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Paul Rogers was waiting for them to come and kill him.


For ten years he had done this.


Now he had twenty-four more hours to go.


Or to live.


Rogers was six feet one inches tall and tipped the scale at one hundred and eighty pounds; hardly any of it was fat. Most people looking only at his chiseled body would be surprised to learn that he was over fifty years old. From the neck down he looked like an anatomical chart, each muscle hardened and defined as it melded into its neighbor.


However, from the neck up the years were clearly imprinted on his features, and a guess of fifty would actually have been kind. The hair was thick but mostly gray, and the face, though it had been behind bars and out of the sun for a decade, was roughly weathered, with deep crevices around the eyes and mouth and furrows whittled across the broad brow.


He had an unruly beard that matched the color of his hair. Facial hair wasn’t really permitted in here, but he knew that no one had the guts to make him shave it off.


He was like a timber rattler without the benefit of a warning sound, likely to bite if you drew too close.


The eyes lurking under the tufted eyebrows were perhaps his most distinctive feature: a pale, liquid blue that carried a sense of being both depthless and also empty of life.


He sat up straighter when he heard them coming.


Still twenty-four hours to go. This was not a good sign.


There were two sets of heels walking in unison.


The door slid open and the pair of guards stood there.


“Okay, Rogers,” said the older guard. “Let’s go.”


Rogers stood and looked at the men, confusion on his features.


The guard said, “I know it was supposed to be tomorrow, but apparently the court clerk put the wrong date on the order and it was too much trouble to try to change it. So voilà, today is your big day.”


Rogers moved forward and held out his hands so they could shackle him.


The older guard shook his head. “Your parole was granted, Rogers. You get to walk out as a free man. No more chains.” But as he said this, he clutched the handle of his baton a little more tightly and a vein throbbed at his temple.


The two guards led Rogers down a long hallway. On each side were barred cell doors. The men behind them had been talking, but when Rogers came into view they abruptly stopped. The prisoners watched mutely as he passed, then the whispers started up once more.


Upon entering a small room he was given a set of new clothes, shiny lace-up shoes, his ring, his watch, and three hundred dollars in cash. Thirty bucks for every year he’d been inside; that was the state’s magnanimous policy.


And, maybe most important, a bus ticket that would take him to the nearest town.


He took off his prison jumpsuit and put on new skivvies and the fresh clothes. He had to cinch the belt extra tight around his lean waist to keep the pants up, but the jacket was tight against his wide shoulders. He put on the new shoes. They were a size too small and pinched his long feet. He next put on the watch, set the correct time using the clock on the wall, slipped the cash into his jacket, and forced the ring over a knotty knuckle.


He was led to the front entrance of the prison and handed a packet of materials outlining his duties and responsibilities as a parolee. These included regular meetings with his parole officer and tight restrictions on his movements and associations with other people for the duration of his parole. He couldn’t leave the area and couldn’t knowingly go within a hundred feet of someone with a criminal record. He couldn’t do drugs and he couldn’t own or carry a weapon.


The hydraulic rams came to life and the metal door opened, revealing the outside world to Rogers for the first time in a decade.


He stepped across the threshold as the older guard said, “Good luck, and don’t let me see you back here.”


Then the rams were engaged once more and the massive door shut behind him with the whisper of fluid-charged machinery coming to rest.


The older guard shook his head while the younger one stared at the back of the door.


“If I had to bet, he’ll be back in prison before long,” said the older guard.


“Why’s that?”


“Paul Rogers has spoken maybe five words since he’s been in this place. But the look on his face sometimes.” The guard shivered. “We’ve got some unholy badasses in here, as you know. But nobody gave me the creeps like Rogers. It was as though there was nothing behind the eyes. He was up for parole twice before and didn’t get it. I heard he scared the crap out of the parole board just by looking at them. The third time was the charm, I suppose.”


“What did he do to get sent to prison?”


“Killed somebody.”


“And he only got ten years?”


“Extenuating circumstances, I guess.”


“Did the other inmates ever try to bully him?” asked the younger guard.


“Bully him! Did you ever see that guy work out in the rec yard? He’s older than me and he’s stronger than the biggest SOB we have in here. And I think the guy slept like an hour a night. I’d make my rounds at two in the morning and there he’d be in his cell just staring off or talking to himself and rubbing the back of his head. Really weird.” He paused. “But when he first came here a couple of the toughest inmates did try to go alpha on him.”


“What happened?”


“Let’s just say they’re not alphas anymore. One ended up paralyzed, and the other sits in a wheelchair dribbling water down his front, because Rogers permanently damaged his brain. One blow cracked the guy’s skull. I saw it with my own eyes.”


“How’d he get hold of a weapon in here?”


“Weapon? He used his bare hands.”


“Holy shit!”


The older guard nodded thoughtfully. “That made his cred in here. Nobody bothered him after that. Prisoners respect the alpha. You saw how they all went quiet when he passed by just now. He was a legend in here getting bigger and badder without lifting a finger. But to his credit, Rogers was an alpha like I’ve never seen before. And more.”


“How do you mean?”


The guard thought about this for a few moments. “When they first brought him here we did the standard strip search, no orifice overlooked.”


“Right.”


“Well, Rogers had scars on him.”


“Hell, lots of cons have scars. And tats!”


“Not like this. They were up and down both arms and both legs and on his head and around his torso. And along his fingers. Ugly shit. And we couldn’t take prints off the guy. I mean, he didn’t have any! Never seen anything like it before. Hope I never see anything like it again.”


“How’d he get the scars?”


“Like I said, dude only said five words since he came here. And it wasn’t like we could force him to tell us how he got them. I always assumed Rogers belonged to some sort of freak cult or had been tortured. Hell, it would’ve taken an Army battalion to do that to him. But the fact is I really didn’t want to know. Rogers is a freak. An out-and-out freak that I’m really glad to see the back of.”


“Surprised they let him out, then.”


As the guards walked back to the cellblocks the older one muttered, “God help anybody who runs into that son of a bitch.”
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Outside, Rogers drew a slow breath and then let it go, watching the chilly vapor materialize momentarily and then vanish just as quickly. He stood there for a few seconds getting his bearings. In some ways it was like being born and slipping out of the womb and seeing a world you didn’t know existed a moment before.


His gaze went from left to right and right to left. Then to the sky. Choppers were not out of the question, he thought. Not for this.


Not for him.


But there was no one waiting for him.


It could be the passage of time. Three decades. People died, memories faded.


Or it could be that they really thought he was dead.


Their mistake.


Then he settled on the screwed-up release date.


If they were coming, it would be tomorrow.


Thank God for stupid court clerks.


