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About the Book

John Strickland’s life is in tatters. An integral part of a high-profile, federal murder case, Strickland and his son are deep in witness protection following a hit in which his wife died. With seven days to go until he testifies, all he needs to do is survive.

US Marshal Angela Delaney is in charge of Strickland’s new protection team. Convinced there will be another attempt on his life, and fearing an inside leak, Delaney knows she needs outside help and there’s only one person she wants.

Former Marine James Bishop has worked close protection and is intimately acquainted with Delaney. He never expected to see her again but when she re-appears, and he meets Strickland and his son, Bishop knows he has to help protect them.

Can this outsider make the difference or are all their lives about to get a whole lot tougher?
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ONE

James Bishop spotted movement on the other side of the street and pressed his eye to the scope for a better look. But it was just one of the male tenants at number forty-five, locking the front door behind him as he left for the day. Bishop already knew that particular townhouse had been converted into separate apartments, and that all of them were currently rented out. But he wasn’t interested in that house. He was interested in the neighbours at number forty-seven.

It was 11.43 on a cold Friday morning in early November, and he was sitting by the window of a dingy, stale-smelling studio apartment on Stenlake Drive in Bethesda, Maryland, about ten miles north-west of Washington DC. The apartment had little in the way of furnishings. Three empty wooden crates set against one wall. Another one by the window that he was using as a seat. The tripod-mounted Zeiss spotting scope. A knapsack on the floor containing his lunch, a flask of coffee and a few other essentials. That was about it.

But what the place lacked in amenities and creature comforts, it more than made up for in location. Stenlake Drive was a fairly upmarket street made up of quite expensive townhouses, and the one Bishop was here to observe was directly opposite this apartment. The house was owned by the manager of a popular sports bar in town, and he lived there with his girlfriend, a woman named Amelia Parrish.

Currently, Bishop was waiting for Amelia to show herself.

The reason he was there at all was because he occasionally did contract work for Equal Aid, a small non-profit set-up that specialized in supplying financial aid to victims of domestic violence. A week ago his contact there, Ed Giordano, had called him and said there was a woman at the small offices in Brooklyn who might need more than financial help, and was he free?

Since it had been over a month since he’d said yes to a job, Bishop said he was and made his way over from his place on Staten Island to the offices to meet Amelia Parrish face to face.

She was in her late thirties and would have been attractive if not for the excessive amount of make-up she was wearing. Bishop could guess the reason for it. The story was familiar. After years of physical and mental abuse Amelia wanted to escape and start afresh someplace else while she was still young, and since the boyfriend didn’t allow her to leave the house alone she’d taken a real risk driving from Maryland to Brooklyn. Naturally, she was afraid to go to the cops for fear of what he would to do her once he was back on the streets. And Bishop knew he would be. Guys like that always managed to get out somehow.

And next time she’d end up in hospital. Or worse.

So he was currently checking her story out. As a first step Bishop always undertook close surveillance of the client’s home circumstances himself. He’d learned the value of on-the-spot reconnaissance from his time back in the Corps, where accurate intel could mean the difference between life and death. Even more so when he’d entered the close protection business a couple of years after his discharge.

Old habits died hard. Especially the ones that worked.

In Amelia’s case, before he could set events in motion he needed to be absolutely sure everything she’d told him was on the level. So far it looked like it was. The boyfriend had left for the bar at 07.15 that morning and had returned again at 11.37.

It was 11.48 when Bishop saw him emerge from the front door with Amelia close behind. Bishop lowered his eye to the scope and adjusted the magnification. Amelia was wearing smart, casual clothes that emphasized her trim figure. Looked like the guy was treating her to lunch somewhere, just like a regular boyfriend. Except Amelia was wearing sunglasses on an overcast day, while a scarf partially obscured her face. She waited and looked around the street as the guy locked the door behind them.

Bishop rotated the eyepiece to its maximum zoom setting. Amelia’s nose filled the lens and he gripped the tripod lever and panned it slowly across her face. She was wearing even more make-up than when he’d first met her, but it wasn’t helping much. This time the facial bruises were dark enough to show through.

There were a lot of them. Much more than last time. The boyfriend had probably found out about her unauthorized trip to New York and decided to punish her for her mistake.

Bishop followed her with the scope as they both turned left and walked down the street. Once they were gone, he leaned back on the crate and stared at a large discoloured water stain on the ceiling. This was only a preliminary recon, but it looked like the woman could genuinely use some help. In addition, the guy would need to be persuaded how unhealthy it could be to try seeking her out once she was gone.

He was thinking of how to do this when he heard a knock at the apartment door.

Which was puzzling, especially as nobody other than the landlord knew he was there. And with the landlord more than happy with the cash arrangements for the week-long rental, it was unlikely to be him.

Bishop ignored it and continued thinking on the problem at hand until the person knocked again. This time it was accompanied by a muffled female voice, saying, ‘I know you’re in there, Bishop. Come on, open up.’

Frowning, Bishop slowly got to his feet. That voice, muffled though it was, had sounded familiar. He was still trying to place it when he unlatched the lock and pulled open the door.

And came face to face with the one woman he’d never expected to see again.


TWO

Supervisory Deputy US Marshal Angela Delaney stared back at him with a faint smile on her lips. ‘Hello, Bishop,’ she said, glancing at the bare apartment behind him. ‘It’s been a while. So are you planning on inviting me in or what?’

‘Sure, come in.’ Bishop took a step back to let her enter, then watched her walk over to his place by the window. It had been a couple of years so she had to be in her mid-forties now, but as before she looked a decade younger. She was still attractive and her face still had that stern quality he remembered so well, with those pronounced cheekbones and the large, dark brown eyes that missed nothing. Her shoulder-length blond hair was also tied back in the usual ponytail. Today she was wearing a smart navy-blue pantsuit that emphasized her trim, athletic figure. He also noticed the discreet bulge under her right armpit.

She bent down and took a quick peek through the scope, then turned to him. ‘If I asked what you were doing here, would you tell me?’

‘I’m working. And I notice you’re packing. Does that mean this is an official visit?’

‘No. Far from it.’

‘In that case, take a seat.’

Delaney smiled and lowered herself onto the crate and crossed her legs. She looked around the bare apartment again. ‘Real nice place you got here, Bishop. Spacious.’

