Cain stopped, raising his camera to shoot.

      In the distance between two ambulances, Reed saw a young woman. Distraught, cupping her hands to her face. A paramedic and a female police officer were comforting her.

      The rapid-fire clicking of Cain’s Nikon, the choppers, flashing lights, the biting ammonia traces of tear gas, made it crystalline for Reed.

      This is my job.

      He had wrestled with self-doubt since he had taken time off. The last few months had been agonizing. Sitting alone all day in an empty house at his keyboard, staring at a computer screen, listening to the clock tick down on the rest of his life. No sirens, no crime scenes, no yellow tape, no anguished victims forcing him to navigate his way through tragedy so he could report it. No trips to the Hall to battle detectives like Walt Sydowski, no prison interviews with murderers, or face-to-face meetings with drug dealers, thieves, pimps, hookers, gangsters, and hard-core losers. No sources calling him at all hours with tips that he turned into front-page stories under his byline. It had all evaporated.

      One morning at breakfast, Reed’s son, Zach, looked up from the Star.

      “Doesn’t it bug you, Dad?”

      “Does what bug me?”

      “Your name’s never in the paper anymore.”

      At that moment, something flat-lined. Was it really over for him?

      Sure, somewhere in the reaches of his memory lay good reason for him to leave daily crime reporting. Ann was right, his job had exacted a toll. But that was behind them. He had worked hard to get it all under control.

      Now, as Cain’s camera whirred, as the helicopters pounded in time with his pulse, Reed knew the truth. He couldn’t quit. Not today. Not in the middle of a story like this. A botched jewelry store heist, a dead cop, bombs, and a blank check to write the hell out of it.

      Joycean...

      “Okay, Reed, let’s go,” Cain said.

      Moving down the alley, Reed was determined to find one of the victims, someone to give him a sense of what went on inside. His cell phone rang. It was Molly Wilson, a Star reporter, at the opposite end of the scene.

      “Hey, Tom, I’m near the command post. I’ve got witnesses to the cop shooting. Where are you?”

      “In the alley. Going for the store victims. Gotta go.”

      “Hold on, ask about a hostage, Tom.”

      “A hostage?”

      “My witnesses say a woman was taken hostage by the suspects who shot the cop when they fled. Police are going to put out descriptions and a vehicle when they have more.”

      It took half a second for Reed to absorb what Wilson was telling him.

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      A hostage? Fugitives? Man. It just keeps getting better. Reed slid his phone into his pocket as they neared the area where police and paramedics were comforting the victims. Concentrating on what he had to do, he searched the group for any news competitors who had beaten him there. No sign of anyone else yet. He cast an eye around for any uniforms who might keep him away. Clear so far. Reed flinched at the sharp horn blast behind them. A police equipment van wanted to crawl by. Cain stepped into a doorway, indicating he was staying put to take photos. Reed moved for the police van, then walked alongside it, using it to bring him to the edge of the circle around the victims.

      Can't get any closer than this.

      Expecting to be ordered away at any moment, Reed drew on his years of working crime scenes. Just blend in. Keep out of the way. You’re not even here. It was happening so fast. Reed didn’t produce his pad, but noted everything: the manager recounting events to a detective, then the old man getting his vitals checked by a paramedic. The young couple, sitting in the rear of an ambulance comforting each other. Then, in between the crackling of the emergency radios, Reed heard a gasp.

      Next to him, leaning alone on the fender of a patrol car, was a young woman. Her nameplate said VANESSA JORDAN. It looked to him that the female officer inside the car was on her radio trying to contact someone for Vanessa, who stood there, quietly sobbing, fists clenched, arms folded, holding herself together, tears streaming as she raised her face skyward, inhaling air as if she had surfaced from something cold and horrible. This could work.

      “How you holding up?” Reed said.

      “I need...” Vanessa’s voice trailed. She was trembling.

      “Sorry, Vanessa,” Reed said, checking to make sure no one was approaching. “Can I help you with anything? Tom Reed from the San Francisco Star.”

      “I need to call Stephen, my boyfriend. I need him.”

      “Use my phone, Vanessa.”

      She accepted his phone, her fingers trembled over the keypad, and she passed it back. “Could you please dial for me?” She dictated the number carefully. Reed dialed, waited until it began ringing, then gave it back. Vanessa pressed it to her ear.

      “Stephen? Stephen, it’s me. Oh, baby, come and get me. Please come now,” she said, bending her head to hear as Reed led her to a quieter spot between two ambulances, almost out of sight

      “I’m okay but that woman...What? Yes, that was us on the TV news. They got us out okay but, baby, it was horrible...”

      Reed glanced around, loving every second of his luck but fearing he would be discovered.

      “They put a gun to my head. I thought I was going to die and never see you again—” A hand went to her mouth, stifling a sob. “I let them in, they looked like an old couple, this woman pushing an old man in a wheelchair, only it’s a man, dressed like a woman, and they had a machine gun and started shooting and they made me get the jewels. They had hand grenades.”

      Hand grenades. Reed’s skin began to tingle.

      “Oh God, they took my customer. She came in to buy a gift and they put the gun to her head and took her. What? I don’t know. I’m with the police people. Stephen, please, I need you to come and hold me, please. Please.”

      Vanessa passed the phone to Reed, who noticed TV cameras at the end of the alley. Damn! Others were arriving. He’d heard a detective shout something about keeping the press back. Vanessa Jordan buried her face in her hands.

      “Vanessa, can you tell me some more about what happened? Would it be okay? I’ll take some notes.”

      “Reed?” Her blinking eyes peered over her fingertips at him as she nodded. “Tom Reed?”

      “That’s right.” He pulled out his notebook and pen. “Just quickly, they’re going to move everything in a second, I just need to know a little more about what happened.”

      “That older gentleman was looking at watches, that couple was looking at engagement diamonds. David, the manager, was in the back.”

      “They took a woman?”

      Vanessa nodded, clutching a tissue to her trembling mouth as she worked on recounting details for Reed.

      “The woman had come in to pick up an order when the robbers came in, shouting that it was a holdup. They ordered everyone on the floor and started shooting the displays. One of the robbers had these hand grenades clipped on his chest, he was wearing like a bulletproof vest. I was sure we were going to die....”

      Reed’s mind raced. It had to be a sign, this story coming to him on this day, the very day he was supposed to quit. Christ, he realized he could never quit. This was more than his job, this was what he was. And God help him he loved it. He didn’t look up from his notes, writing frantically as he encouraged Vanessa to keep talking.

      “...one of them looks out the window, gets all freaked, something’s wrong, something’s wrong, so they go to my customer.”

      “The woman?”

      “Yes and oh God, they put a gun to her head, asked about her car, her family, I think they looked at pictures of her son in her wallet and, like, threatened her. She begged them to just take her car but they handcuffed her to the wheelchair, took her. And then—oh God⁠—”

      “Then what happened, Vanessa?”

      “Then we heard the shooting in the street. Dear God, that poor woman, what happened? Is she hurt? Did they find her?”

      “What can you tell me about the woman, Vanessa? Her name?”

      The story was gripping, coming together nicely, Reed mapped in his mind, envisioning how in a heartbeat everyday people found themselves facing death. Police began shouting at the news crews to get back.

      “She was very pretty, very nice suit, pearls, early thirties, brown hair.” Vanessa brushed her hand to indicate the cut and Reed noticed the crumpled paper in her hand was not a tissue.

      “What’s that? Do you know her name?”

      Vanessa swallowed. Looked at the slip of paper. “I forgot. This is hers, her credit card receipt. I picked it up. I was holding it for police⁠—”

      “May I see it?”

      “I’d better
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