Following the directions given on his discharge papers, he walked to the bus stop. It was four rusted posts with a shingled roof and a wooden seat worn down by decades of people waiting for a ride to somewhere else. While he was waiting he took the packet of parole materials from his jacket and dumped them in a trash can standing next to the enclosure. He had no intention of attending any parole hearings. He had places to go that were far away from here.


He touched the spot on the left side of his head, halfway between the occipital bone and the lambdoid suture. He then traced his finger over the sutural bones to the parietal bones and finally to the sagittal suture. They were important parts of the skull protecting significant elements of the brain.


He had once thought that what had been added there was a ticking time bomb.


Now he simply thought of it as him.


He let his hand drop to his side as he watched the bus pull up to the curb. The doors opened and he climbed on, gave his ticket to the driver, and walked to the back.


A cascade of smells enveloped him, mostly of the fried-food and unwashed-bodies variety. Everyone on the bus watched him as he passed. Women’s fingers curled more tightly around their purses. Men watched him with defensive looks and fists ready. Children simply stared wide-eyed.


He just had that effect on people, he supposed.


He sat in the very rear, where the stench from the lone restroom might have overwhelmed someone who had not smelled far worse.


Rogers had smelled far worse.


In seats catty-corner across the aisle from him were a man in his twenties and a girl of the same age. The girl was in the aisle seat. Her boyfriend was huge, about six-six and all muscle. They had not watched Rogers walk back here, mainly because they had been too busy exploring each other’s mouths with their tongues.


When the bus pulled off, they separated lips and the man glanced over the seat at Rogers with hostile eyes. Rogers looked back until the man glanced away. The woman gazed back too and smiled.


“Did you just get out?” she asked.


Rogers looked down at his clothes. It occurred to him that this must be standard-issue garb for those leaving prison. Perhaps the correctional system ordered the items in bulk, including shoes that were too small so the ex-cons couldn’t outrun anybody. And maybe the bus stop was known to folks around here as the “prisoners’ stop.” That would explain the looks he’d been given.


Rogers never thought to return her smile, but he did nod in answer to her query.


“How long were you in for?”


In answer, Rogers held up all ten fingers.


She gave him a sympathetic look. “That’s a long time.” She crossed her legs so that one long slender and bare limb was thrust out into the aisle, giving him an admirable view of pale skin.


They rode for nearly an hour, the distance from the prison to the closest town. All that time the high-heeled shoe dangled enticingly off the woman’s foot.


Rogers never once looked away.


When they pulled into the bus depot it was dark. Nearly everyone got off. Rogers was last because he liked it that way.


His feet hit the pavement and he looked around. Some of the passengers were greeted by friends or family. Others pulled their luggage from the storage compartment at the rear of the bus. Rogers simply stood there and looked around as he had done outside the prison. He had no friends or family to greet him, and no luggage to retrieve.


But he was waiting for something to happen.


The young man who had glared at him went to collect his and the woman’s bags. While he did so she came over to Rogers.


“You look like you could use some fun.”


He didn’t answer.


She glanced in the direction of her boyfriend. “We go our separate ways in a little bit. After that, why don’t we go have a good time, just you and me? I know a place.”


When the boyfriend came around the side of the bus carrying a long duffel and a smaller suitcase, she gripped his arm and they walked off. But she looked back at Rogers and winked.


His gaze tracked the young couple as they headed down the street, turned left, and disappeared from sight.


Rogers started to walk. He turned down the same alley and saw the couple up ahead. They were nearly out of sight. But not quite.


Rogers touched his head again at the same spot and then ran his finger back, as he had before, as though tracing the route of a meandering river.


They kept walking for a long time, block after block the couple just in sight. Always just in sight.


It was quite dark now. The couple turned a corner and disappeared from view.


Rogers picked up his pace and turned the same corner.


His arm caught the blow from the bat. The wood shattered and the top half of the bat flew off and hit the wall.


“Shit!” roared the young man holding it. The duffel lay open on the ground. The woman was a few feet behind her boyfriend. She had ducked when the bat had broken in half and sailed in her direction, causing her to drop her purse.


The man let go of the other half of the bat, pulled a switchblade from his pocket, and opened it.


“Give up the three hundred bucks, Mr. Ex-Con, and the ring and the watch, and you don’t get gutted.”


Three hundred bucks? So they knew the amount based on his decade in prison.


Rogers twisted his neck to the right and felt the pop.


He looked around. The walls were brick, high, and had no windows, meaning no witnesses. The alley was dark. There was no one else around. He had noted all this while he was walking.


“Did you hear me?” said the young man as he towered over Rogers.


Rogers nodded, for he had indeed heard the man.


“Well then, give me the cash and the other stuff. You simple or what?”


Rogers shook his head. For he was not simple. And he was also not going to give up anything.


“Suit yourself,” barked the man. He lunged at Rogers and slashed with the blade.


Rogers partially blocked the thrust of the knife, but the blade still bit into his arm. This slowed him down not even a little because he felt nothing. As the blood soaked into his clothing he gripped the hand holding the knife and squeezed.


The man dropped the knife. “Shit, shit!” he screamed. “Let go, let the fuck go!”


Rogers did not let go. The man fell to his knees, futilely trying to pry Rogers’s fingers off him.


The woman watched all of this in stunned disbelief.


With his free hand Rogers slowly reached down, gripped the handle of the broken bat, and held it up.


The young man looked up at him. “Please, man, don’t.”


Rogers swung the bat. The force of the blow crushed the side of the man’s skull. Bits of bone mixed with gray meninges pooled down the side of his head.


Rogers let go of the dead man’s hand and he slumped sideways to the pavement.


The woman was screaming and backing away now. She eyed her purse but made no move toward it.


“Help me! Help me!”


Rogers dropped the bat and looked at her.


This part of town was deserted at this hour, which was why they had picked it as their ambush spot.


There was no one available to help anybody. They had thought that would work in their favor. When Rogers had stepped into the alley he knew it would work in his favor.


He had realized this was a setup from the moment the woman had looked at him on the bus. Her dead boyfriend was her age and good-looking. Rogers was neither of those. The only things he had that she would want rested in his pocket, on his wrist, and on his finger.


They must prey on the men getting out.


Well, tonight they had picked the wrong target.


She backed up against a brick wall. Tears sliding down her face, she moaned, “Please, please don’t hurt me. I swear I won’t tell nobody what you done. I swear to God. Please.”


Rogers bent down and picked up the switchblade.


She started to sob. “Please, don’t. Please . . . He made me do it. He said he’d hurt me.”


Rogers walked over to the woman and studied her quaking features. None of it had an effect on him, just like the knife biting into his arm.


Nothing because he was nothing.


Felt nothing.


She obviously wanted him to feel pity for her. He knew that. He understood that. But there was a difference between understanding and actually feeling something.