‘I’ve stayed in worse.’ Bishop grabbed one of the other crates from against the wall and set it down opposite her. Sitting, he said, ‘I wasn’t expecting visitors, but I’ve got a flask of cool coffee if you want, or there’s tap water.’

‘I’ll pass, thanks. You look about the same, Bishop. Still in shape, I see, and still cutting your hair to within an inch of its life.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Hey, do I see a couple of grey ones in there?’

Bishop brushed a palm over his buzz cut and said, ‘Trick of the light, probably. So, you mind telling me how you found me?’

‘Finding people is a big part of what I do, remember? And blame it on your cell phone. It’s amazing what you can find out these days, given the right equipment.’

‘It’s a brave new world, that’s for sure.’ He really needed to start using only pay-as-you-go cell phones from now on. Nothing was untraceable these days, but they came pretty close. ‘So suppose you tell me why you’re here.’

‘Okay, I came to ask for your help.’

Bishop stared at her. ‘You want my help.’

‘In a way.’

‘They got you chasing another fugitive, Delaney? Maybe a guilty one this time?’

She smiled, clearly remembering their past associations. The first time had been three years before when Bishop, having been framed for murder and handed a life sentence, made a solo prison escape and hit the streets of New York in an attempt to uncover the guilty party, while Delaney used every available resource to try and track Bishop down and put him safely back behind bars again. And though the situation had ultimately ended satisfactorily in his favour, he had to admit she’d gotten very close a number of times. Very, very close.

A year later, Bishop was a free man with all that behind him when he suddenly got a call from Delaney, completely out of the blue. She was on leave and wondered if she could buy him a coffee and pick his brains regarding the methods he’d used to remain on the loose for so long. For future reference, she said. He’d accepted and they’d met at a Starbucks and talked over coffee. Once Delaney had gotten the information she wanted, the conversation gradually moved onto other subjects and they soon discovered they not only respected each other, but actually liked each other too. Things had progressed very quickly from there, and the following fortnight had been a pretty physical one for the both of them. Not to mention just plain fun, which was something that had been lacking in Bishop’s life at that point. And while he still occasionally looked back on that period with fondness, he’d never really expected to ever see Delaney again.

Yet here she was, sitting right across from him.

‘Chasing fugitives isn’t all we do, you know,’ she said. ‘We have other duties.’

‘So I gather that means you’re currently on a protective detail for an important somebody or other, right? Either a federal witness or a member of the judiciary, probably. And since I couldn’t care less if a judge gets offed or not, I’m guessing the first one.’

‘That’s correct.’

‘So who’s the principal?’

‘I can’t say at this point.’

‘Okay. Male or female?’

‘Male. Although we’re looking after his son too.’

‘And who’s this guy testifying against?’

‘Again, I can’t say.’

Bishop smiled. ‘So what can you tell me?’

Delaney went over to the window and looked out. ‘Okay, this is what it is,’ she said, turning to him. ‘I’m currently the replacement team leader for a special protection detail responsible for a witness who’s due to testify in a murder trial on … well, very soon. His real name’s being kept a secret until the day of the trial, while the man he’s testifying against is … let’s just say he’s a very bad man who’s not short of influence or money. If he wants something or somebody bad enough, he can usually get it.’

‘Okay.’

Delaney sighed. ‘So a short while ago this guy somehow found out my witness’s identity and location and sent in a professional to kill him. And even though the assassin ultimately failed in her task, she ended up killing the witness’s wife instead.’

That got Bishop’s attention. ‘I’m assuming this wasn’t on your watch?’

‘God, no. I was called in to take over the moment my predecessor screwed up.’

‘When and where was this?’

‘Two weeks ago, in Apple Valley, California.’

‘All right, I admit it. I’m intrigued now. So how did it all go down?’

Delaney sat back down on the crate. ‘The way I understand it, the only outside party my predecessor – let’s call him Connors – allowed into the safe house was this cleaning woman who came once a week. Connors got her from this company we’ve used before and vetted her completely, and she never saw the witness or his family at any time, either. So everything’s fine and dandy until she has to fly back to Mexico for a sudden family emergency. Another cleaning girl shows up at the appointed time, a Desdemona Alvarado, and before Connors lets her in he gets the office to do an immediate check on her, which comes out fine. Connors also gets the owner of the cleaning company on the line to describe her in detail. He does and she checks out, so Connors lets her in.’

‘He didn’t search her?’

‘He couldn’t without blowing their cover.’

‘Which was?’

‘They were supposed to be a low-budget movie production company scouting locations for a future project. But they had a metal detector disguised as a movie prop just inside the front door and that gave her an all-clear, so Connors let her get to work.

‘The way Connors explained it, Alvarado must have hidden some electrical wire in her hair that she was planning to use as a garrotte. Somehow, don’t ask me how since we’re still not clear on this, Alvarado got into the witness’s bedroom and saw him dozing on the bed. She was creeping up on the guy, ready to do the deed, when the wife came in and saw her and shrieked. Alvarado got her right in the throat with one of those lethal karate kicks and broke the poor woman’s neck, and she was just turning her attention to the witness himself when Connors burst in and put her down with a head shot. Naturally, all hell broke loose after that and as soon as the director heard what happened, he ordered me to go in and take control of the situation, including getting the witness and his boy out of there and somewhere safe. Which is what I did.’

‘FUBAR,’ Bishop said.

‘That’s one way of putting it. Then once we got resettled I had to use some pull to arrange a very private cremation service for the wife, which was a logistical nightmare, but the witness insisted on it and I couldn’t really blame him. And now we’re all just holding our breath and staying away from the neon lights until the day our guy’s set to testify, which he’s still prepared to do, believe it or not. If all goes to plan, once the trial’s over we’ll bury him and his boy in WitSec and nobody will hear of them again, at least not under their present names.’ She puffed out her cheeks. ‘If all goes to plan.’

‘Things rarely do.’

‘Agreed.’

‘You said California before. Is that where the trial’s being held?’

Delaney gave a faint smile. ‘Not even close, Bishop. With secret witnesses we often go the low-key route by taking them completely off the grid and sticking them in the boondocks far away from prying eyes, and flying them in and out when necessary.’

