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A LETTER FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear Reader,


Will Robie and Jessica Reel are characters I’ve grown very close to—I feel I know them like I do good friends, if assassins can be good friends with anyone! Robie’s life to date has been full of challenges, and this is why, in The Guilty, I wanted to take him home to face the demons he left behind in Mississippi when he was a teenager. He decided to leave not only because of his worsening relationship with his father, Dan, but also because of a broken love affair. So Robie hasn’t been back for over twenty years, and now, having earlier convinced Jessica about the importance of family and not leaving issues unresolved, he knows that this is something he must do for himself. His decision to confront his past has been vastly complicated by the fact that his father, a local judge, has been arrested for murder.


Will Robie has proven to be one of my most popular characters, and so I wanted—in this fourth book in the series—to give readers more details about his background and what it is that makes up this unusual man. He may be highly trained and superbly fit and excel at what he does, but Robie is not infallible. And he has emotions just like anyone else. This novel is slightly different from others in this series in that the bulk of the story is not focused on one of Robie’s missions in hotspots around the world. Instead, this story takes Robie back to his place of birth. What confronts him there is not a terrorist or criminal organization, but something far more powerful, and potentially deadly: his own past. Yes, readers, you will finally learn from where Will Robie came. And his trip home is anything but pleasant.


Using Mississippi as a setting for The Guilty allowed me to provide Robie with a different backdrop, one that contains many memories—many of which he’d rather forget. It’s a place I’ve enjoyed visiting, and I’ve loved using the stunning landscape in this intriguing environment as the setting for Robie’s latest adventure. As many of us have learned, sometimes it’s hard to go home. But for Will Robie, it may be the hardest thing he’s ever done.


Thank you for reading. I hope you enjoy the story, and I’d love to know what you think about it.
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To the memory of Donald White,


truly one of a kind.




CONFIDENTIAL
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CIA Agent Profile


Name: Will Robie


Date of Birth: Classified. Early forties but doesn’t look it. On the outside. On the inside, he’s about 110.


Place of Birth: Cantrell, Mississippi, USA


Marital Status: Single. Never married. Too much baggage.


Physical Characteristics: 6 foot, 1 inch. 180 pounds. Athletic build, physically ripped. Dark hair, kept short.


Distinguishing Marks: Previously broken nose. Old wounds and scars over his torso and limbs. Right arm surgically repaired; scar tissue removed, tendons and ligaments all tidied up. Tattoos on one arm and also on back. One tattoo displays a large tooth from a great white because he’s a predator like the shark. The other is a red slash of lightning on fire because that’s how fast he strikes and what you feel like after he does. The tattoos effectively cover up old scars that have never healed properly.


Relatives: Daniel Robie (father); Tyler Robie (half-brother). Mother (current status unknown).


Service Career: Began his career in the Special Forces. Robie is a dangerous and incorruptible CIA assassin. Possibly trained as part of SEAL, Delta Force, or United States Army Rangers. Details permanently classified. Reports to ‘Blue Man’.


Notable Abilities: Immense endurance levels and off-the-chart tolerance to pain. Expert military-grade weapons and vehicle training. Deadly in close-quarters combat. Relies more on quickness and endurance than sheer strength. Will kill you before you even realize it with a gun, his finger, or a household appliance.


Favorite Film: Reservoir Dogs. He likes it because it’s not nearly as violent as his line of work, so it allows him to relax.


Favorite Song: Queen’s ‘Another One Bites the Dust’, of course.


Dislikes: Faulty scope/ammo, soulless bad guys, clueless bureaucrats, anyone pointing a weapon at him.


Likes: Jessica Reel, Blue Man, Dan and Tyler Robie, Julie Getty, Shane Connors, Nicole Vance, and last but not least, John Carr AKA Oliver Stone. Full stop.
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Will Robie crouched shadowlike at a window in a deserted building, inside a country that was currently an ally of the United States.


Tomorrow that could change.


Robie had been alone in many vacant buildings in foreign lands over the years, tactically positioned at windows while holding a weapon. One did not normally kill from long distance with a sniper rifle chambered with brain-busting ordnance fired with the aid of world-class optics while people stood around and watched you do it.


Robie was and always would be a tactical weapon. Longer-term strategies were the professional domain of others, mostly political types. These folks made good assassins, too. Only instead of bullets, they were basically bribed to enact laws by other folks with more money than was good for them. And they harmed a lot more people than Robie ever could.


He eyed the street four stories below.


Quiet.


Well, that won’t last. Not after I do what I came here to do.


A voice spoke in his ear mic. It was a slew of last-minute intelligence, and a verification of all details of the “execution plan,” which was quite aptly named. Robie absorbed all of it, just as he had so many times in the past. He processed the information, asked a few pertinent questions, and received a standby command. It was all part of the professional equation, all normal, if such things could be in a situation where the end result was someone’s dying violently.


He had not set out to kill others on the command of an elite few. Yet here he was, part of a false-flag unit loosely attached to a clandestine intelligence agency known by its three-letter acronym that people from Bangor to Bangladesh would instantly recognize.


He had come to it by degrees.


Initially came the training where the targets were first paper, then clay, and finally mannequins that bled surprisingly realistic-looking blood housed in hard paks stuffed in torsos and heads. Where precisely plastic flesh and Hollywood blood had turned to real flesh and real corpuscles he couldn’t say. It might be that he had subconsciously set aside this most transformative of sequences. It was certainly true that he had never looked back and tried to sort out how he had arrived here.


He had pulled triggers and wielded blades and swung fists and fingers, legs and elbows, and even his head in precise motions, and ended the lives of many without questioning the basis for these actions.


Official killers who questioned were not popular. In fact, for the most part, they were unemployed. Or more likely dead.


Lately, though, he had started asking questions. Which was why he wasn’t as popular as he used to be with the acronym agency whose first letter was C and whose last letter was A. The letter in between stood for intelligence, which Robie sometimes thought was seriously lacking there.


He shook off these thoughts, because tonight he had another trigger to pull.


He gripped a pair of night-vision binoculars and took a visual sweep of the narrow building across from him. Unlike his, it was not vacant. It had lots of people inside it. People with more guns than he had. But he only needed one. There were twenty-four windows facing him, four on each of the six floors. He was concerned only about the second window over from the left on the third floor. In his mind it had a bull’s-eye painted right over it.


The curtains were currently drawn over this opening, but that would have to change. As good as he was, Robie couldn’t kill what he couldn’t see. And right now those millimeter-thick cotton drapes might as well be two-inch-thick polycarbonate sheets with a Kevlar-threaded middle.


He looked at his watch.


Five minutes to go.