In some ways, it was the greatest difference there was.


He felt nothing. Not for her. Not for him. He rubbed his head, probing the same spot, as though his fingers could reach through bone and tissue and brain matter and rip out what was there. It burned, but then it always burned when he did what he did.


Rogers had not always been this way. Sometimes, when he thought long and hard about it, he could dimly remember a different person.


He looked down at the knife, now a stainless steel extension of his limb. He loosened his grip.


“Will you let me go?” she gasped. “I . . . I really do like you.”


He took a step back.


She forced a smile. “I promise I won’t tell.”


Rogers took another step back. He could just leave, he thought.


She looked over his shoulder. “I think he just moved,” she said breathlessly. “Are you sure he’s dead?”


Rogers turned to look.


The flash of movement caught his attention. She had snagged her purse and pulled a gun from it. He saw the muzzle of the nickel-plated revolver sweeping upward to take aim at his chest.


He struck with astonishing swiftness and then stepped to the side as the arterial spray from her slashed neck erupted outward, narrowly missing him.


She toppled forward and smacked the pavement face first, ruining her pretty features, not that it mattered now. The revolver she had pulled from her handbag struck the hard surface and clattered away.


Rogers, pressed for time, cleaned out the cash from the young man’s wallet and the woman’s purse. He neatly folded the bills into his pocket.


He positioned the shattered bat in the hand of the young woman and put the gun back in her purse. He replaced the switchblade in the hand of the dead man.


He would let the local police try to figure out what had happened.


He field-dressed his arm as best he could and the blood stopped flowing.


He took a few moments to count the folded money. His cash had just been doubled.


He had a long, difficult journey ahead of him.


And after all these years, it was time to get started.
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John Puller stared across at his father, who was sleeping in his bed in the room that had become his home.


He wondered for how much longer.


Puller Sr. had been going through a transition of late. And it wasn’t all to do with the deteriorating state of his personal health.


His older son, Robert Puller, once incarcerated in a military prison in Leavenworth, Kansas, had been formally cleared of all charges of treason and his record expunged. Then he had been reinstated as an officer in the United States Air Force. Puller Sr. and his older son had experienced a reunion that had brought rare tears to John Puller.


But the exuberance of his son’s being free had been followed by a period of rapid decline, at least mentally. Physically, the former three-star general was far fitter than men his age. But it was a strong body paired with a fading mind. And maybe the old man had been holding out until his son’s freedom was granted. That goal accomplished, perhaps his father had simply given up, his energy and along with it his will to live gone.


So Puller sat and watched his father, wondering what he would find behind the chiseled granite features when the old man woke. His father had been born to lead men into battle. And he had done so with considerable success over several decades, earning virtually every medal, ribbon, commendation, and rank promotion the service offered. Yet once his fighting days were over, it was like a switch had been turned off and his father had swiftly devolved into . . . this.


The doctors described it as dementia transitioning to something else. And worse.


Puller described it as losing his father.


His brother was overseas on a new assignment that would keep him away for several months. John Puller had just come off an investigation in Germany, and once the plane’s wheels hit tarmac he had driven here to see his father.


It was late, but he hadn’t seen his dad in a while.


And so he sat, and wondered which version of his father would awake and greet him.


Puller Sr. the screaming hardass?


Puller Sr. the stoic?


Puller Sr. with nothing behind the eyes?


He would take either of the first two over the last one.


There was a knock on the door. Puller rose and opened it.


Two men stared back at him. One was in the uniform of a full colonel. One was in plain clothes.


“Yes?” said Puller.


“John Puller Jr.?” said the plainclothes.


“That’s right. And who are you?”


“Ted Hull.” He took out his ID pack and displayed it. “CID. Out of the Twelfth MPs, Fort Lee.”


“And I’m Colonel David Shorr,” said the uniformed man.


Puller didn’t know him. But there were lots of colonels in the Army.


Puller stepped out and closed the door behind him. “My father is sleeping. What can I do for you? Is this about another assignment? I was supposed to be on leave for the next two days. You can talk to my CO, Don White.”


Shorr added, “We’ve already spoken with your CO. He told us where you were.”


“So what’s the issue?”


“It’s about your father, actually, Chief. And I guess you as well.”


Since Puller was technically a chief warrant officer in the CID, or Criminal Investigation Command, of the United States Army, those in uniform referred to him as “Chief.” He was not a commissioned officer like those who had graduated from West Point. He had started his Army career as an enlisted man, and thus was lower in rank than Shorr.


“I don’t understand, sir,” he said.


At nearly six feet four he towered over the two men. His height came from his father. His calm demeanor came from his mother. His father had two emotional settings: loud and DEFCON One.


“There’s a visitors’ room down the hall,” said Shorr. “Let’s talk there.”


He led the way to the room, found it empty, and shut the door behind them. They all sat, Puller facing the other two men.


Shorr looked at Hull and nodded. Hull took an envelope from his pocket and tapped it against his palm.


“Fort Eustis received this communication. They forwarded it to my office. We’ve been doing some digging on it. Then we found out you were scheduled to come back today, so we rode up to see you.”


Shorr added, “I’m stationed at JBLE. That’s the connection.”


Puller nodded. He knew that was in the Tidewater area, which included Norfolk, Hampton, and Newport News, Virginia. In 2010 the Army’s Fort Eustis in Newport News and Langley Air Force Base in nearby Hampton had come together to form the new base configuration known in the service as JBLE.


“Transport and logistics,” noted Puller.


“Right.”


“And while the Twelfth MPs are headquartered at Fort Lee, we also operate out of both JBLE and Fort Lee and constitute the CID office for JBLE,” said Hull. “I toggle back and forth. Prince George County isn’t that far from Tidewater.”


Puller nodded. He knew all this. “So what’s in the letter?”


He said this warily because his father had gotten a letter once before, from his sister in Florida. That had led Puller on a journey to the Sunshine State that had very nearly cost him his life.


“It was addressed to the CID Office at JBLE. The woman who wrote it is Lynda Demirjian?” Hull said this in an inquiring way, as though the name would mean something to Puller. “Do you remember her?”


“Yes. From Fort Monroe. When I was a kid.”


“She lived near you when your father was stationed there before it was closed and its operations transferred over to Fort Eustis. She was a friend of the family. More particularly, she was friends with your mother.”


Puller thought back around thirty years and his memory finally arrived at a short, plump, pretty-faced woman who was always smiling and who baked the best cakes Puller could ever remember eating.


“Why is she writing to CID?”


“She’s very ill, unfortunately. Final-stage pancreatic cancer.”


“I’m really sorry to hear that.” Puller glanced at the letter.


Hull said, “She wrote to the CID because she was dying and she wanted to air something that she had been feeling for a long time. Almost like a deathbed statement.”