Bishop rubbed a palm over his scalp again. ‘So the owner of the cleaning company who endorsed this Alvarado woman. What did he have to say for himself?’

‘Not a whole lot. The sheriff’s department found him in his office with his throat slit from ear to ear. Alvarado must have had a backup stay with him and make sure he said all the right things when Connors called him. Then he gets quickly disposed of and there are no more loose ends.’

‘Professional.’

‘Definitely.’

Bishop thought it all over for a few moments. The story had a familiar ring to it, based on his own past experiences. ‘You know it’s a leak from inside, don’t you? Possibly somebody on your own team.’

‘To be honest, I don’t know anything for sure at this stage, but I’m leaning heavily towards that conclusion, yeah. That’s why I’m here. Now I’ve made thorough checks on all the team members since the attack, and from there all the way up the chain of command, but nothing’s flagged up as even remotely suspicious. And I can’t simply request a whole new team without some kind of evidence to back me up, since that would only put a black mark against all our names for years to come. I’ve cut out all unnecessary links in the communication chain, though, just to be on the safe side, and currently I’m reporting directly to Director Christiansen and nobody else. So outside of my team, he’s the only one who knows our current location.’

Bishop smiled. ‘Plus whoever else he decides to tell. His deputy, possibly. His secretary, almost certainly.’

Delaney smiled too. ‘A cynic.’

‘No, a realist. I know how government agencies operate. So back to this witness. What is he, a disgruntled relative, an ex-employee, a John Q Public, what?’

Delaney paused, then said, ‘He’s just a normal guy off the street, Bishop. Nothing more than that, really. Just a normal guy with a really nice wife and a great kid. Except the wife’s now gone, and it’s just him and his boy.’

‘And he’s still willing to testify? That’s pretty impressive.’

‘Yeah, I know. And the worst thing is this could have all been avoided if he hadn’t gotten cold feet the day he was originally set to testify.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, a case of nerves or something. The DA did some fast talking, though, and convinced the judge to postpone the trial date that time. Then after the murder of the witness’s wife the judge had to authorize a second continuance, but he’s made it clear to the DA that he won’t postpone again under any circumstances. This time my guy either gets on the witness stand on … on the day he’s supposed to, or the case gets dismissed and the accused gets to walk out a free man. Which, believe me, would be very bad all round.’

‘So if your guy wants to get on the stand now, what’s the problem?’

‘The problem is, my gut’s telling me there’s going to be another attempt on his life before the trial date. I can feel it in my bones.’

Bishop nodded. He could understand that. He’d learned long ago that you ignored your instincts at your own peril, especially in the close-protection business. ‘Okay.’

‘But now I find myself in a position where I can no longer trust my own team, and that’s not a good place to be. I’m in a Catch-22 situation here, Bishop. One of them could well be the leak, but I can’t have them all replaced at this late stage without more proof than I’ve got. Which is zilch.’

‘And somehow this all leads you to my door.’

‘Right. Now what I want is to bring in an extra person, an experienced professional from the outside with no connection to the Marshals Service or any other law enforcement agency, and therefore no hidden agendas. See, I need somebody I can trust, Bishop. I’d want them to point out anything I might have missed, and I’d also want them to watch the other team members very carefully and tell me anytime they spot any suspicious behaviour.’

Bishop stared at her. ‘And this somebody. That would be me, right?’

Delaney smiled back. ‘Can you think of anyone better?’


THREE

Bishop thought for a moment, then said, ‘For how long?’

Delaney paused. She obviously knew that the more she told Bishop, the easier it would be for him to find out which high-profile murder trial she was talking about. There were only so many. Finally, she said, ‘A week, maybe. Ten days tops.’

‘A week to ten days,’ he said, then shook his head. ‘I still don’t get it.’

‘Don’t get what?’

‘There’s no shortage of decent talent out there, Delaney, and any one of them would be more than happy to take you up on an offer like this. So why come to me?’

‘Well, there’s another big problem, which is this has to be completely off the books. And that means I can’t get official authorization to pay a professional close protection officer the going rate. What I can do is fudge my expenses and pay him out of that, but it wouldn’t be much. I could probably go to eight or nine hundred, but that’s about it. How many of your old colleagues at RoyseCorp would agree to that kind of reduction in pay?’

‘Not many. More to the point, why would I?’ Bishop stood up and walked over to the window. ‘Out of interest, how exactly would you explain this new addition to the rest of your team? Without getting lynched, I mean.’

‘That’s all been arranged. Once I told the principal what I had in mind and how it might cause problems, he understood and said I can tell my team that he’s given me an ultimatum, that after what happened to his wife, either I bring in an outside agent to help or he takes his son and walks. They won’t be happy, but they’ll accept that.’

‘Sure about that?’

‘About as sure as I am about anything.’

Bishop looked out the window again. The sky was overcast with dark grey clouds coming in from the east. Looked like more bad weather was on the way, or worse weather.

After a few more moments spent thinking to himself, he turned back to Delaney and said, ‘Sorry, Delaney, but I don’t think I can help you.’

‘Really? Care to give me a reason?’

‘I can give you plenty. I’ve been out of the close protection game far too long, and I’m too rusty. That’s one. And I also stopped taking orders a long time ago. That’s another. I can roll off some more if you want, but the end result will be the same.’

‘Come on, Bishop, I can be pretty diplomatic when I want to be. I can suggest without ordering. And I already know your record back to front so it wouldn’t be hard for me to look upon you as an equal. In fact, I’d value any advice you had on possible weak spots in our defences. And I don’t believe you’re that rusty. So what other objections have you got?’

He stood up and sighed. ‘Okay. Here’s a big one. Why should I? And don’t bring up the money again. I’m not that desperate.’

‘Well, in that case, maybe you should cast your mind back to the first time we encountered each other. I seem to recall I played a sizeable part in getting you off the hook, in more ways than one. Or have you forgotten?’

‘I rarely forget anything.’

‘I know. Eidetic memory, according to your high-school teachers.’

‘So what’s your point?’

‘My point is you owe me one.’

Bishop shook his head. ‘I don’t see it that way, Delaney. While chasing me you came across evidence that confirmed I wasn’t quite as guilty as you’d been led to believe, which you then passed on to the relevant people. As far as I’m concerned you were simply a professional doing her job. And doing it well, I might add. I wish there were more cops around with your work ethic, but don’t start thinking I owe you any favours, because I don’t.’