Four and a half of those minutes would seem like an eternity. The last thirty seconds would seem like drawing a breath—and a quick one at that. Normal people would experience an accompanying adrenaline rush right about now. Robie was not normal. His heartbeat would actually slow, not rise. And his features would relax, not tighten.


His left hand reached over and touched the already assembled long-range, custom-built rifle lying partially inside his duffel. It was relatively lightweight as such weapons went, and the jacketed subsonic round was already chambered. He would only have one chance to fire one round. He had never needed more than that.


His hand went out and lightly rapped the wooden windowsill.


Even state-sanctioned assassins needed a bit of luck every now and then.


He knew the background of the man he was going to kill tonight. It was like so many of the others whose lives he had terminated. The target’s interests and goals were not in alignment with the United States, which had allied itself with competing—if similarly barbaric—factions that were demanding the removal of this person. Why they didn’t simply do it themselves was a good question that Robie had never bothered to ask for one simple reason.


He wouldn’t have gotten an answer.


Thus, he and his gun had been sent to do the deed, in the interests of national security, which seemed to be a catchall to justify any death, anywhere, any time.


The clipped voice came back in his ear.


“Target alone in the space other than the two bodyguards and the domestic. The curtains will be opened in three minutes.”


“Confirmed on all counts?” Robie asked, because he wanted no surprises.


“Confirmed on all counts.”


He looked over his shoulder at the window behind him. That was to be his escape route. It didn’t look like much of an escape route, and the truth was, it wasn’t. But he’d survived worse ones. He was simply a shadow tonight. Shadows were hard to catch. And harder still to kill.


He looked at his watch, synchronizing it in his head with the countdown point he’d just been given. Countdown to calm, he told himself. Countdown to the kill, he added.


The window he was kneeling in front of had already been raised two inches. The windowsill would be his rough fulcrum point. He lifted the rifle out of the duffel and slid the barrel through this opening until the muzzle cleared the glass by three inches and no more. He had drawn a thick bright red line on his barrel that constituted his stop point.


The night was black, and the ambient light meager. The attack was, hopefully, unexpected. Anyone spotting the dark metal barrel would have to be exceptionally good, and the fact was the other side didn’t have anyone of that caliber. That was the reason Robie had been able to gain access to a vacant building with a sight line directly into the target’s home. That would never have happened with the Russians. Or the Iranians.


Right on schedule the curtains parted. It was a simple movement replicated millions of times a day all over the world. However, people usually opened the curtains when it was daytime to let in natural light. At night they usually closed them to gain privacy.


That was always the hitch in this plan. And Robie would know nearly immediately if that hitch turned into total disaster.


The maid stepped back from the window.


Robie thought the woman’s gaze lifted just a bit to the building across the street. And she seemed to linger too long in front of the glass.


Move, Robie thought to himself, trying to will this message across the width of the street and into her head. It had taken considerable effort, money, and skill to place her right where she was, where she had to be for all this to work.


But if she froze now, none of that would happen. She would die and the man she worked for would not. Robie being here would all be for naught. He might die, too, since the U.S. would disavow any connection to him whatsoever. That was just how this worked.


A moment later she moved away from the opening, and his sight line once more became unobstructed.


Robie let out a long breath of relief and allowed his muscles to relax.


He rested his right cheek against the rifle stock’s carbon fiber left side. The use of this material had dropped his rifle’s weight from eight pounds to three. And as with an aircraft, weight was critical for Robie’s task, meaning the less the better. He gazed through the optics latched down on his Picatinny rail. The inches-wide crevice in the curtains came into focus. Through his scope it looked a mile across. It would be impossible for him to miss.


There was a table in view. On the table was a phone. Not a mobile phone—an old-fashioned landline with a spiral cord. The call would be coming through in less than two minutes. The stage was set, everything choreographed down to the last detail.


Part of Robie couldn’t believe the man or his bodyguards would not notice just how carefully everything had been arranged. Through the parted curtains he could see the bodyguards doing what bodyguards did. Moving, taking in details, trying to keep their deep paranoia in check long enough to carry out their job. But never once did they look toward the window. Or, presumably, think about where the phone was positioned in front of that window.


Never once.


Which meant they were idiots. Robie’s people had long since discovered that convenient truth. Because of that they had not even attempted to buy these folks off. They weren’t worth the price.


Robie started exhaling longer and longer breaths, getting his physiological markers down to levels acceptable for a shot of this kind: cold zero. In reality the actual shot would not be that difficult. The narrow street including its curbs was barely a hundred feet wide, which was the reason he was using the quieter subsonic round; it was an ordnance perfectly acceptable for a shot over such a short distance. His shot was angled down one story—again, not a problem. It was true he would be firing through glass at the other end, but at this range, glass was not a factor. There was no wind and no ancillary light sources that could possibly blind him.


In short, it should be an easy kill.


But Robie had found that there was really no such thing.


The voice in his ear spoke two words.


“Vee one.”


It was the same terminology that pilots in the cockpit used. V-1 meant that the takeoff roll could no longer be safely aborted. Your butt was going up into the sky whether you wanted it to or not.


There was one small difference here, though, and Robie well knew it. So did the person on the other end of his secure line.


I can abort this mission all the way up until my finger pulls the trigger.


“Thirty seconds,” said the voice.


Robie gave one more sweeping glance left, then right. Then he looked only through his optics, his gaze and aim dead on the opening between the curtains.


Place empty except for target, two bodyguards, and the maid.


Check, check, and check.


“Ten seconds.”


The call on the phone would be the catalyst for all.


“Five seconds.”


Robie counted off the remaining moments in his head.


“Call engaged,” said the voice.


It was being done via remote computer link. There would be no living person on the other end.


A man moved into view between the curtains.


He was of medium height and build, but that was all that was average about him. Like Hitler before him, he had the extraordinary ability to whip his followers into a frenzy of such devotion that they would commit any atrocity he ordered. That skill had led him to be deemed a Category Alpha enemy of an important if fluid ally of the United States. And that category was reserved only for those who would eventually suffer violent deaths, as the United States played the role of global wrecking ball for those willing to pony up allegiance to it, however briefly.


Robie’s finger slid to the trigger guard and then to the real V-1 point for him—the trigger.


He saw motion to the right of the target but still fired, pulling the trigger with a clean, measured sweep as he had done countless times before.


As was his custom, after the muzzle recoil, he kept his gaze aimed squarely on the target through his optics. He would see this to the end of the bullet’s flight path. The only way to confirm a kill was to see it. He had been tricked once before. He would never be tricked again.


The glass cracked and the jacketed round slammed into and then through the target. The man fell where he stood, the phone receiver still clutched in his dead hand.