“Okay,” said Puller, who was now growing impatient. “But what does it have to do with me? I was just a kid back then.”


“As was your brother,” said Shorr.


“You’re not with the MPs,” said Puller.


Shorr shook his head. “But it was decided that some officer heft was required for this, um, meeting.”


“And why was that?” asked Puller.


“Mrs. Demirjian’s husband, Stan, served at Fort Monroe with your father. He was a sergeant first class back then. He’s retired now, of course. Do you remember him?”


“Yes. He served with my father over in Vietnam. They went way back. But can you tell me what’s in that letter?”


Hull said, “I think it best if you read it for yourself, Chief.”


He handed it over. It was three pages in length and it seemed to be in a man’s hand.


“She didn’t write this herself?” said Puller.


“No, she’s too weak. Her husband wrote it, to her dictation.”


Puller spread out the pages on the small table next to his chair and began to read. The two men watched him anxiously as he did so.


The sentences were long and rambling and Puller could imagine the terminally ill woman trying to sufficiently collect her thoughts to communicate them to her husband. Yet it was still more a stream-of-consciousness outpouring than anything else. She was probably medicated when she had dictated it. Puller had to admire her determination to accomplish this when so near death.


And then, with the introductory preambles out of the way, he got into the substance of the letter.


And his mouth gaped.


And his hand shook.


And his stomach felt like someone had sucker-punched him there.


He kept reading, faster and faster, his pace probably neatly matching the breathless dictation of the dying woman.


When he had finished he looked up to find the two men staring at him.


“She’s accusing my father of murdering my mother.” “That’s right,” said Hull.


“That’s exactly right.”
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“This is ridiculous,” said Puller. “When my mother went missing my father wasn’t even in the country.”


Ted Hull glanced at Colonel Shorr, cleared his throat, and said, “As I said, we’ve done some preliminary digging.”


Puller said, “Wait a minute, when did you receive this letter?”


“A week ago.”


“And you’re only now telling me about it?”


Shorr interjected, “Chief Puller, I know how upsetting this must be for you.”


“You’re damn right.” Puller caught himself, remembering that the man he was talking to was well above him in rank. “It is upsetting, sir,” he said more calmly.


“And because of the seriousness of the allegation we wanted to do some investigation before bringing the matter to your attention.”


“And what did your investigation show?” Puller said curtly.


“That while your father was out of the country, he arrived back a day earlier than planned. He was in Virginia and in the vicinity of Fort Monroe five or six hours before your mother disappeared.”


Puller felt his heart skip a beat. “That doesn’t prove he was involved.”


“Not at all. But we checked the earlier investigation record. Your father said he was out of the country, and preliminary travel records backed that up. That’s why when the investigation was done back then it cleared him of any possible involvement.”


“So why do you say otherwise now?”


“Because we uncovered additional travel records and vouchers that show your father, who was scheduled to travel back stateside via military transport, actually flew back on a private jet.”


“A private jet? Whose?”


“We’re not certain of that yet. Keep in mind this was thirty years ago.”


Puller rubbed his eyes, truly disbelieving that this was actually happening. “I know how long ago it was. I lived through it. My brother and I. And my father. It was a living hell for us all. It tore our family apart.”


“I can understand that,” said Hull. “But the point is that if your father said he was out of the country and the records indicate otherwise?” He left the obvious implications of that contradiction unspoken.


Puller decided to simply say it. “So you’re saying he lied? Well, the records you uncovered could be wrong. If his name was on a flight manifest it doesn’t alone prove he was on the plane.”


“We need to dig deeper, certainly.”


Puller eyed both men. “But if that was all you had you wouldn’t be sitting here with me.”


Shorr said, “I nearly forgot what you do for a living. You’re well versed in how investigations operate.”


“So what else do you have, Colonel?”


Hull spoke up. “We can’t get into that, Chief. It’s an ongoing investigation.”


“So you’ve opened an investigation based on a letter from a terminally ill woman about events thirty years ago?”


“And the fact that your father was not out of the country as he said he was,” replied Hull defensively. “Look, if we hadn’t turned that up I don’t think we’d be having this conversation. It’s not like I woke up one morning looking to tear down an Army legend, Chief. But it’s a different time too. Back then maybe things got buried that shouldn’t have been. The Army’s taken some knocks over the years for not being transparent.” He stopped and looked at Shorr.


Shorr said, “An investigation file has been opened, Chief Puller, so it has to be followed through. But if no new evidence is turned up, I don’t see this going anywhere. The Army is not looking to destroy your father’s reputation based on a single letter from a dying woman.”


“What sort of new evidence?” asked Puller.


Shorr said firmly, “This was a courtesy meeting, Chief Puller. That’s all. CID will carry on now, but we wanted you to know how things stood and certainly about the letter. Your father being what he is, we thought it only proper to let you know of the status of things.”


Puller didn’t know what to say to this.


Hull said, “We will want to formally interview you later, Chief. And your brother. And your father, of course.”


“My father has dementia.”


“We understand that. And we also understand that he sometimes is coherent.”


“And who do you understand that from?”


Shorr rose and so did Hull. Shorr said, “Thank you for your time, Chief. Agent Hull will be in touch.”


“Have you spoken to Lynda Demirjian?” asked Puller. “And her husband?”


“Again, CID will be in touch,” Hull said. “Thanks for your time. And I’m sorry to have been the one to communicate something this upsetting.”


The two men left, while Puller sat there staring at the floor.


He pulled out his phone a few moments later and punched in the number.


Two rings later his brother answered.


“Hey, little bro, I’m tied up right now. And if you’re back in Virginia I’m eight hours ahead of you. So can I call—”


“Bobby, we have a big problem. It’s about Dad.”


Robert Puller instantly said, “What’s wrong?”


Puller told his older brother everything that had just occurred.


Robert Puller didn’t say anything for about thirty seconds. All Puller could hear was the other man’s breathing.


“What do you remember about that day?” Robert finally asked.


Puller leaned back in his seat and ran a hand over his forehead. “I was playing outside. I turned to the window and saw Mom there. She was in a robe with a towel around her hair. She had evidently just gotten out of the shower.”


“No, I mean later.”


“Later? That was the last time I saw her.”


“No it wasn’t. We had dinner that night and then she left and went out. The next-door neighbor’s daughter came over to stay with us.”


Puller sat up. “I don’t remember that.”


“Well, we never really talked about it, John.”


“Where did she go that night?”


“I don’t know. To a friend’s, I guess.”


“And she never came back?”


“Obviously not,” Robert said curtly. “And so Dad was back in the country. He told the police he wasn’t.”


“How do you know he told them he wasn’t?”


“CID agents came to the house, John. The next day. Dad was there. They talked to him. We were upstairs, but I could still hear.”