She looked at him. ‘You’re a hard man, Bishop.’

‘That’s the second time you’ve said that to me. Maybe you should have thought about that before making this trip.’

‘And I can’t exploit any personal feelings you may have for me at all? We did share some pleasant moments together a couple of years back, or am I misremembering?’

‘No, you’re not, but we were just ships passing in the night, that was all. It was fun, but after two weeks I came out of it knowing as much about you as when I went in.’

She paused for a moment, frowning. ‘Okay, how about this for an idea? Come in with me, and after all this is over I’ll owe you a favour. A professional favour.’

He raised both eyebrows. ‘You mean like a get out of jail free card?’

‘My influence doesn’t run that far, Bishop. But if you ever get yourself in a bad scrape, I might – repeat, might – be able to get you out of it. And that’s not an offer I make lightly. In fact, I almost regret making it now. So what do you say?’

Bishop smoothed his hand back and forth over his scalp. ‘That’s a very tempting offer, Delaney. You don’t know how tempting, but it’s still a no. Sorry.’

He walked over to the front door, pulled it open and waited.

Delaney got to her feet and used a hand to carefully smooth out the creases in her trousers. She went over to Bishop and stopped just before the doorway. ‘Meeting’s over, is it? Just like that?’

‘I think we’ve pretty much exhausted the subject, don’t you?’

‘And I can’t say anything else to change your mind?’

Bishop shook his head. ‘I can’t think of anything else I want.’

‘In that case, I’m sorry to have wasted your time.’ She nodded grimly at him before walking out and down the hallway towards the stairs.

Bishop watched her go, then gently closed the door.


FOUR

Angela Delaney hated Mondays as a rule of thumb, but this particular Monday morning was turning into a real peach and it wasn’t even ten yet. They’d been ensconced at this new safe house in this remote section of North Vegas for almost a fortnight now without too many problems, so John Strickland decided today was the day to abandon all caution and screw with the routine, just so he could take in some fresh air. He currently had her cornered in the kitchen. She’d only come in to get a coffee refill, and now this.

‘Come on, Delaney,’ he said, ‘I need fresh air. We both do. Barn and me have been cooped up here for two weeks now and we’re going stir crazy. At least I am. I need a cigar and I need to feel the sun on my face. Just for a few minutes, that’s all I’m asking.’

‘Look, you can suck it up for just a few more days, can’t you?’ she said for about the twentieth time. ‘Then once this is all over you can have all the fresh air you want.’

‘Hey, we got desert all around us, for Christ’s sake. Who’s gonna see?’ He motioned to Deputy Marshal Reiseker, standing by the sliding glass doors at the other end of the room, watching them both. ‘Your man’s right there, keeping watch on the rear. He hasn’t seen anything. None of the others have spotted anything either. Just let me out in the backyard there for a few minutes. I mean, what can it hurt?’

‘I’d prefer not to find that out the hard way.’

Delaney took a sip of her coffee and watched him exhale loudly, trying to calm himself. She realized he was greying at the temples, and wondered why she hadn’t noticed before. Or maybe it was a recent thing. She studied the handsome, tanned face and saw it also contained lines she hadn’t seen before. Strickland had always looked younger than his forty-five years, but now he seemed to be aging before her eyes. Not too surprising, though, after what he’d been through. As annoying as he was being today, she still felt sorry for the guy.

Strickland went over to the kitchen island, perched on one of the breakfast bar-stools and in a calm voice said, ‘Listen, Delaney, in all the time we’ve been here I haven’t asked for much, but I want this and I’m not gonna take no for an answer anymore. Now anybody else would have told the DA to get screwed after Carrie … after Carrie got killed by that bitch, but I’m still sticking to the plan like I said I would, even though it was your people who screwed up in the first place. So it comes down to this. I’ll get up there and do my thing when the time comes, but only if you let me have some time in the open air right now. That’s the deal.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘Then I don’t testify.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘I’ve never been more serious. I’m not bluffing, either. Try me and you’ll see.’

Delaney sighed and wondered if it was worth the risk. He looked as though he really meant it, though. And as much as she hated to admit it, he did have a point. He had been a good boy so far, despite having every reason not to be. She knew she was just being stubborn. And a few minutes of fresh air wasn’t an unreasonable request. But only after a few precautions were taken first. She wasn’t about to start getting careless now.

‘Okay,’ she said finally, ‘against my better judgement you can get your fresh air, but you follow my instructions to the letter and only one at a time. Agreed?’

‘Now that’s what I’m talking about,’ he said, grinning. ‘You’re okay, Delaney. Let me go tell Barney while I get my cigar.’

As he trotted off to his room, Delaney said, ‘Reiseker, go get the camera.’

‘Right, boss.’ The deputy moved off down another corridor towards his room, where both cameras were kept.

Delaney stepped over to the rear doors, made a gap in the shutters and looked out onto the large, empty, north-facing backyard and the desert beyond. This wasn’t anywhere near as good a spot as the one in Apple Valley, but it had been the best she could come up with on such short notice.

They were on Gulliver Street, in the sparsely populated north-eastern tip of Las Vegas. All the houses around here were set on large plots with plenty of space separating them. The streets at the front and sides were also quiet enough that strangers could be spotted immediately. The biggest downside was the flat desert beyond the rear fence back there. It was totally open, or almost. The unlit Las Vegas Beltway cut across the landscape two hundred yards to the north. But beyond that, nothing. That was why she’d also brought the thermal imaging cameras along. Day or night, they could pick out any life form within a five-hundred-yard radius.

Reiseker came back in holding the ATN thermal eye monocular scope. He slid the rear door open, stepped outside and kept going until he reached the wooden fence. It only reached his chest. She watched him bring the scope up and make a slow arc from west to east. Then back again. Then again. Finally, he lowered the scope and in her earpiece Delaney heard, ‘A few cars whizzing by on the Beltway, boss. Otherwise, nothing out here at all. Not even a road runner.’

‘Fine,’ she said into the wrist mic. ‘Stay there and keep scanning. Hammond, Lomax, I need you both at the rear kitchen doors. The principals are going to take a little fresh air. Alpha One will be going first.’