There was no one alive on either end of the call now.


Right as Robie was about to look away, the target disappeared completely from sight. And revealed behind him was the child—obviously the blur of motion Robie had seen right as he fired.


The jacketed round had cleared the target’s skull and still had enough velocity to hit and kill the second, far smaller target.


Through his optics Robie saw the girl, the bullet hole dead center of her small chest, crumple to the floor.


One shot, two dead.


One intended.


One never contemplated.


Will Robie grabbed his gear and ran for it.
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His escape route took Robie out the fourth-floor window opposite where he had fired the shot that had killed one male adult and one female child. With his duffel over his shoulder he jumped and his booted feet landed on the gravel roof of the adjacent three-story building. He heard gunshots and then the breaking of glass.


The bodyguards had just fired their salvos at the building he’d been in.


Then he heard two more rapid-fire shots: bang-bang.


The maid had just dispatched the guards, or so Robie hoped.


And then she had better run like hell because Robie could already hear tires squealing on pavement.


His landing had been awkward, and he had felt the scarred skin on his arm from a past injury pull and then partially tear as it took the impact of the landing. He leapt up and ran for the roof doorway that led into the building. He took the stairs down three at a time. He cleared the building and found himself in an alley. There were two vehicles parked there. Into one he threw his gear and his outer layer of clothes and his boots. Now he had on only skivvies. The driver sped off without even looking at him.


He climbed into the rear of the other vehicle. It was an ambulance. A man dressed in blue scrubs was in the back. Robie climbed up on the gurney, where he was covered with a sheet and a surgical cap was placed on his head. He was hooked up to several drip lines, and an oxygen mask was placed on his face. The man injected a solution into Robie’s cheek that swelled his face and a few moments later turned his skin a brick red and would keep it that way for another thirty minutes.


The ambulance drove off, its singsong siren and rack lights going full bore.


They turned onto a road that ran parallel to the street that separated Robie’s shooter’s nest from the target’s building.


Two minutes later the ambulance lurched to a stop and the back doors were thrown open. Robie closed his eyes and let his breathing run shallow.


Men with guns appeared. One climbed in and barked at the man in scrubs. He replied in his native language with just the right amount of professional indignation, and then pointed at Robie. The man with the gun drew very close to Robie’s face. Then he examined the IV lines and the oxygen mask and Robie’s swollen and flaming-red face. He asked another question, which the scrubs man answered.


Then the armed man climbed out and the ambulance doors closed. The vehicle started up again.


But Robie kept his eyes shut. He didn’t open them until thirty minutes later when the ambulance stopped next to a chain-link fence.


The scrubs man tapped Robie on the shoulder and then pulled the IV lines and took off the mask. Robie climbed out, his bare feet touching cold pavement. A car was waiting next to the ambulance. He climbed inside, was handed clothes and shoes, and quickly dressed.


Thirty minutes later he was wheels up in a jump seat in the back of a UPS Boeing 777 freighter that had counted him as an extra package on board. The jumbo jet banked sharply north and then west, and started its climb out on the long flight back to America.


Robie sat in his jump seat and pulled out the secure phone the scrubs man back in the ambulance had tossed him right before he’d exited the vehicle.


The message was waiting for him in the form of a text.


TARGET DOWN. OP EXIT SUCCESSFUL ON ALL COUNTS.


Well, Robie knew the first part. And now he knew the maid had carried out her role and gotten away, too. And he also knew that the folks on the other end of this communication were trying to put a positive spin on the whole mess.


He typed in a message on the phone and fired it off.


All he could see in his mind was the face of the little girl with curly dark hair whom he’d killed tonight. Unintentional or not, she was still dead. Nothing on earth could bring her back. And he wanted to know how the hell it had happened.


The ding signaled the answer to his query.


UNCLEAR. HIS DAUGHTER. CLASSIFIED AS COLLATERAL DAMAGE.


Collateral Damage? They were really going to try to spin that one? On me?


His finger poised over the phone’s keypad, Robie was set to fire back a response that matched the fury he was feeling. Then he slipped the phone into his pocket and slumped back against the plane’s inner wall.


He rubbed his face and closed his eyes. Burned seemingly on the insides of his eyeballs was the little face. She had looked surprised at being dead. And who could blame her? Running to her daddy, seeing him die at the same moment she too perished?


He had come close to killing a child once, but he hadn’t pulled the trigger. That had nearly cost him his career and with it his life. But this time, this time, he had done it.


He opened his eyes and bent over as the jet hit a rough patch of air and he was jostled roughly around. He turned to the side and threw up. It had nothing to do with unsettled air, and everything to do with the small face burning a hole in his brain and his belly.


He hung his head between his knees. The unflappable man he always was, always had to be, was coming apart at important seams, like the torn scar tissue on his arm.


I just killed a little girl. I murdered a little girl. She’s dead because of me.


He looked down at his trigger finger, heavily callused from all the practice rounds fired over the years. He had wondered when and if he would know it was time to walk away from all this.


He might just have found his answer.


His phone dinged again. He picked it up and looked at the screen.


BLUE MAN.


The one person other than his sometime partner Jessica Reel whom Robie could count on at an agency that would never officially recognize he even existed. Blue Man always told it to him straight, whether Robie wanted to hear it or not.


WILL BE STANDING BY WHEN YOU LAND. WE’LL TALK.


He tried to interpret the meaning behind those few words.


What was there to talk about? His trigger pull was done. The op was completed. The official response at the senseless death of a child was “collateral damage.” Robie could imagine that explanation being input on a form and that form being filed away wherever they kept such records.


On this day in a foreign land shot dead by Will Robie, one megalomaniac and one daughter of said megalomaniac.


He would be on to his next assignment, expected to forget what he had just done. Like a cornerback giving up a long touchdown pass. You shook it off, picked yourself back up, and moved on to the next play.


Only there, nobody died.


In Will Robie’s world, somebody always died.


Always.




3


Robie walked down the metal steps, and his feet hit American soil for the first time in a month. He looked straight ahead and saw the man in a rumpled trench coat standing next to the rear door of the black Suburban. It was as though a Cold War-era movie was unspooling in front of him in clickety-clack black-and-white film.


The vehicles were always black, and they always seemed to be Suburbans. And the people were always wearing rumpled trench coats, as though they felt inclined to confirm the stereotype.


He walked over to the SUV and climbed inside. The door closed, the trench coat got in the driver’s seat, and the Suburban pulled off.


Only then did Robie look to his right.


Blue Man gazed back at him.


His real name was Roger Walton.


But to Robie he would always be Blue Man, which had to do with his color level of leadership at the Agency. Not the highest there was, but plenty high enough for Blue Man to know all, or at least nearly all, that was going on.