“Why don’t I remember any of this, Bobby?”


“You were eight years old. You didn’t understand any of it.”


“You weren’t even ten yet.”


“I was never much of a kid, John, you know that.” He added, “And it was a traumatic time for all of us. You’ve probably blocked a lot of it from your memories. A defense mechanism.”


“They’re going to want to interview us. And Dad too.”


“Well, they can interview us. But I don’t see them making much headway with the old man.”


“But he may understand what they’re saying. That they think he killed Mom.”


“I don’t see how we can prevent that, John. It’s an investigation. You know how that works better than most. You can’t get in the way of it.”


“I think I need to get Dad a lawyer.”


“Know anybody good?”


“Shireen Kirk. She just left JAG to go into private practice.”


“Then you should give her a call.”


“Do you remember Lynda Demirjian?”


“Yes. Nice lady. Baked cakes. She and Mom were close.”


“Could she have been visiting her that night?” asked Puller.


“I don’t know. She didn’t tell me where she was going.”


“Demirjian is convinced that Dad killed Mom.”


“I wonder why that is. I mean, CID may have found out he was back in the country when he said he wasn’t, but that was only after they got her letter and looked into it. She must have other reasons.”


“And I’m going to find out what they are.”


“You think they’re going to let you investigate this case? It’s Dad. Hell, they wouldn’t let you near my case, remember?”


“And you’ll remember that I did get near your case. Very near.”


“And it almost cost you your career. So my advice is to stay the hell away from this.”


“We can’t just walk away, Bobby.”


“Let me check some things out on my end and I’ll get back to you.”


“You . . . you don’t think he . . .” Puller couldn’t actually say the words.


“The truth is I don’t know for sure, and neither do you.”
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It was Paul Rogers’s third day of freedom. And no grass had grown under his feet. He had already put a thousand miles between him and the prison.


He had looked for and found news of the double homicide back in the alley. The paper said the police were leaning toward it being a fatal fight between a young couple. There had obviously been a falling-out, because they had been seen earlier on a bus together kissing.


Yep, thought Rogers, there had been a really big falling-out.


On the second day of freedom he had stolen a beat-to-shit Chevy from an automotive repair place, swapping out plates he had taken from an impoundment lot. He’d driven six hundred miles that day, followed by over three hundred so far today.


He had spent a chunk of his cash on gas and about the same on food. He had slept in the car, finding a place to park and bed down for the night. He had purchased shoes that fit and an extra pair of pants, a shirt, a new jacket, underwear, socks, and a baseball cap. He’d also purchased some bandages and other medical supplies for his arm. And he’d bought a pair of off-the-rack reading glasses even though his eyesight was perfect and nearly catlike in his ability to see in the dark.


He’d also bought some hair clippers and a razor. The beard was now gone and so was all his hair. He’d even taken off the peach fuzz on his scalp and his eyebrows.


When he looked at himself in the mirror Rogers could barely recognize the image. He hoped the effect on others, in particular law enforcement, would be even more pronounced.


The scar on the back left side of his head was now visible. It was easier to feel now every time he rubbed it.


He had a couple hundred dollars left and still quite a ways to go. He stopped for supper at a diner and ate at the counter, keeping all the goings-on behind him in full view by virtue of the large mirror hanging on the wall in front of him.


Two police officers came in and sat at a booth not that far from him. He tugged down his cap and focused on his meal and the newspaper in front of him.


The world had changed some in ten years. But in many ways it hadn’t changed at all.


Countries were at war.


Terrorists were slaughtering innocent people.


American politics was at a standstill.


The rich were richer, the poor poorer.


The middle class was rapidly fading away.


Everyone seemed angry and vocal and generally pissed off at everything and everybody.


Beginning of the end, surmised Rogers, who did not care a whit that the country and apparently the rest of the world were in sharp decline. He just needed to get to where he was headed. He needed to figure some things out along the way, but once he got there his plan was pretty well set.


His only problem was it had been so long. Not just ten years. That was manageable. But in total it had been three decades. People moved. People died. Companies folded. Time marched on, things changed, conditions on the ground could be totally different. But he also told himself he would not, could not waver. There was no reason on earth that he could not accomplish what he had told himself for the last ten years he was going to do.


No reason at all.


He finished his meal, laid down his cash, and walked past the cops without looking at them. He closed the door behind him and reached his car. He drove off, the night beginning to fill in all around him.


His wounded arm was healing nicely. There had been minimal infection. His new jacket covered the bandage.


He drove east.


He did not need much sleep. He only stopped and rested now because he wanted to get into the habit of doing so, like other people did. Rogers did not want to stick out. He did not want to do anything that would make others notice him. And he could do lots of things to make other people notice. But if people with badges and guns took note, he was screwed. And he did not intend to be screwed.


Not ever again.


His hand reached up and rubbed the spot. He could still remember when it was done. Over thirty years ago. Lots of things had been done to him at that time.


What he couldn’t stand were the thoughts that he had, and also the thoughts that he no longer had. Like back in the alley when the woman had been pleading for her life, Rogers had remembered something. It was just a fragment of a fragment and he couldn’t delve into it too deeply, because there was a mental wall preventing him from doing so. He could scale many walls, yet not that one. But there was something there. Something he would have done differently if he was still who he had once been.


But he no longer was that man. Not even close. And the fragment would never be more than that. They hadn’t told him that part, of course. Why would they? He apparently had no reason to know in a strict “need to know” world.


He removed his hand and with it any hope that things one day could be different for him.


He slept in his car on a side street of a town he was passing through.


Two days later he was eight hundred miles closer to his destination. By now a bench warrant had certainly been issued for his arrest for his failure to show up for his parole meeting. Perhaps they had found the tossed materials in the trash can by the bus stop. That evidenced his clear intent to never, ever perform any of the duties imposed on him in return for his having been released from prison ahead of time.


He actually felt that ten years of his life locked up in a cage was payment enough.


He was down to fifty dollars.


The next morning he stopped at a construction site and offered his services for a hundred dollars for ten solid hours of labor.


His task was to haul bags of cement from a truck to a construction elevator stuck back in a corner where the big trucks couldn’t reach. There were three other men assigned to this job as well. They were all in their twenties. Rogers carried more fifty-pound bags than the three of them combined. He never spoke, never looked at the other men. He just hefted bags, hauled them a hundred feet to the elevator, dumped them, and walked back for more. Ten hours with a twenty-minute break for a food truck sandwich and a cup of coffee.


“Thanks for making us look good, Gramps,” said one of them sarcastically when the day’s work was done.


Rogers had turned to look at him. He eyed the man’s neck where his jugular wobbled underneath the fat. Rogers could have crushed the vein between his fingers and watched the man bleed out in less than a minute. But what would have been the point?