Both men acknowledged. They arrived in the kitchen area at the same time as Strickland, who had an unlit corona in one hand and a book of matches in the other.

Swallowing her misgivings, Delaney motioned to Lomax and Hammond, who both nodded back. Lomax, the larger of the two, went out first. There were three lawn chairs stacked up against the left-hand fence and he brought one over and set it down five feet from the rear doors. Then he came back and stood by the door, waiting.

‘I don’t like that low fence back there,’ Delaney said, ‘so do your smoking sitting down, okay? I’ll give you ten minutes to finish your smoke and then you get back in here.’

Strickland nodded and stepped outside with Reiseker and Hammond on either side of him. Then he just stood there for a moment, breathing in like a man just released from prison. ‘Man, air never tasted so good,’ he said, raising the cigar to his lips.

Delaney strode over to him and hissed, ‘Sit down, I said.’

She was in the act of placing a hand on his left shoulder when Strickland’s head suddenly snapped round violently to the left and a sharp crack echoed through the air.

Delaney had just enough time to see a blood-red dot appear on Strickland’s left temple before he dropped to the ground like wet cardboard.


FIVE

The shooter watched from his hiding place as the four deputies moved in a blur of motion around the fallen target. He smiled. His patience had been rewarded. As he knew it would be. Almost thirty hours in this same spot, but it had been worth it. He knew there would be at least one opportunity, however minimal, but that’s all he needed. All he’d ever needed.

He watched the woman immediately dive to the ground and cover the victim with her body. The others had already pulled their pieces and were scanning their designated areas like they’d been trained. The one with the thermal scope kept the device at his eye and swept the desert again, frantically searching for him.

Yeah, good luck with that, the shooter thought.

He was currently in a shallow trench of seven feet by three feet, about three hundred yards away from the rear fence. It had taken twenty minutes of intensive digging the night before last. Then he’d placed his equipment, rations and water supplies in there, laid himself down and carefully covered himself in the thick foil thermal sheet he’d brought along. He’d taken great care to camouflage it so it would be indistinguishable from the rest of the desert. At least when seen from a distance.

The marshals were very disciplined in their movements. Calm and collected. None of them panicked. The second man was covering the west side, while the other took the east. Impressive. They’d obviously gone through enough drills to ensure every movement counted. For all the good it would do them.

Three seconds had passed already.

The shooter slowly brought his left hand away from the trigger and, without looking, slid it along the dirt to the cell phone he knew was there. He felt along the keypad and pressed a single button and waited. In his earpiece, he heard the familiar ringing tone begin.

Through the rifle’s viewfinder, he watched the magnified face of the woman as she frantically gave orders to her people. He saw her look down at the principal under her as she talked. Then she frowned and said something else. Looked like she was shouting. She got to her knees and pulled the principal onto his back. The shooter noticed the principal’s hands seemed to be moving. The female deputy reached into her inside jacket pocket and pulled out a cell phone. She looked at the screen before bringing it to her ear, looking in every direction.

‘Who’s this?’ she said into his earpiece.

‘The guy who just took out your witness,’ Bishop said. ‘I think I just found one of those weak spots you talked about.’


SIX

Bishop slowly got to his knees and let the thermal blanket slide off his back. He felt like he’d aged twenty years overnight. His leg muscles were almost totally numb, which wasn’t too surprising after spending over thirty hours in one position.

He slowly arched his back muscles, then raised his hands and clasped them behind his head. And kept them there. He sat with his legs folded under him. Pointless trying to stand. It would be a few more minutes before the blood started circulating down there again. Besides, it was safer this way. Two of the deputies were sprinting towards him, handguns at the ready. About fifty feet away and closing. One was shouting, ‘Down on your stomach. On your stomach. Do it NOW.’

The guy’s voice sounded a little shaky, which was understandable under the circumstances. So Bishop carefully lowered himself onto his stomach again. When they reached him, the one who’d been yelling pressed his gun barrel hard against the back of Bishop’s head and said, ‘Don’t move.’

Bishop wasn’t sure he could even if he wanted to. His hands were pulled behind his back and cuffed. There were pretty rough about it, but that was okay. Bishop understood. They’d just been made to look bad and needed to assert their authority again.

After giving a complete body search, they pulled him to his feet and silently marched him back to the house, keeping him upright whenever he stumbled. Which was often. Delaney was waiting by a door-sized gap in the fence and shaking her head. She looked as angry as her colleagues. Bishop didn’t blame her. Nobody liked being made a fool of.

His two guards brought him to a stop a couple of feet away from her. One of them passed Delaney the RAP4 T68 sniper paintball rifle. The other one handed over the camo sheet Bishop had brought with him from New York.

‘You know, I’m seriously considering having you placed under arrest,’ she said. ‘Or shot. Of all the arrogant, thoughtless, idiotic—’

‘It could have been much worse,’ Bishop said, ‘don’t you think?’

Delaney blew air out of her cheeks and said nothing. She studied the two items in her hands, still shaking her head. Bishop glanced past her shoulder and saw the principal sitting on the ground by the rear doors with two more deputies around him. One was offering him a glass of water. The principal had a hand pressed to his left temple, but otherwise didn’t look too bad for a dead man. Better than he had any right to be. His son was there, too. He was saying something to his father while staring hard at Bishop.

‘Where did you get this thing?’ Delaney asked, inspecting the rifle.

‘A specialist paintball store just off the Strip,’ Bishop said. ‘Even second-hand those things aren’t cheap. I kept the receipt, though. You can put it on your expenses.’

‘Yeah, right. And this thermal sheet?’

‘That’s my own property.’

‘How the hell did you even find us?’

‘How long are you planning to keep me tied up?’

Delaney rolled her eyes and said, ‘Okay, Lomax, you can uncuff him.’

‘You sure, boss?’ asked a voice behind him.

‘Yeah. This is the same guy I went to see on Friday. Go ahead, take them off.’

The cuffs were removed and Bishop brought his hands round and rubbed his wrists.

‘Now answer the question,’ Delaney said. ‘How did you find this place?’