As usual he wore an off-the-rack blue suit with a red tie and a collar tab. His silver hair was neatly combed, his face freshly shaved. Blue Man was old school, professional every second of his life. Nothing rattled him. Nothing altered the ingrained habits of a long career that frequently involved killing the few to keep safe the many.


By comparison, after an eleven-hour flight in the back of an air freighter piled high with cardboard boxes filled with products made by penny labor in faraway lands, Robie looked like a corpse. He didn’t feel professional. He really didn’t feel anything.


Robie didn’t break the silence. He had nothing to say. Yet. He wanted to hear it from Blue Man first.


The other man cleared his throat and said, “Obviously, it did not all go according to plan.”


Robie still didn’t speak.


Blue Man continued, “The intelligence was flawed. It often is over there, as you well know. But we have to work with what we have. The child was supposed to be with her mother. There was apparently a last-minute snafu. The mother abruptly changed her plans. The daughter was left at home. There was no time to abort without suspicion falling on our inside operative.”


Everything that Blue Man had just uttered was perfectly reasonable and, Robie knew, perfectly true. And it didn’t make him feel better in the least.


They drove for a while longer in silence.


Finally, Robie said, “How old was she?”


“Robie, you had no way of—”


“How old!”


Robie had kept his gaze on the back of the driver’s head and he saw the man’s neck muscles tighten.


“Four,” replied Blue Man. “And her name was Sasha.”


Robie knew she was young. So this should have come as no surprise. But the waves of nausea, of an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia, hit him like the round he’d fired around twelve hours ago. The round that had killed four-year-old Sasha.


“Stop the car.”


“What?” This came from the driver.


“Stop the car.” Robie didn’t say this in a raised voice. His tone was level and calm yet managed to sound more deadly than if he had screamed his guts out and pulled an MP5.


The driver’s gaze hit the rearview mirror and he saw Blue Man nod.


The driver eased off the road and put the SUV in park.


Robie had opened the door before the truck had even stopped rolling. He got out on the side of the highway and started walking along the shoulder.


Blue Man reached over and closed the door. He eyed the driver, who was still watching him in the rearview obviously waiting for an order, perhaps to speed up and run over Robie.


“Just follow on the shoulder, Bennett. Put your flashers on. We don’t want any accidents.”


Bennett did so and the vehicle slowly followed Robie down the shoulder as cars and trucks whizzed by.


“Let’s hope a cop doesn’t stop us,” muttered Bennett.


“If one does I will handle it,” said Blue Man impassively.


Robie walked slowly, his muscles tight, the torn skin on his arm aching like he’d been slashed with a Ka-Bar knife. He had been told sometime ago that he would need a skin graft. It looked as if that prediction had been right.


A stiff wind pummeled him as he lumbered on; his feet felt clumsy, his senses slow. But then he hadn’t slept in nearly twenty-six hours. He had just crossed quite a few time zones and was also jet-lagged.


And he’d killed a kid.


He looked neither right nor left. He didn’t react when eighty-thousand-pound semis blew past him at seventy miles an hour, whipping his coat around him.


The SUV followed Robie for a quarter of a mile before he walked back to it and climbed into the truck, and Bennett pulled onto the highway.


“Where’s Jessica?” Robie asked.


“She’s on assignment out of the country,” said Blue Man.


“When will she be back?”


“Not for a while.”


Robie looked out the window. He needed to talk this out with Jessica Reel. She alone would be able to understand what was going on inside his head. Not even Blue Man could get all the way there.


But there was something else. Something that needed doing as soon as possible. He could feel it in every pore of his skin, in every fired synapse of his brain.


He blurted, “I need to get out in the field again. Fast. Whatever you have, let me do it.”


“I’m not sure that is advisable.”


“I need to pull the trigger again,” said Robie, his gaze now dead on Blue Man. “I need to. You must have something ready to go.”


Blue Man cleared his throat again. “We actually have a mission that we thought would be scrubbed, but is now back on.”


“I’ll take it.”


“You don’t know what it is yet.”


“It doesn’t matter. I’ll take it.”


Blue Man let out a shallow breath and straightened his tie. “Are you sure it wouldn’t be better to—”


Robie held up his hand and his trigger finger made the pull. “This is what I do, sir. If I can’t do this, then I am nothing. I need to know that I still can.”


“Then you’ll get the briefing papers tomorrow.” Blue Man paused. “While what happened was terribly tragic, that was not the only reason I wanted to meet with you.”


Robie turned to look at him. “What was the other reason?”


“It’s personal.” He glanced at the driver. “Bennett? The glass, please.”


Bennett hit a button on the console and an inch-thick sheet of glass slid into place, sealing off the front compartment from the back.


“Personal?” said Robie. He had nothing personal if Jessica Reel was okay.


But no, that was wrong.


He stiffened. “Julie? Is it Julie?”


Julie Getty was a fifteen-year-old girl who had been catapulted into Robie’s life sometime ago in the most violent way possible. They had both nearly died in a bus explosion. Julie’s life had been put in danger more than once because of her connection to Robie. And also to Jessica Reel.


If anything had happened to her . . .


But Blue Man was already holding up his hand.


“Ms. Getty is perfectly fine. It has nothing to do with her.”


“Then I don’t understand what you mean by personal. Beyond them I—”


“It’s your father,” interjected Blue Man.


Robie tried to focus on these three words. It wasn’t working. All he saw was a face transposed over Blue Man’s.


His father’s.


A hard, unrelenting countenance that Robie thought he would never, ever see again. In fact, Robie had not seen his father in over twenty years. He shook his head, trying to rid himself of memories he had not thought about for a long time. Yet now, with Blue Man’s words, they were charging at him from all corners.


“Is he dead?”


Robie’s father was at an age now where a heart attack or stroke could have claimed him.


“No.”


“What then?” said Robie sharply, tired of how Blue Man was drawing this out. It was not like the man. He was normally terse and precisely to the point. And that’s what Robie needed now.


“He’s been arrested.”


“Arrested? For what?”


“For murder.” Blue Man paused, but when Robie said nothing he added, “I thought you’d like to know.”


Robie looked away and replied, “Well, you thought wrong.”
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Robie swayed with the motion of the truck in which he was riding. Dust caught at his throat. The heat of the day seared through the canvas top. He felt like an egg about to be overcooked in a skillet.


He rode with one other man. His spotter. Robie didn’t usually use a spotter, but Blue Man had insisted on one for this mission. And Robie had not felt up to challenging him.