“You’re welcome,” he said.


When the young punk snorted at him, Rogers fixed his gaze on him. He wasn’t looking at him so much as through him to a destination on the other side of his skull.


The punk blinked, his sneer vanished, he glanced at his companions, and then they all turned and hustled off.


It was then that Rogers did something he almost never did.


He smiled. And it wasn’t because he had intimidated the punk. He had intimidated many men. And he had never smiled any of those times.


He walked back to his car, climbed in, tucked his money away, and looked at the map he’d bought.


The Virginia border was still two hundred miles from here. And the place within Virginia he was heading to would tack on about another three hundred or so miles.


He should be tired, exhausted really, but he wasn’t. He should be a lot of things. But he wasn’t.


Now he was only what he was.


He drove to a diner, parked at the curb, and went inside. He ordered food, drank his coffee and two glasses of water, and let his mind wander back to the point where it had all started.


He made a fist and looked down at it. The skin on top was real but not his. The bone underneath was real and his. The other things, the add-ons, he had come to call them, were not real and were definitely not his. But he could not remove them. So, he supposed, they were real and they were his.


Or rather I am him. Paul Rogers. The thing.


The scars had faded over the years, particularly the ones on his fingers, but he would always see them as though they had just been done.


Sitting up in that bed, wrapped in bloody bandages, feeling . . . different.


His old self, his real self, gone forever.


He next rubbed the ring. It was a platinum band that had been given to him by someone who had once been special in his life.


There was an inscription engraved on the inside of the band. Rogers had no need to look at it. The words were burned into his brain.


For the good of all.


He had once believed in those words more than anything else in his life. But that was then, this was now.


Now he believed in nothing.


He ate with his face pointed down. He was hungry, but he could survive without eating for a long time. He could survive without liquids for a long time too although the average person would become dehydrated and die fairly quickly. The same with lack of sleep. You don’t sleep for two weeks, you hallucinate and then you die, your brain and other organs all going wacky on you before they shut down and the lights go out forever.


Yet it was all physiological. It was all about slowing things down, lessening the internal burn. Like animals hibernating, everything went from flat-out to glacial. Humans could learn a lot from animals about survival, because animals could do it far better than humans.


And I’m not a human anymore. I’m a fucking wild animal. Maybe the most dangerous of all, because I’ve got a human brain to go along with the “wild” part.


He finished his meal, sat back, and rubbed the spot on his head.


He took a sip of coffee and then his face screwed up. The pain came and went without warning.


He let out a tortured breath. It was the one pain that he could not ignore. The wound on his arm didn’t bother him. He had never even felt the bite of the knife.


But the pain in his head was different. It was special, apparently. They had never fully explained that one. It was his brain after all. The most important organ he had. It was what made him him. Or not him, in Rogers’s case.


He paid the bill and walked back to his car. He drove to another part of the small town, parked, and settled down for the night.


As the hours passed and the darkness deepened, Rogers lay there and stared at the ceiling of the car. It was stained and faded and generally worn out.


He was stained, faded, and should have been worn out. But his energy level had never been higher.


It was only during his last year in prison that certain parts of his mind had become fully accessible to him. And that was why he had marshaled all of his strength and determination and sat in front of the parole board and said all the right things. His remorse. His learning from his mistakes. His wanting to lead a good, productive life going forward. He was being sincere—well, mostly. He had learned from his mistakes. He did want to be productive going forward. He had even forced some tears.


But he felt no remorse, because he was incapable of the emotion.


He had only one goal now. And it lay, he hoped, about five hundred miles from here.


He was going back to the beginning to get to the end.


But the remnants in his head? That previously inaccessible spot? He focused on that.


The man was young, not yet twenty. Good-natured. Trusting.


That had been his mistake. The trusting part.


It was the same old story: a strange man in a strange land. No friends, no allies, no one to turn to for help.


He had come to this place for a better life, as had millions of others.


He had not found a better life. He had found a very different man at the end of the day living inside his body. He knew this and yet could not fully control it. To change himself back to what he was. He had tried. Over the last year when he had finally punched through that wall, he had desperately tried to uncurl the fist. To banish from his mind the desire to maim, wound, or more often kill.


But he had made a little progress.


The punk back at the construction site was fortunate that Rogers had somehow managed to walk away with sarcastic words instead of a lethal jab.


It had been a little thing, certainly.


But it had felt empowering nonetheless.


That was why he had smiled.


I can exercise some control. I don’t have to strike every time. I can walk away.


In prison, after his encounter with the men who wanted to force their will on him, Rogers had been placed in a cell by himself. Better that he be completely alone, for none of the guards wanted to have to intervene in another fight involving Paul Rogers.


Thus there was no one to antagonize him. No one to bring out the monster that lurked just under his skin.


But as Rogers closed his eyes for the night, his thoughts held on that young man just recently arrived in this country with another name and a far different ambition for his life. A nice young man. A young man with a future, one would say.


Now that man was long gone.


The monster was all that was left.


And the monster had one more thing to do.
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Puller sat in the chair and stared over at his father, who was still sleeping.


Colonel Shorr and Agent Hull had been gone for a while.


The VA hospital they were in was quiet, all activity ratcheting down as everyone tucked in for the night. Puller had come back here and sat down and stared at his father because he couldn’t think of what else to do.


When his father had first come here his moments of lucidity had been fairly frequent. Not enough to allow him to live by himself. He might have burned his house down by putting a metal can of soup in the microwave or using the gas stove to heat his kitchen.


Puller had acted out a game with his father in those earlier days. He’d been his father’s XO, or second in command. He would report in for duty and let his father order him around. He’d felt like an idiot for doing so, but the doctors here thought, other things being equal, that the charade might allow his father an easier transition to his next stage in the disease.


So Puller had played along. Now it wasn’t necessary to do that. His father had reached the next stage in his disease. The doctors said there was no going back.


It was a humble future for a three-star who should have been awarded one more star, along with the Medal of Honor. But politics, which existed in the military as it did in the civilian corridors of power, had prevented the additional star and the nation’s highest military honor from being bestowed.


Still, Puller Sr. was a legend in the military. “Fighting John Puller”, captain of the basketball team at West Point, where the term “Pullered” had come into vogue. They had never won a championship while his father played, but every team that beat them went home probably feeling as though they had actually lost the battle. That was what every conflict was to Puller Sr., whether it occurred on a battlefield or on a basketball court. You would know you’d been in a war when you went up against the man.


He had gone to West Point after the end of the Korean War and lamented that it was over before he could go fight in it.


As a combat leader in Vietnam he had almost never lost an engagement.


