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Chapter One

 

 

Will stepped off the plane into the Kansas City airport, each step harder than the last. His heart hammered in his chest, catching his breath.

Keep going. One foot in front of the other.

He felt naked traveling in civilian clothes instead of his Marine fatigues. Naked and vulnerable. Being a Marine had been his sole purpose in life.

Now he had nothing.

His shoulders slumped as he followed the other passengers out of the secure area and toward the baggage carousel. His entire life fit into a duffel bag. What did that say about him?

He looked around for a familiar face, unsure who to expect. His mother? Megan? He knew better than to expect his father. Will wasn’t looking forward to that moment of reckoning.

The carousel kicked on, and bag after bag dumped onto the metal slats. A crowd swelled around the oval space, but Will focused on the tarmac outside the windows. He closed his eyes, sucking in deep breaths, and he tried to block out the screams in his head. And the children’s faces pressed against the glass.

“Hey, buddy.” Someone tapped his arm.

Will reached for a nonexistent handgun at his waist, then grabbed the guy’s arm and twisted it behind his back.

The man let out a shriek of surprise. Will dropped his hold, horror rising in his throat, choking his words. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He backed up several steps, grabbing his head between his hands.

He was fucking losing it.

Close to hyperventilating, he ran outside, surprised by the arctic blast of wind that hit him, chilling the hairs on his bare arms.

Keep it together. Just for a little while longer.

He’d kept it together for so long he was about to explode.

A security guard moved closer, standing on the sidewalk several feet away. While the uniformed man wasn’t in a hurry to confront him, Will’s training told him that he was being watched. Lifting his head, Will took a deep breath, running his hand over his face.

Get your bag. Get out of here.

His duffel was on the carousel, circling around as bags continued to dump onto the platform. People gave him a wide berth as he moved toward the bag, watching him in curiosity and fear.

The fear was what killed him the most.

His hand shook as he reached for the straps and the older woman next to him scowled. Will knew how he looked with his dark circles, rumpled clothes, shaggy hair, and shadowy stubble. Like a drug addict coming off a weeklong binge. It was a wonder he hadn’t been pulled aside for questioning already.

He had to get out of here.

It had become painfully clear that no one was coming. He’d have to rent a car to go home. Turning to the glass sliding doors, he saw a shuttle bus marked Car Rental parked on the curb. He started to run toward it as it began to pull away but he stopped in the street, his energy gone after its initial spurt.

A car honked, jolting him out of his thoughts, and he stumbled toward the curb. The guard from earlier moved toward him, a hard look in his eyes. Will had to get out of here and fast. He knew how to get to the car rental building. What did it matter if he rode the shuttle or walked? Who was he in a hurry to see? No one, apparently.

He followed the road circling the airport, about a half-mile to the car rental building. He didn’t have a coat and the cold air froze his skin within minutes. But he welcomed the cold after the desert heat of Iraq, his home for the last nine years. He wanted anything that could rip the memories out of his head and replace it with something else. Maybe he could freeze it out. Maybe he could freeze to death.

It wasn’t the first time he’d had suicidal thoughts since the incident, as the higher-ups in the Marines called it. He’d been placed under heavy guard after it happened, not only to protect others but to protect himself. He’d never understood that, especially since he hadn’t been publicly crucified. How much easier would it have been if they’d just let him end it all? But the Marines held him up as an unnamed hero, keeping his identity secret, stating that Will preferred it that way. Will had found and captured the third highest-ranking al-Qaeda member, something no one else had achieved despite the fact many had tried. They could even write off the loss of forty children in the Iraqi school as the fault of the terrorist and their booby traps. The Pentagon had their man. Public support for the war had been renewed. But one small problem remained. What to do with Will?

Publicly, Will had been reassigned. Privately, he’d been reassigned to the barracks. Despite the fact Will had led the team to capture the al-Qaeda, he’d disobeyed orders to do it. Will had been told to wait on the brass in Washington to give the final orders while Will and his men watched the man responsible for thousands of deaths prepare to slip out of their grasp one more time. Will couldn’t stomach it and had carried out the mission anyway. The end justified the means. He found it ironic that the part that tortured him the most was brushed off as collateral damage. The deaths of innocent children. And while it was true that the terrorists had planted the bombs as their safeguard, Will’s team had triggered them.