In the military, snipers were almost always deployed in two-person teams. A spotter added security and firepower, set up and calculated shots, kept on top of elements like wind that could vary shots. When the shooter got tired, which often happened because waiting to kill was an exhausting exercise, the team would switch roles and spotter would become sniper.


But in Robie’s line of work, spotters were rarely used. The reasons were many, but mainly it was because he was not being sent into combat zones with other soldiers, where the two-person team made tactical sense. Rather, he was acting in a clandestine manner, dropped behind enemy lines with a cover story and localized assets. It was hard enough to do that with one person, much less two, particularly when you were going to parts of the world where no one else looked like you.


Robie looked over at his spotter. Randy Gathers was in his early thirties with sandy hair and a freckled complexion. He was lean and compact, with a wiry build. He was also former military, as almost all of them were. He had met Robie and gone over the assignment in excruciating detail beforehand. It was in some ways like a golfer and his caddy, except the hole-in-one had a vastly different meaning in Robie’s world than it did on the PGA tour.


Their plan was set, their cover story intact. They had arrived here on a freighter with a Turkish provenance, had left the harbor on a rickety bus and then switched to this truck while it was still dark.


Now it was light and they would be at their next location in twenty minutes.


Robie inched up the tent flap and peered out. His gaze went to the sky where it was partially clear, but a troublesome storm front was approaching.


He looked at Gathers, who had his iPad out.


“Supposed to hit tonight,” Gathers said.“Wind, rain, thunder.”


“How much wind?” asked Robie.


“Enough. Do we scrap it?”


Robie shook his head. “Not our call. At least not yet.”


The truck rumbled along and then deposited them at their next stop. They climbed into a car that was waiting for them. The trunk held the items they would need to perform the mission.


Robie took the wheel and drove along routes he’d memorized as part of the mission brief. If they were stopped, which was a possibility, they had the necessary papers to get them through most roadblocks, without the trunk’s being searched. If that didn’t work, they had one option. To kill the people who had stopped them.


Two roadblocks and no trunk searches later, they arrived at their destination.


It was now growing dark, and the wind was picking up even more.


Robie drove up to the overhead door of a large warehouse situated next to a river. Gathers jumped out, keyed in a code on a panel next to the door, and the overhead lumbered up. Robie pulled the car inside while Gathers closed the overhead door and secured it by sliding a locking arm through the roller track. They pulled out their equipment from the car’s trunk, and then Robie and Gathers scrubbed the vehicle down, removing all traces of their presence.


After that Robie looked around the two-story warehouse. The place was cavernous and, except for them, empty. And most important, they were completely hidden from view.


Rain started to ping off the warehouse’s metal roof.


Robie looked up and his gaze seemed to pierce the roof and venture to the outside. He glanced over at Gathers, who was checking their equipment, his manner subdued probably by the prospect of having to perform in such adverse conditions.


Robie glanced at his watch and then sent off a secure communication from his phone. The answer came back as he was halfway up a ladder that led to a catwalk on the warehouse’s second story.


IT’S A GO.


He put his phone away and continued his climb, reaching the catwalk and skirting down the narrow metal path until he reached the front side of the facility.


Gathers followed him up with the gear, two duffel bags’ worth. They both sat down and started to assemble the tools they would need tonight to accomplish the mission.


Spotting scope, weather and wind analyzers, and, of course, the sniper rifle.


There was one other tool required. There were no windows up here, so Robie had to make one.


He used the battery-powered saw to cut two holes of different sizes in the side of the metal. He used a suction cup to grip the metal, and when the cut was complete, he pulled the metal toward him and deposited it in his duffel.


One hole was large enough for his muzzle and his scope to fit through simultaneously. The other hole was for the spotting scope to be used by Gathers.


Each picked up their respective “weapons” and inserted them through the holes. Robie did a sweep of the street while Gathers did the same with his spotting scope. This was going to be a far longer shot than Robie’s last mission, nearly twenty-two hundred meters.


A British soldier currently held the world record for the longest sniper shot. In 2009, he had killed two Afghan insurgents at a distance of nearly 2,500 meters. The shots were so far away that it had taken the .338 Lapua Magnum rounds nearly five seconds to reach and kill their targets.


Robie’s shot would be almost three hundred meters less in distance. But the conditions were far from ideal, and he would be shooting in between a pair of buildings that could create a wind tunnel that might foul the shot. That was another reason that Gathers was here as the spotter. He would feed Robie all the information that he needed. All Robie had to focus on was making the kill when he pulled the trigger.


The good thing about this shot was that the target’s security forces had never even considered the abandoned warehouse a potential threat. It was simply too far away from the event that would be taking place over a mile from here.


Well, Robie hoped to prove them wrong about that tonight.


Robie checked and rechecked his ammo, and then made sure his weapon was pristine and in perfect working order. While he did that, Gathers was soaking up every bit of data that would have an impact on the shot Robie had to make.


When that was done both men sat back. They each ate a power bar, downing it with some G2.


Gathers said, “Heard about your last mission.”


Robie folded up the plastic wrapper from the power bar and stuck it in his duffel along with the empty plastic bottle. Plastic wrappers held fingerprints and used beverage bottles contained DNA. Though his were on no database anywhere, the key principle was that no detail was too small to be overlooked.


“After the shot we have thirty seconds to get out of here,” Robie said. “They’ll be waiting for us with the RIB,” he added, referring to a rigid inflatable boat. “Ten-minute ride on the water, then we load onto a chopper. That’ll carry us to the harbor. We board the freighter, which leaves three minutes after we get there.”


Gathers nodded. He knew all this, but it never hurt to run through it multiple times.


Over the next few minutes Robie caught Gathers glancing at him and decided to just get it over with.


“You have an issue?” he asked, staring across at the other man.


Gathers shrugged. “You know why I’m here.”


“To be my spotter.”


“You work alone, Robie, everybody knows that.”


“Not always.”


“Almost always. You accidentally killed a kid. Could have happened to any of us.”


“But it didn’t happen to you.”


“I’m here because they have—”


“Doubts? Do you have doubts that I can make this shot?”


“Not if you’re the same Will Robie, no.”


“But if I’m not the same Will Robie?”


“Then I’ve been instructed to make the shot.”


Robie sat back on his haunches. This he had not been told.


Gathers obviously read this on his face and said, “I thought you should know. In fact, we can reverse roles now, if you want. No one will know the difference.”


“Have you even made a shot from over two thousand meters, Gathers?”


“Nearly so. On the practice range.”


“Nearly so. On the practice range, where conditions are ideal.” Robie pointed upward where rain was still pinging off the roof. “These conditions are not ideal. In fact, they’re horrendous for a long-range shot. Do you still think you can make the kill here and now?”