‘Well, all I had to go on was neon.’ Delaney winced slightly, no doubt remembering her little slip back at the Maryland apartment, and Bishop went on quickly, ‘So I played a hunch it wouldn’t be too far from your last place, and Vegas fit the bill nicely. I also scanned the news sites until I found a story about a shooting in a house in Apple Valley, then did a little research until I found the house in question and the name of the person who rented it. Turns out a Simon Garrett signed the papers for that place on September seventeenth. Then it was a case of calling every realty agent in Vegas to see who’d rented houses on the day of the murder. You know, it’s amazing how most people on the phone believe you’re a cop if you simply say you are.’

Bishop saw the principal was watching their impromptu gathering. He got to his feet and looked about to walk over, but the other deputies quickly got him and the boy inside, then slid the doors closed.

‘And?’ Delaney prompted.

‘And,’ Bishop continued, ‘it turns out there was a Stephen Garland who rented a one-storey house in a fairly remote part of North Vegas on that day. If your guy’s going to change his name, Delaney, tell him to change the initials too. It’s a common mistake. Anyway, I flew over here to check the place out from a distance and it didn’t take long to discover I’d hit pay dirt. Your guy sitting on the chaise longue in the front yard, under the big umbrella. That’s a really nice touch. He looks very natural sipping from his endless supply of beers, lazily watching the day go by as he listens to the radio. What’s he really drinking?’

‘Iced tea.’

‘Any spares in that cooler of his? All I’ve been drinking for the last thirty hours is stale water.’

Delaney studied him. ‘You’ve been waiting out there since the night before last?’

Bishop shrugged. ‘I’ve been stuck in worse locations, and for far longer. Course I was a lot younger, too. Still, I figured you’d allow your principal some fresh air at some point, even if it was for a few minutes. It was worth a shot. And one was all I needed.’

Delaney looked skyward and quietly said, ‘I knew I shouldn’t have given in.’

‘If it’s any consolation, I was watching your guys’ reactions and I couldn’t see any weak areas there. Of course, that would have all been academic had I been the real deal.’

‘Wonderful,’ a second voice said from behind him. ‘So if this guy found us, that means we’re compromised again, right?’

‘Not necessarily,’ Delaney said.

‘She’s right,’ Bishop said, turning briefly to the two men. ‘I was privy to certain information nobody else would have known. At least in theory.’ He turned back and added, ‘But I would suggest no more smoking breaks for your boy from now on.’

‘So you plan to stay the course, then?’

‘If the door’s still open. I’m thinking of that special favour clause, in particular.’

‘It’s still open. But what’s changed since we last spoke?’

‘You’re a good-looking woman. I realized I like being around you, that’s all.’

Delaney gave a faint smile in return.

‘I could also really do with a shower. And maybe a change of clothes if one of your deputies can oblige. I didn’t pack any extras with me.’

‘I’m sure we can arrange something. Lomax, Hammond, go and collect the rest of his stuff. Bishop, come on inside and I’ll introduce you to everybody.’
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an exclusive James Bishop short
   story


I

The gas station was an old, one-storey, stucco structure with two ancient self-service pumps out front under a rusted steel roof. There were no customers. To the right of the store was a wide brick building containing two raised overhead garage doors, and above these was a long sign with faded black lettering that said CARTRIGHT VEHICLE SERVICES.

After walking three miles, this was practically the first sign of civilization I’d come across. So far I’d seen acres of peanut crops or thick woods on either side of me, and not much else. But now up ahead I noticed a couple of ranches hidden among the trees on the left side of the road, and I presumed the town of Sagamore, Georgia – population of 1,100, if the road sign I’d passed a half-mile back was to be believed – was a little further over the rise.

I went over to the first garage door, peered in and saw a pick-up with the hood open. Leaning over the engine, using a spanner on the distributor, was a stocky, bearded black guy in faded blue coveralls. He looked about ten years older than me, so late forties, maybe. An old Stones tune was blaring out of a stereo somewhere inside. There was just him.

‘You Cartright?’ I asked.

The guy paused in his work and turned to me. ‘Maybe. Something you want?’

‘My vehicle up and running again. It’s currently by the side of the road about three miles back, with a busted front axle.’

Placing the spanner on the engine block, Cartright pulled a rag from his pocket and wiped his hands. ‘And you want me to just drop what I’m doing and go take a look for you.’

‘I’d sure appreciate it.’

He scowled at me for a few seconds, as though weighing the pros and cons. Then he gave a deep sigh and said, ‘Better follow me, then, I guess. My truck’s out back.’

I followed Cartright to an open area of scrubland at the rear, where I saw a two-storey clapboard house further back. An old tow truck also stood there. We both got in and Cartright drove us onto the main road. After I gave basic directions, the rest of the three-mile journey passed in silence. Cartright wasn’t the most loquacious guy I’d ever met, but then I wasn’t exactly known for running my mouth either.

We passed the same farmland I’d already seen coming the other way, and soon we came to my old BMW, still parked on the grassy verge by the side of the road where I’d left it. The front wheel on the driver’s side was at a noticeable fifteen-degree angle to its partner. Cartright parked in front of the car, and we both walked back. There were no other vehicles in sight, either coming or going.

Pulling a pencil light from his pocket, the mechanic crouched down and shone the light at what was left of the front axle. Then he slid the top half of his body under the vehicle and looked it over from a different angle. Thirty seconds later he came out from under and stood up. ‘Okay, I got good news, bad news, and worse news. Which one you want first?’

‘Surprise me,’ I said.

‘Well, the bad news is you got a cracked front axle shaft as you can plainly see, which means you’re going precisely nowhere until you get a replacement put in. But I can probably find you a used shaft and install it and get you back on the road again by, say, tomorrow lunchtime. That’s the good news.’

‘And the worse news?’ I asked.

‘It’s gonna cost you.’

‘Walked right into that one, didn’t I? How much?’

He paused, and did his scowl thing again. Finally he said, ‘Let’s say three hundred for the front axle, and then another two hundred on top for labour and miscellaneous, which’ll make it an even five hundred. And I don’t haggle, so don’t waste your time trying. And that’ll be in cash, up front. Take it or leave it.’

‘That’ll be half up front,’ I said, ‘and the rest when it’s done. Otherwise I’ll leave it.’

He looked at me silently without blinking. I eyeballed him back.

‘I don’t haggle either,’ I said. ‘In case you were wondering.’

After a few more beats, he gave a casual shrug and said, ‘In cash.’