His division, the 101st Airborne, known as the Screaming Eagles, consisted of ten battalions of air-mobile light infantry, plus a half dozen battalions of artillery supported by three aviation battalions of gunships and transports. It had fully arrived in Vietnam in 1967 and had fought its way across the Central Highlands. One of its most famous engagements was the battle for Hill 937, more famously known as Hamburger Hill. Puller Sr. had been right in the middle of the fight commanding his regiment in some of the most difficult terrain imaginable against an entrenched foe. He had been wounded twice, but had never once left the field of battle. Later, as they were stitching him up, he was barking orders over the radio detailing how the next engagement should be fought.


Throughout his tours in Vietnam, Puller Sr. had accomplished whatever had been demanded of him by his commanders and more. Once he gained ground he did not give it up. He had been nearly overrun multiple times by an enemy that valued dying in battle as a great honor. He had killed and nearly been killed—sometimes by his own side as errant bombs exploded dangerously close to his positions. He gave no quarter, asked for none, and expected his men to perform at ever higher levels.


The 101st was the last division to leave Vietnam and did so with over twenty thousand men killed and wounded during the course of the war. This was more than twice the division’s losses in World War II.


Seventeen members of the 101st were awarded the Medal of Honor in Vietnam. Many thought Puller Sr. should have made it eighteen, including every man who had served under him.


Yet he never had.


Despite this, he had risen through the ranks swiftly. As a two-star he had gone on to command the illustrious 101st. He had left a mark bone-deep on that fighting division that had stood the test of time. He had earned his third and final star and the rank of lieutenant general before his sixtieth birthday.


He was remembered as a soldier’s general. He took care of his men but drove them as relentlessly as he drove himself.


As relentlessly as he drove his sons, thought Puller.


His men loved and feared him. Perhaps more fear than love, now that Puller thought about it.


And maybe that was just as true for the sons as the men under his father’s command.


And now he lay sleeping in his bed at the VA. His world of command was gone, his sphere of influence nonexistent, his allotted time on earth winding down.


Puller turned to something that was deeply troubling him.


What his brother had said to him had been nearly as astonishing as what Hull and Shorr had told him.


How could he have misremembered the last day he had seen his mother?


His mother had been at that window. She had a towel wrapped around her head. Then she was gone.


But now Bobby had told him they’d had dinner together. And his mother had gone out. That the neighbor’s daughter had come over to watch the boys. Puller didn’t recall any of that.


He remembered that he had woken the next morning and his mother was not there. He remembered the MPs coming to the house. Then his father charging into the officers’ quarters where they lived at Fort Monroe, bellowing at and bullying all those within striking distance.


And his father had lied to the police?


He stared over at the sleeping man.


Why would he have done that?


Because he had actually murdered his wife and Puller’s mother?


It was pretty much unthinkable.


And yet Puller had seen enough in his career at CID to know that people were capable of just about anything.


He thought back to his early years with his parents. They had argued, but not to an excessive degree. The old man was harder on his sons than on his wife.


And Jacqueline Puller, known to all as Jackie, did not possess a submissive personality. If anything she was more than a match for her husband. The old man would be away and then he’d come home and try to change the rules of their lives that Jackie Puller had carefully constructed. As the boss of men rushing into combat, Puller Sr. evidently thought he was qualified and entitled to run everything. His wife had not been in agreement on that point.


So there had been arguments, words spoken in anger. But didn’t most if not all marriages have that?


Puller didn’t know for sure, never having been married. But he had conducted many investigations involving married couples. And he glumly recalled that more than a few involved one spouse murdering the other.


He left and went to his car. He got in and punched in the number.


“Shireen?”


“Puller? How’s it going?”


Shireen Kirk had formerly been a JAG, or Judge Advocate General’s, lawyer representing those in uniform. She had recently left the military and gone into private practice in northern Virginia. She had the rep of being a scorched-earth lawyer. And that’s exactly what Puller required.


“I need a lawyer.”


“Okay, so I guess it’s not going too well.”


“Well, my father needs one.”


“I thought he was in a care facility with Alzheimer’s?”


“Dementia, but yes, he is.”


“If he did something that someone found out of bounds I think he’d have a pretty solid diminished capacity defense.”


“It’s not like that. This is from about thirty years ago when he was still in the military.”


“Okay, what happened?”


Puller filled her in on the situation and the letter that Demirjian had sent to CID.


“That really sucks. You say they want to interview your father?”


“Yes.”


“If he’s been diagnosed with dementia he should have counsel there with him. I could even make a case that they can’t question him because of his condition. He’s liable to say anything and we don’t want him to inadvertently incriminate himself.”


“No, we don’t.”


“I can take the case.”


“That’s great, Shireen. But can they even charge him if he’s not competent?”


“They can charge anybody, Puller. Competency is a matter for a court to determine. And even if he’s not competent to stand trial they can hold the prosecution in abeyance until he becomes competent, if that ever happens. But that may be worse than him being tried for the crime.”


“How do you mean?”


“At least if he’s tried he can defend himself and maybe be acquitted.”


Puller slowly nodded. “But if he’s not tried because he’s incompetent, people may assume he’s guilty and is just getting off because he has dementia.”


“Exactly. Being tried in the court of public opinion is often far worse than having your day in court. At least in the latter you get a judgment one way or the other. What’s the name of the CID agent on the case?”


“Ted Hull out of the Twelfth MPs, JBLE.”


He could hear her writing this down. “I’ll contact him and tell him of my representation. I’ll need you to sign a retainer agreement if your father can’t. And I’ll need to meet with your father at some point.”


“I’m not sure how helpful that will be.”


“I still need to do it. I can’t rep someone without meeting them.”


“Okay, I’ll arrange that.”


“Are you his guardian, Puller? Do you have a power of attorney?”


“Yes. We did that when my dad came to the VA hospital.”


“Good, that simplifies matters. I’ll have to request the CID file from the investigation they did back then. They must have talked to people, and I can get those statements, plus information on any theories or leads they might have been trying to run down.”


“I want a copy of it when you do.”


“Why?”


“Why do you think?”


“You shouldn’t go there.”


“Yeah, I’ve heard that before.”


Her next statement surprised him.


“Did you ever look at any of the case files when you got to CID?” she asked.


“I tried to, but they wouldn’t let me access them. Because of my personal connection to the case.”


Puller had just told the woman a lie. He had never tried to access the case files. And right now he didn’t really know why.


Shireen interrupted these thoughts. “What does your brother think of all this?”


“He’s more analytical about these things than I am.”


“Meaning he doesn’t necessarily believe your father didn’t do it?”


Puller had no response to that.


“I have some forms I need you to fill out so I can get going on this,” she said. “I’ll email them to you and you can sign and email or fax them back, okay?”


“Got it.”