Gathers drew a long breath. “Yes, I think I can.”


“Well, let’s hope we don’t have to find out because ‘I think I can’ doesn’t cut it.”
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Two hours later Robie got another communication.


“It’s a final go,” he said to Gathers.


Gathers nodded and started reading his weather instruments again and taking looks through his scope.


Robie picked up his rifle and edged the muzzle out through the hole he’d cut. The barrel was hit by rain, but his scope was still under the roof and dry. He placed his cheek against the synthetic stock and took a look through his scope. This piece of optics was the best in the world, an engineering marvel that allowed one to see great distances with superhuman accuracy.


“Feed me,” said Robie.


Gathers started giving him the weather and distance information. Robie took all of this in and made corresponding and necessary adjustments to his optics. Calibrating against the weather was critical here. With the long distance that the ordnance needed to travel, the elements would have a terrific opportunity to screw the shot. And then there was gravity, which while undeniably present at every spot on earth, was also, unlike the weather, highly predictable. He sighted through it again and the glass atrium came into view.


“It’s helpful they have a flag on top of the building,” said Gathers. “Makes the wind call easier, like a wind sock at an airport.”


“That was why our people had it put there,” replied Robie curtly.


He looked at his watch and adjusted his ear mic. The voice came on and updated Robie. He gazed through his scope again and people came into view.


The party was just getting started. The man of honor would arrive in about twenty minutes. He was incredibly wealthy in the way only a man who had plundered an entire country could become. Had he remained content with that, he would not have been targeted. But he had committed the cardinal sin of deciding to fund terrorist activities that had struck directly at America and her allies. For this, Robie had been dialed up to put a stop to his heartbeat and along with it his ambitions.


The event tonight was the man’s fifty-eighth birthday. He would not celebrate another.


In an impoverished nation the limos gliding down the street might as well have been figments of a country’s collective imagination—or nightmare, rather. But the country had a wealthy few and they were all coming out tonight because not to do so would probably ensure their deaths.


Since these folks had a lot more to lose than their bedraggled fellow citizens, they came, like the obedient pets they were. What good was it to be rich, if you were dead?


“Wind call,” said Robie.


Gathers checked his instruments and gave him the required data. Robie made the necessary adjustment on his optics. The biggest problem, he felt, was the gap between the buildings. The funneled wind there could do things that it wasn’t doing here or at the other end where the bullet would strike. He would have to penetrate glass, and unlike his last mission, at this far greater distance, the glass would have a profound impact on a bullet that had already traveled nearly a mile and a third.


And the drop of the ordnance had to be carefully calculated. That was what the spotter, range finder, and weather conditions would determine.


If Robie had placed his crosshairs on the target’s chest and fired, by the time the bullet had arrived nearly five seconds later, it would have struck the floor. The calculations involved were complex and there was no margin of error. It involved Newtonian dynamics, gravitational pull, and mathematical formulas that might well have confounded Einstein.


As the time drew closer for the shot, Gathers slid over to squat to the right and slightly behind Robie. That way, using the same opening Robie was firing through, he could follow the trace of the bullet through his scope. This was necessary if the first shot did not accomplish the kill. In a combat zone there were usually opportunities for follow-up shots. In this scenario there probably wouldn’t be. If the first shot missed, people would scatter, and the target would be surrounded and pulled to safety.


But since the bullet would take nearly five seconds to get to its target, Gathers might have the opportunity to call out adjustments to a second shot, if needed, before the first shot had even struck. If they were lucky the second shot would find its target. If they were really lucky they wouldn’t need the second shot.


The target arrived and swept into the room. He was a big man whose appetite for food and drink neatly matched that of his desire for wealth and power. He sat down in his chair at the head of the table.


“Vee one,” came over Robie’s ear mic.


“Last call,” said Robie immediately.


Gathers made his final calculations, focusing on the wind tunnel and the flag between the two buildings. He fed this information to Robie, who made the slight, nearly imperceptible changes to his optics.


“Dialed in and locked,” said Robie. He would make no more changes. With his naked eye he looked once more at the flag. Then he settled down with his scope. From this point until the shot fired, his optics were his only eyes. He had to trust in them, like a pilot did his navigation instruments while flying through fog.


His finger slid to the trigger guard.


In his mind he mouthed the term, True Vee One.


The target had picked up a glass of red wine. He was raising it up, as though to toast himself. He wore a tuxedo. The white shirt with the silver studs represented a huge bull’s-eye for Robie, but he would not be aiming there. Because ordnance dropped over distance, he was actually aiming at a spot above the target’s head. Everything was dialed in. Everything was ready to go. Gathers would tell him if the man moved from this spot.


Everything about Robie began to relax: his blood pressure dropped, his heartbeat slowed, his respiration grew even and deep as he reached cold zero.


Or rather all of those things should have happened.


But they didn’t. Not a single one.


His blood pressure was amped, his heart raced, and his breaths were more like gasps. He was stunned when, despite the coolness of the air, a drop of sweat slid down his forehead and leached into his left eye.


He could not rub it away. Not now. He refocused. His finger moved to the trigger. Right before he touched the thinnest and most important piece of metal on his weapon—


He saw the child.


The little boy ran across the room and held his arms up to the man. He wanted to be picked up. The man did so, cradling the little boy against his chest.


“Fire, Robie. Fire.”


He thought the voice was coming from his head. But it wasn’t. It was coming from his ear mic.


“Fire, now!”


This order was not coming from his head or his ear mic.


It was coming from Gathers, who squatted next to him.


But the little boy was in his daddy’s arms. To kill him, Robie would have to kill the child.


“Fire, Robie, fire!”


Robie’s finger was frozen, a millimeter from the trigger.


The shot rang out.


Seconds later the glass tinkled and the man fell out of his chair, mortally wounded.


Robie took his eye away from the optics and looked down at his finger. It had never touched the trigger.


“Egress, egress!” the voice in his ear mic called out.


Gathers was already pulling Robie to his feet.


“Move, Robie, move.”


In a daze Robie still managed to follow Gathers down the metal steps, their duffels over their shoulders. The next moment they were running pell-mell down narrow, dark streets toward the water.


Robie remembered getting in the RIB.


It took off fast and shot through the darkened water at a furious clip.


Then came the ride in the chopper. It was brief and turbulent as hell as the storm kicked it up a notch higher.


Ten minutes later they were hustling up the gangplank of the freighter.


Three minutes after that the huge ship moved away from the pier and gathered speed as it headed across the bay and into vast and open ocean waters.


Robie looked over at Gathers, who sat opposite him on the bunk in their cramped quarters.


“The shot?”


Gathers said, “They had a backup team in place. Just in case.”