‘In cash,’ I agreed.

Without another word, he turned to his truck and began lowering the hook on the rear mounted crane. Less than five minutes later he had my BMW’s front wheels secured onto the raised lifting grid. Cartright then took us back to the gas station where he expertly reversed my vehicle into the empty garage. After we had got out of the truck, he went to the rear and began manually lowering my car to the concrete floor.

I pulled out my billfold and extracted three fifties, four twenties, two tens, and handed them over to him. ‘So are there any motels in town?’ I asked.

Cartright stuck the bills in his pocket and then continued lowering the crane. ‘No motels. There’s a boarding house, except it’s usually full up. You want, you can ride into Albany with me later, then get a cab back tomorrow.’

I didn’t like that idea for a number of reasons. ‘Nothing else in town at all?’

Cartright looked at me for a few moments. ‘Well, I got a room above my garage out back that I use as a stockroom. It ain’t much but it’s got its own entrance and there’s an old sofa bed in there as well as a fully working bathroom. You want it?’

‘Depends. How much?’

‘Fif—’ He stopped and smiled. ‘Sixty bucks. And that’s in cash, all up front.’

‘Let me guess. I can take it or leave it, right?’

‘You must be a mind reader.’

‘And you must have been a pirate in your last life.’

‘I ain’t forcing you to stay here, mister. That’s the price. You want it or not?’

I wanted it. Opening my billfold, I pulled out three twenties, leaving me with just forty dollars. I hoped there was an ATM in town. ‘Do I get a key?’

Cartright said, ‘I’ll go see if I can drum one up for you.’


II

Once Cartright had found me a key, I let him get back to his work. I didn’t bother checking the room. Since my time in the Corps I’ve learned not to be fussy about accommodation. Instead, I walked into the town of Sagamore.

After five minutes, the minor state route I’d been walking along grew sidewalks as it morphed into Main Street, which continued eastwards with more roads branching off on either side. It didn’t look like much of a town at first glance. And at almost three o’clock on a Friday afternoon it was almost completely dead. There was no traffic at all and, other than me, just three other pedestrians. I saw plenty of one- and two-storey retail buildings lining both sides of the street, although a good percentage of them looked closed and shuttered. Possibly forever. Many of these places were interspersed with vacant lots. A few pick-ups and sedans were parked in the angled bays on the right side of the street.

About a half-mile to the west, I saw a modern-looking water tower rising into the sky and a large factory building next to it, but everything else looked old and faded and used up. Sagamore had definitely seen better days, assuming it had ever had them in the first place.

It wasn’t quite a ghost town yet, though. There were still a good few businesses in operation. I passed an open hardware store, a large grocery, a small branch of the Wells Fargo bank, a dry goods store, a Western Union, a payloan store, a large drugs store, an insurance place, a barber, a beauty salon, a clothing store, and a few more besides. At each intersection I made a mental note of the street name. I was looking for one in particular.

It was 15.06 when I found it.

Kelsey Avenue was the northbound street at the third intersection. A diner called Lacy’s Eats stood guard at the north-west corner, while directly opposite was a bar called The Heavy Lifter. Further on, I could see an old railroad track running across Main Street, and past that a church, a school, and some civic buildings in the distance.

I turned left onto Kelsey and saw it was mostly residential, a ragtag collection of clapboard houses and old brick buildings interspersed with more empty lots. Several houses I passed looked as though they were deserted, and had been for a while. The street was generally litter-free, though, and most of the houses had fairly tidy front yards.

Number forty-seven was located about halfway down the left side of the street. I stopped and looked the place over. It was a single-storey adobe house with a raised front porch and a wooden front door. The window to the right of the door had its drapes drawn. The front yard was gravelled over, while in front of the garage to the right of the house was a fairly new-looking silver Chevy Silverado pick-up.

I glanced briefly at my clothes: black windbreaker over a grey shirt and black pants. I felt I looked presentable without appearing in any way official. Which I wasn’t.

This was personal business.

I stepped onto the drive and was glancing at the pick-up when the front door was yanked open and a young, unshaven, well-built Latino guy in T-shirt and cargo pants appeared in the doorway, gripping a baseball bat. He looked pissed off.

‘No trespassing, pendejo,’ he said. ‘Get the hell off my property. Right now.’

‘Hey, I’m not looking for trouble,’ I said, raising both hands. ‘I just wanted to ask you a few questions, that’s all.’

‘Goddamn repo men,’ he said, and jumped off the porch and marched towards me, slapping the bat into his palm. ‘You asswipes never learn. How many heads I gotta break before you people leave me alone?’

‘Look, you got completely the wrong idea about me,’ I said, and started backing off towards the sidewalk. But the guy kept on coming, matching me stride for stride, at which point I knew it wouldn’t make any difference if I reached the property line or not. This guy was looking to wail on me, no matter what. So I stopped backing up and moved towards him instead, already working out the next few moves in my head.

He frowned as I quickly closed the distance between us. I kept my eyes focused on his right arm as he raised the bat to slightly above his right shoulder. Then just as he began to swing it down towards my face I made a fist of my left hand with the knuckle of the middle finger extended. As the bat continued its downward swing I darted to the right of him and ducked down and launched my left arm towards his stomach, aiming my fist at the precise point where the abdominal muscles meet the groin area.

The moment my knuckle connected, the man gave a startled yelp and shouted something in Spanish as he fell to the ground in a heap. The bat clattered to the asphalt, he doubled up into a foetal position and clasped both hands to his lower stomach area.

I kicked the baseball bat away and saw it disappear under the pick-up. Then I crouched down a few feet from the groaning man, who was clearly in some pain. He glared at me through narrowed eyes. ‘Bastard,’ he hissed between gritted teeth.

‘I told you you were making a mistake,’ I said, ‘but you wouldn’t listen.’

‘Goddamn repo malparido,’ he said, still not listening.

‘Look, I don’t give a damn about your pick-up. That’s not why I’m here. As far as I’m concerned that vehicle’s yours until the next ice age, okay?’

He looked at me then, and for the first time he looked unsure of himself. ‘You mean you really ain’t from the repo company?’

‘That’s what I’ve been saying. I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions about—’

‘Smile, creep,’ a female voice said from somewhere to my right.