Puller went online and accessed a secure military database. He entered the name Stan Demirjian. There was only one since the last name was not common. Demirjian had retired as a sergeant first class. He had his military pension. It was mailed out to his home like clockwork. His address was in the file. They lived on the outskirts of Richmond, Virginia.


In his mind’s eye Puller recalled a barrel-chested bald man with a gruff manner. But what sergeant first class didn’t have a gruff manner? Your job was to mold men and women into fighting machines. You weren’t there to be anyone’s friend.


Puller hadn’t had much contact with Demirjian when his father had been in uniform. Now that he thought about it, he had seen far more of Mrs. Demirjian than of her husband.


It was a two-hour drive from where he was to where the Demirjians lived. Should he go there and talk to them?


No one had told him to back off the case. And he could go and talk to them in a civilian capacity, not as a CID agent. It wasn’t the best position, but at least it was something.


And maybe he should before someone told him not to.


The email with the forms to sign popped into his mailbox.


He drove to the CID offices at Quantico, printed them out, signed them, and faxed them back to Shireen. Now the legal ball could get rolling.


He drove home, threw a few things in to a bag, gunned up with his twin M11s, snagged an investigation duffel he kept in his apartment, changed the litterbox and filled the food and water bowls of his cat, AWOL, and hit the highway.


When he was on a case Puller always had a battle plan of how he was going to approach things. Now he had no idea what the hell he was going to do.


And if his father was guilty?


He shook his head.


I can’t deal with that now. I can’t deal with that ever.


And yet if it came to it, Puller knew he would have to.
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Paul Rogers had risen early and driven across the West Virginia border. He had stopped for dinner at a Cracker Barrel. There were big buses parked in the lot, and when he went inside he saw that the place was mostly filled with senior citizens, perhaps on some sort of tour or pilgrimage.


Pilgrimage. He could relate.


He ate alone at a table near the back of the rustic-inspired space.


The weather was clear now, but he had heard on the radio that a storm front was approaching and that it would bring rain and strong winds later that night.


He looked at his map and calculated that he would arrive at his destination in the afternoon, late or early depending on how soon he got on the road and how bad the traffic was.


He ate breakfast for dinner, cutting the sausage patties into four equal pieces and running them through his dense grits before putting them in his mouth.


In his mind he was placing his plan into quadrants too and then prioritizing each one. Military precision. If he ever needed his training, he needed it now.


He rubbed his head. It had become a habit so ingrained that sometimes he didn’t even know he was doing it.


He looked around the large dining room once more and noted that many of the men had World War II caps on with stitched lettering signifying the military branches they had served in during the war. Some had pins on them representing specific units. They were all very old now, the youngest of them in their late eighties. Almost all were in wheelchairs or used walkers or canes to get around. They were gray, bent, but their features were proud, animated. They had fought the good fight and survived to have families and retirements and tour bus rides augmented with Cracker Barrel feasts.


Rogers thought, I fought the good fight too. And I have nothing.


Except he had a chance to make it all right. And he intended to give it the best shot he possibly could.


He finished his meal and hit the highway, driving right into the building storm.


He had something to get and he needed a special place to get it. Fortunately, he had passed a billboard that held the answer. And that would delay his reaching his destination. But that was okay. There would be time.


He slept in his car in the parking lot of a shuttered Walmart. Things must be getting bad, he thought, if Walmarts couldn’t stay in business.


It was chilly and rainy and the Chevy’s passenger-side window leaked. He watched the drips for a few minutes and then fell asleep.


He rose the next morning, drove off, and found a place to eat. At noon he headed to the gun show he had seen advertised on the billboard.


In some states gun shows had one big loophole. Private sellers didn’t have to do background checks. Only licensed ones did. Despite political moves to close this hole, some sellers did not abide by the rules. Which was perfectly fine with Rogers.


Though things were changing, he could probably buy a weapon on the Internet without a background check, only he didn’t have a computer, an email address, a credit card, or a physical address for them to ship the gun to.


He walked into the rambling tent that had been erected on the site and saw that dozens of dealers had set up small booths inside. The place was already packed, and he spent an hour simply walking around and observing. Most people didn’t observe. They were too absorbed in themselves. Thus they missed nearly all that was actually instructive.


He could see that most people here were licensed dealers. Buyers were producing ID and filling out the background check forms that would be run through the FBI’s NCIC database. The process took about ten minutes. There were a few private dealers, but they were selling shotguns and long guns and Confederate flags and cookies. And some of those didn’t even have a booth. They were simply walking around with sandwich board signs inked with what they had to sell.


When the space in front of a particular seller cleared, Rogers walked over and looked at a pistol in its original packaging. The seller was a big flabby man in his forties wearing a camo shirt, jeans, and combat boots.


He eyed Rogers. “Beauty, ain’t it?”


Rogers looked over the pistol. He said, “M11. Military use only.”


The seller smiled and put out his hand. “Name’s Mike Donohue, and I can tell you wore the uniform at some point if you know about the vaunted M11.”


Rogers shook the man’s hand, careful to avoid squeezing it too tightly.


Donohue took out the gun and held it up. “Collector’s item. Explains the price.”


“Why a collector’s item?”


“Some time back the Air Force ordered a bunch of M11s but ended up not taking fifty of them. By contract Sig couldn’t sell the M11 to civilians, like you said. But Sig Sauer could get a grand for each, and that was fifty thou potentially down the toilet, so they had incentive to get around that somehow. Then somebody had the genius idea that if you added another letter to the model number it would no longer technically be an M11, right? The A had already been taken for another M11 model, the M11-A1, so this became the M11-B.” He handed the gun to Rogers and pointed out the letter. “Sig had it reengraved. You can see the B right there. And voilà, a civilian can own an M11. The manual that comes with it is military too. All the contents of the box are original. There’s even a warning in there about radiation leakage from the tritium sights, but that’s only for the Army and Navy versions, not the Air Force. So you’ll have to find something else to kill you.”


Donohue laughed and slapped Rogers on the shoulder.


Rogers fought back a nearly overwhelming urge to crush the man’s face in retaliation.


Donohue continued, “Now, it’s based on the original P228 frame, so it will only accept the thirteen-round mags. It comes with three. It won’t work with the fifteen-round mags.”


Rogers held the gun, sighted through it, checked the balance, slid his fingers along the grip, and slid back the rack twice to test the action.


Donohue said, “It’s got the carbon steel slide instead of the milled version the P229 has. But there’s only about a two-ounce difference between the two.”


“You mind if I strip it?”


“Go ahead. I got nothing to hide. Just be gentle with her.” Donohue laughed and slapped Rogers on the shoulder again. “Damn, man, I bet you’re older’n me, but I don’t think you got an ounce of fat on you. Just muscle and gristle.” He slapped his substantial belly. “Me, I’m just fat!” He laughed again.
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