“You told me you would take the shot if I didn’t.”


Gathers looked nervous. “I was under strict orders, Robie. I’m sorry.”


Robie looked away.


“But why didn’t you take the shot?” asked Gathers. “It was all lined up.”


Robie looked at him incredulously. “Why didn’t I take the shot? The little boy, that’s why. He jumped right into the target’s arms an instant before I was going to fire. If I had, he’d be dead.”


Gathers stared across at him, his features full of concern. “There was no little boy there, Robie.”


On hearing this Robie simply stared at Gathers. But he wasn’t actually seeing the other man. He was seeing a little boy. A little boy who looked familiar, but he just couldn’t place him.


Robie lay back on his bunk and didn’t move the rest of the trip.


One question kept beating into his brain.


Am I losing my mind?
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Late at night.


Washington, DC.


A place filled with more acronym agencies than any other city on earth.


When ordinary folks were asleep, others from these acronym platforms stayed awake keeping them safe.


Or else spying on their fellow citizens.


Robie walked the familiar path to the Arlington Memorial Bridge, which took him past the Lincoln Memorial. He didn’t look at the seated sixteenth president as he walked by. He had a lot to think about. And the darkness, with a bit of rain thrown in, had always been a good place for him to think.


He reached the bridge, walked halfway across it, and then stopped and gazed down at the white-capped Potomac. No jets flew overhead following the river to their final destination, because Reagan National was closed due to nighttime sound ordinances.


The wind-swept swirling waters far below neatly matched what he was thinking. It was all a mess inside his head.


He had royally screwed up a mission. He had seen a child where there was no child. He had apparently hallucinated in the middle of a mission—a first for him. Hell, probably a first in Agency history.


And, inexplicably, cold zero had never materialized for him. He stared down at his hands. They were trembling. He touched his forehead where the sweat bead had meandered before hitting him in the eye. Unless he figured this out, he was done. He couldn’t do his job. Which meant he was nothing.


Officially, he had been placed on leave. Until he got things straightened out in his head, if he ever did, Robie would not be going back into the field.


He stared down at the waters, and in their murky depths he once more saw the face. Only now he realized he had taken Sasha and, in his mind, changed her gender, moved her a thousand miles away, and given her another father, and along with it a reason for him not to take the shot.


He should have known something was wrong. How could he have seen a little boy in his father’s arms if his scope was aimed at a spot above the man’s head?


His mouth dried up and his hands shook with the thought of it. He couldn’t imagine his mind playing a trick like that on him. Never. But now that it had, Robie could never be sure that it wouldn’t do so again. And because of that, he could never again completely rely on the one person he always thought he could:


Me.


“Have you reached any conclusions?”


Robie turned to see Blue Man standing on the other side of the bridge.


He had stepped out from the shadow of the pedestal upon which sat a large sculpture of a horse and rider. There were actually two of these Arts of War sculptures, one on each side of the bridge entrance on the DC side, called Valor and Sacrifice. These were fitting subjects for a bridge that led directly to the nation’s most hallowed military burial grounds at Arlington National Cemetery. There was a lot of valor and ultimate sacrifice in that place.


“I didn’t hear you walk up,” said a clearly annoyed Robie.


“I didn’t. I was here waiting for you.”


“How did you know I’d come here?”


“You’ve come here before, after particularly difficult assignments.”


“Which means you had me followed.”


“Which means I like to keep on top of my charges at all times.” Blue Man crossed the street and stood next to him.


Robie said, “So are you here to tell me I’m officially finished?”


“No. I’m here to see how you’re doing.”


“You read the briefing. I froze. I put a kid in the picture who wasn’t actually there.”


“I know that.”


“And you must have realized that was a possibility, which is why you had a backup team in place.”


“Yes.”


“I can’t get that little girl out of my head.”


Blue Man looked at him appraisingly. “But it wasn’t a little girl.”


“What do you mean?”


“You told Gathers it was a little boy reaching for his father. Not a little girl.”


Blue Man drew closer and looked over the side of the bridge and down at the water.


“The mind can play awful tricks on you. Particularly when you have unresolved business.”


“What unresolved business?” said Robie sharply.


Blue Man turned to him. “I don’t think you need me to answer that. What I would say is that you have time off. And you should use that time off to best advantage. If you can resolve your issues, Robie, you will be welcomed back. If you can’t, you won’t. The choice is simple and the decision is largely up to you.”


“Look, this has nothing to do with my father, if that’s what you’re implying.”


“It may not. But if it does, it needs to be addressed.” He handed Robie a file. “Here are the particulars.”


With that Blue Man walked away. A few minutes later Robie heard a door open and close, an engine start up, and then a vehicle drive off.


He looked back down at the water. Then he opened the file, and by the light of his smartphone he started to read.


His father arrested for murder.


The facts of the case were sketchy.


A man named Sherman Clancy was dead. He knew Robie’s father. There was evidence that pointed to his father killing the man. Because of that the elder Robie had been arrested.


Cantrell, Mississippi, was an undistinguished dot on the map on the southern border with Louisiana barely five miles from the Gulf Coast.


His father, Daniel Robie, a former jarhead disguised as a rabid pit bull from the Vietnam era, was sitting in a jail cell for murder. Part of Robie could believe it; another, perhaps deeper component, could not. There was no doubt that his father was tough and could be violent. He could kill. He had killed in that war. But “to kill” was different than “to murder.” Then again, every mission Robie had ever successfully completed had technically been a murder, yet he did not consider himself a murderer. And why was that?


Because I was ordered by others to do it? Well, so were Mafia hit men.


Cantrell, Mississippi. It was a world and a place that Robie once knew well. For eighteen years of his life it was all that he knew. And then there came a time when he had wanted no more of it. It was certainly never a place he had wanted to return to.


He had neither kith nor kin left there, except for his father. He had no brothers and no sisters. And his mother? No, no mother either.


He had known the Clancy family when he had lived there. They were farmers, well known, if not overly liked, in the small town. They mostly kept to themselves. They had their land and they worked it. They sold what they grew and they got by. They had neither money nor grand ambitions. At least back then. But it had been over twenty years now. Things might’ve changed.


He knew of no bad blood between his father and the Clancys. But that might no longer be the case, since his father had been arrested for murdering the man.


Dan Robie was someone who could change his opinion of you. Robie well knew that. And when the opinion was altered, the man was unlikely ever to revisit it.


His thoughts still rambling and confused, he returned to his apartment, a sparsely decorated place that contained not one personal photograph or other memento. Robie had none of those to put out. He sat in a chair and stared out the window.