I looked up and saw a large middle-aged white woman in jeans and shorts, with her hair in a towel, standing just behind the pick-up, holding up a cell phone. There was a loud click and she said, ‘Gotcha, you sumbitch. How’d you like that? Hey, you okay over there, Ramon? Want me to call the sheriff?’

With a sigh, I turned to the downed man and said, ‘Is that what you want, Ramon? The cops? Or do you want to just answer a couple of questions and then never see me again?’

Ramon slowly raised himself to a sitting position and waved an arm at the woman. ‘Hey, forget it, Trish. It’s okay. I made a mistake. He’s all right.’

‘Well, he don’t look all right,’ the neighbour said. ‘And you’ve looked better too.’

‘It was just a misunderstanding,’ I said and stood up. I offered Ramon a hand and helped him to his feet.

‘Yeah, it’s okay, Trish,’ he said. ‘But thanks, I appreciate it.’

‘Well, if you’re sure.’ The woman gave me another dubious look, but she finally began walking slowly back to her house next door, watching us over her shoulder.

‘Damn, that’s some punch you got there, man,’ Ramon said, rubbing his abdomen.

‘You kind of forced my hand in the matter. So are you up to talking now?’

‘Yeah, I guess so. What do you want to know?’

‘Okay, a man named Leonard Williamson lived at this address a while back. Did you know him?’

Ramon frowned and shook his head. ‘I couldn’t tell you who the last tenant was, man. This place was empty before I moved in.’

‘When was this?’

‘Six, seven months ago.’

‘In that case have you got your landlord’s contact details? I’ll talk to him instead.’

‘Sure. His name’s Lewis Hawkins. He runs Sagamore Financial, got an office on Main Street. You probably passed it on the way here.’

The insurance place. ‘Yeah, I did. Okay, Ramon, thanks.’

‘You mean that’s all you want from me?’

‘That’s all,’ I said. ‘See how easy life can be sometimes?’

I turned and began walking back towards Main Street again, hoping this Hawkins would be able to give me some of the answers I was looking for.

Because if he didn’t, somebody would.


III

SAGAMORE FINANCIAL, the circular sign on the window said. Inside the circle was a generic symbol of two hands shaking. Underneath the logo were the words: Auto – Home – Health – Life – Retirement. Which pretty much covered all the bases right there.

I opened the front door and entered a small, neat, brightly lit office area containing just two people, a middle-aged black man and a younger black woman. The man had his own glass-partitioned office at the rear. The woman was currently on the phone at one of the front desks in the main part of the shop. They each looked up as I entered. The woman then went back to her phone conversation, while Hawkins came out of his office to meet me, one hand outstretched and a smile affixed to his face.

‘Afternoon,’ he said, pumping my hand. He was stocky and well built, and his grip was strong. ‘Lewis Hawkins, at your service. And what can we do for you today?’

‘Maybe we could talk in your office,’ I said.

‘I was just about to suggest that very thing. Right this way.’

He released my hand and led me back to his semi-private partitioned area where he sat behind his large desk and motioned me to one of the two chairs facing him. As I sat, I glanced at the row of framed photos on the wall. Some showed a pretty lady with some very cute kids, others showed Hawkins with some other businessmen, but two photos near the door showed a bunch of men in camo gear. Army ACU gear, in point of fact.

‘I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before,’ Hawkins said. ‘You new in town?’

‘Let’s say I’m just passing through,’ I said, turning back to him.

Hawkins frowned at that. ‘I see. So what kind of insurance can I help you with?’

‘I’m not interested in insurance. I understand you’re also a landlord, and I came to talk to you about one of your old tenants.’

‘I handle more than one property in town. Which one are we talking about?’

‘The house on Kelsey Avenue. I’d like to talk about Leonard Williamson.’

‘Lenny,’ Hawkins said, nodding slowly. ‘I should have known. And what business is this of yours, exactly? Because you sure don’t look like a policeman to me.’

I smiled. ‘That’s because I’m not.’

‘So you’re either a private dick or a reporter, then.’

‘I’m neither. I’m just somebody who wants to know what happened to the guy, that’s all. And since this was the last place he was seen, here I am.’

‘You’ve still got to have a reason, though. What’s Lenny to you?’

‘He’s just somebody I knew a long time ago.’

Hawkins raised an eyebrow. ‘And it took you this long to start looking for him? No offence, mister, but I’m not in the habit of giving out information on my old tenants to anybody who just strolls into my office. Unless they got a badge, that is. Which you don’t. So I’m sorry, but unless there’s something else you need …?’

It looked as though this needed an altogether different approach, so I stood up and walked over to the two shots of men in ACU gear. They were all smiling at the camera. I was able to pick out a much younger Hawkins in both shots easily enough. The years hadn’t changed him a great deal. But I was more interested in the mountains in the distant background.

‘Those look like the Alborz Mountains,’ I said.

Hawkins came over. ‘You got a good eye. That’s them, all right. And that’s me and the guys in the Balkh Province in Afghanistan, 2004 and 2005. What a mess that was, let me tell you. You serve over there?’

‘Not there, no. And not with the Army.’

‘But you served?’

‘I put in my time.’

‘Who with? Air Force? Navy?’

‘Marine Corps.’

‘Jarhead, huh?’ He studied my face. ‘And something tells me you saw your fair share of action too. Don’t tell me. Special forces?’

‘Nothing so glamorous. Although I was part of the Fleet Antiterrorist Security Team for the last couple of years of my tour, and I have to admit there were a few missions in there that got my blood pumping.’

‘Yeah? And who led those operations? You?’

‘Sometimes. I was one of two sergeants in the unit. We alternated.’

‘Uh huh. So just the one tour of duty for you, was it?’

‘That’s right.’

‘So why’d you leave in the end?’

I smiled with one side of my mouth. ‘Lot of reasons. One of them was that I thought everything would be different on the outside.’

Hawkins sighed and nodded. ‘Yeah, me too. You’d a thought we’d know better.’

We were both quiet for a moment as we looked at the photos. I was busy thinking through my options if this didn’t pan out. Because one thing I knew for a fact: there were always other options. It was just a matter of finding them.

But it seemed I’d passed some sort of test, because Hawkins finally shrugged and said, ‘Okay, so what do you want to know?’
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