The blood of forty kids, four teachers, and five of his own men stained his soul.

Will was a murderer.

His court-martial, not for the murders but his disobedience, was held in secret in Iraq. The higher-ups didn’t want the public to know that they’d almost lost the terrorist because of their slowness to respond. Nevertheless, disobedience could not be tolerated. Will stood in front of a judge and small jury, ignoring the advice of his appointed attorney, and pleaded with his conscience. Guilty. He refused to pretend otherwise. His sentence? Time served and a dishonorable discharge.

What a fucking joke.

The next day they packed his ass on a plane and twenty-four hours later, here he was. A civilian again.

Snowflakes began to fall from the steel gray sky. They landed on his arms and face and melted. Water dripped from his hair and into his eyes, but he blinked it away as the wind seeped through his clothes and into his bones. His face and hands were numb when he reached the car rental building, his stiff fingers as they fumbled with the door. Several people turned to look as he walked up to the first agency he came to.

The woman at the counter raised her eyebrows. “You must have come from some tropical climate.”

Will shook his head with a scoff, looking down to avoid eye contact. “You could say that.”

“What kind of car can I get for you? A convertible?” She laughed, but a touch of condescension laced it.

Will swallowed his rage. “No, a compact will do,” he choked out. His car was parked in his mother’s garage a little over an hour away. He just had to get there. Preferably without killing anyone else in the process.

The woman looked from Will’s old driver’s license and his current condition, narrowing her eyes. “Are you sure you’re the same guy?”

Will tensed. “Yes.” But that was a lie. He’d never be that man again.

Will tugged at the neck of his t-shirt and leaned over the counter. “Are you almost done?” His words were harsher than he’d meant.

Her gaze rose to his face, her mouth pressed into a thin line. “You in a hurry or something, Mr. Tropical Weather?”

Will had began to warm up and his wet shirt clung to his chest and back, giving him chills. He rubbed his forehead and rested his hand on the counter. “Look, I’ve been traveling for over twenty-four hours and I just want to get home.”

Instead of speeding up the process, she seemed to draw it out, giving him apologetic smiles that were too sweet to be real. Finally, she handed him the forms, and he snatched them off the counter, heading for the exit.

He sucked in a breath as he opened to door to the parking garage, the cold air hitting his wet shirt. Will briefly considered changing, but the need to get home overpowered every thought and instinct. Tossing his bag onto the backseat of his rental, he turned the engine over, waiting for the heater to warm up.

Exhaustion over took him, and he rested his forehead on the steering wheel and closed his eyes. Instantly, the images of children’s faces pressed against windows filled his head. Their screams amid the raging fire roared in his ears. Choking on a sob, he pounded his head into the steering wheel. Would he ever learn to live with what he’d done? Did he deserve to live with what he’d done?

A banging on his window brought him back to the present. A man in the car rental company’s uniform rapped on his window. “Hey, dude, you okay?”

Jerking upright, Will shoved the car into reverse.

The employee jumped backward. “Hey! Watch it!”

Will sped out of the parking lot, heading up I-35 to Morgantown. He just had to keep his shit together a little while longer. But he’d been keeping his shit together for thirty-one years. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could last.

Snow continued to fall as Will drove north, the windshield wipers lulling Will into a sense of security he knew was false. “I need to get home,” he told himself. “Everything will be okay once I get home.” But the lack of homecoming he’d received at the airport proved to Will that he was lying to himself. Nevertheless, he clung to his hope. It was all he had left. 






Chapter Two

 

 

Will idled the car at the curb. Smoke rise from the chimney of the brick ranch house at the end of the cul-de-sac. The smoke faded into the darkening gray sky while the snow continued to fall, covering the ground in a blanket of white.