He had killed a father and his daughter. Technically, the killing of the little girl wasn’t his fault. In every other respect it was his sole responsibility. He could do nothing to alter that. The dead were dead.


And then he had seen a little boy raising his arms up to his father. Not a little girl, a little boy.


He rubbed his thighs with palms that had turned sweaty. He had killed so many times with hands as dry as hands could be. And now his palms were moist. He could smell his own stink. He could smell fear in every pore. For a man who made his living by being, in many ways, fearless, it was a rude comeuppance.


Family. Everyone had one. The difference was in degrees. But those degrees could be as vast as the size of the universe. And even more complicated.


Robie had never envisioned himself making the decision he just had. It seemed that the only way he could move forward was to at least make a modest dent in cleaning up the decades-long mess that was his past. He had never had the desire to do this before. Now, it seemed like the only thing he could possibly do.


It was not easy traveling to Cantrell, Mississippi. But he would get there nonetheless.


He certainly knew the way.


And God help me when I get there.
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Robie ended up taking a flight to Atlanta and then made a connection to Jackson, Mississippi.


From there Robie could have taken a puddle jumper to Biloxi, but decided to rent a car at the Jackson airport and drive the nearly three hours due south to Cantrell. It was a journey that would stop only a few miles before he would plunge into the Gulf of Mexico. He figured he could use the drive to get acclimated to where he was now. And it wasn’t like his father was going anywhere.


He drove along State Route 49, which cut a diagonal path toward Gulfport.


The state was comprised mostly of lowlands, its highest point under a thousand feet, and nearly 70 percent of it still covered in forested lands. He passed by farmland filled not with cotton or soybeans but rather with sweet potatoes, the state’s most valuable crop by acre. And then there were the chickens. There were nearly forty times more chickens in Mississippi than people. And Robie saw a few thousand of them on his drive down.


And Lord knows he smelled them, too!


Mississippi was a strange amalgam of vital statistics ranking near the bottom of all fifty states in many important categories. Yet while it was the poorest of the states, its citizens gave more per capita to charities than their wealthier sister states. And they also were the most religious of all Americans. Indeed, Mississippi’s constitution prohibited anyone who denied the existence of a supreme being from holding public office. Although this article was technically rendered unenforceable by federal law, the good folks of the Magnolia State apparently did not believe in the separation of church and state, and they most assuredly did not want to be led by a nonbeliever.


But not long before Robie had left home, this same overtly God-fearing state had authorized offshore casino gambling, and the gaming industry was flourishing. Apparently, one could believe in a supreme being and yet not feel too badly about relieving folks of their hard-earned money at the craps table.


Blacks had constituted the majority of the population until the commencement of two mass migrations, first north and then west over the course of sixty years starting in 1910.This exodus was largely to get away from the oppressive effects of the Jim Crow laws passed after the Civil War. These laws effectively kept freed blacks as downtrodden as when they were slaves. Jim Crow laws went on for over a century, and the pernicious repercussions were still clearly felt today.


Robie kept driving and looking around at a place that in many ways seemed exactly the same as when he had left. More than half the residents here still lived in rural areas. He passed many a small town that was gone before you could blink five times. His trip for the most part paralleled the course of the Pearl River, one of the major waterways in the state. The last section of the Pearl River split Mississippi from Louisiana.


As a boy Robie had become very familiar with the Pearl: swimming in it despite its sometimes dangerous and unpredictable currents, pulling fish from its depths, and gliding in an old wooden skiff over its mossy-green backwater surface.


Nice memories.


Nice but faded.


At least they used to be.


He turned off Route 49 and headed southwest. He saw a “Dummy Line” road sign. Dummy Lines were abandoned railroad tracks, not for passenger trains, but to carry lumber when the boom was going on. The boom was long gone, but the signs remained because no one had bothered to take them down. It was just how it was here.


A half hour later he hit the town limits of Cantrell at exactly one in the afternoon. Interstate 10 was to the north of him and Highway 59 to the west. He was closer to the Louisiana border than he was to Gulfport. The weather was warm and the air full of moisture as befitting a state with a subtropical climate, which accommodated short, mild winters and long, humid summers. Growing up here Robie had seen snow fall twice. The first time, not knowing what it was, four-year-old Robie had run screaming into the house to escape its effects. He had survived hurricanes, F5 tornados, and intense flooding, as had all southern Mississippians.


He had survived all sorts of things that had arisen in the small town, the population of which had been 2,367 when he had left. The population now stood at three short of 2,000, or so the town’s welcome sign had proclaimed.


To Robie, it was a wonder the place was even still here. Perhaps those remaining had no way to get out.


Or lacked the will even to try.


His shiny rental stood out in a sea of dusty pickup trucks as well as old Lincolns, Furys, and wide-trunked Impalas, although there was a cherry-red late-model Beemer parked at the curb in front of a storefront advertising the best deep-sea fishing known to man.


It had been twenty-two years since he had left this place, and he swore that nothing he could see had changed much. But of course it had.


For one, his father was in jail for murder.


Unless it had been moved, Robie knew exactly where the town’s stockade was. He drove in that direction, ignoring folks staring at the newcomer. He imagined there weren’t many of those. Who would travel all this way to get to a place like Cantrell?


Well, I did.
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The town jail was in its old location, though it had been spruced up some and fortified with more bars and steel doors. Robie parked his car, got out, and stared up at the brick front with the heavy metal door and barred windows. He had on jeans, a short-sleeved shirt with the tail out, and a pair of scuffed loafers. He slipped his sunglasses into his front shirt pocket.


The sign next to the door required visitors to hit the white button. He did. A few seconds later, the voice came out of the squawk box that was bolted to the doorjamb. The words were spoken slowly and each seemed to be drawn out to the absolute limit of their pronounceable length. Growing up here Robie sometimes felt he had never heard a consonant, certainly never an r. And while n’s and g’s at the ends of words were clearly seen on paper they were—like children and lunatic relations—never, ever heard.


“Deputy Taggert here. Can I help y’all?”


Deputy Taggert was a woman, Robie noted. He also noted the surveillance camera above his head. Deputy Taggert could see him, too.


Robie took a breath. As soon as he said the next words it would be all over town with no possibility of ever taking it back. It was like social media, without need for an Internet.


“I’m Will Robie. I’m here to see my father, Dan Robie.”


The voice said nothing for four long beats.


Then—


“Can I see me some ID?”


Robie took out his driver’s license and held it up to the camera.


“Dee-Cee?” said Taggert, referring to Robie’s District of Columbia license.


“Yes.”


“You carryin’ any weapons?”


“No.”


“Well, we see ’bout that. We got us here a metal detector. You care to answer that question different now, Mr. Robie?”
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