His hands twisted the steering wheel as he clenched his teeth. Will’s father’s car sat in the driveway, the windshield covered in a couple of inches of snow. His father had recently retired from the Marines, and Will’s misconduct would be an embarrassment. Will had lived his entire life seeking his father’s approval, without success. At the moment, he couldn’t handle his father’s recrimination on top of his own self-loathing.

But inside that house was the one person who had always been there when Will needed comfort. Who had held him as a kid when the bad dreams came night after night. The one person who’d helped him make sense of his life. He tapped his thumb in indecision. And dread. Why hadn’t she come to the airport?

A slow burn filled his throat. There was only one way to find out. He parked the car in front of the house and paused. With a shaky hand, he opened the car door, his hand lingering on the handle. He watched the house as a slow trickle of fear slid down his back. 

His anger rose at his indecision. This was ridiculous. He’d stared down the barrel of a gun at countless enemies. Will only had to get past his domineering father to see his mother. With a renewed sense of purpose, he strode up the sidewalk to the front door.

But when he stood on the doorstep, he hesitated again. Why hadn’t his mother come to the airport? Why hadn’t he heard from her since the incident? The worry had burrowed in his gut for weeks, but it had been easier to ignore six thousand miles away. Now it exploded, setting his nerve endings tingling. Sure, he’d faced countless enemies, but the truth was that she was the one person who could destroy him. He was about to face his biggest fear.

He gave two hard raps on the solid wooden door. Several seconds passed before the door opened, and Will stared into the grim face of his father.

The Colonel glared for several seconds before he spoke. “You have a lot of nerve showing up here.”

Will cleared his throat. What did he care what his father thought? Nothing Will ever did was good enough. “Is Mom here?”

“I want you to leave this property right now.”

Will’s voice rose. “Is Mom home?” He looked over his father’s shoulder and saw her round the corner, her face pale.

Grasping her hands in front of her, she took slow steps towards the door.

Will’s father braced his hand on the door frame, blocking the entrance. “You’re not welcome here.”

Will’s fury burned. “This is Mom’s house. You were never here long enough to call it your home. I’m here to see her, not you.”

She stood a foot behind his father’s arm, her mouth pinched and tears in her eyes.

“Mom?” Will’s voice broke. She was only two feet away, but so out of reach.

“I… “ Her voice broke and a tear fell down her cheek before she wiped it away. Lifting her chin, she cleared her throat. “You can’t stay here, Will.”

He wasn’t surprised, and honestly, he had no intention of spending the night. But he needed her, if only for a few moments. She had been his bedrock his entire life. He needed her reassurance more than he ever had. But something in her demeanor told him that she meant more than that. “I can come back tomorrow.”

She shook her head, looking down. “No.” Her eyes rose to his. “You can’t.”

Will’s heart sputtered and his breath caught in his chest as his vision narrowed. “Do you want to meet me somewhere else?”

Her chin trembled and her eyes closed as she shook her head.

His worst nightmare was coming true. “What are you saying?”

“She’s saying that you’re no longer welcome here, Will. You are no longer our son.”

He shook his head slowly, his thoughts tumbling out of control. “No, I may not be your son any longer, not that I ever really was, but Mom would never do that.” Will searched her face, but her eyes were scrunched closed.

“Mom. Please.” Will’s voice caught as tears clogged his throat.

The Colonel gave Will a grin of satisfaction. “I told you that you’re not welcome here.”

Will leapt forward and shoved his father’s chest with both palms. “You fucking bastard. What did you do? What did you threaten her with?”

The Colonel had braced himself and pushed Will back so that he tripped backwards, slipping on the snow-slick porch. “I didn’t have to threaten her with anything. You’ve dishonored our family and she’s ashamed of you.”

Will tried to get around his father, but The Colonel pushed him off the porch. “Mom. Say something. Please.”

Pressing her knuckles into her mouth, she shook her head. Her shoulders trembled.

“Tell him,” the Colonel barked.

She jumped, releasing a loud sob.

“Tell him.”

“You’re no longer welcome in my life, Will.”

Will’s pain erupted in Will’s chest and his vision flashed white. This couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t be real. “No.” He fought to catch his breath. “You don’t mean that.”

She bit her lip, her chest heaving with sobs. “I…” Her eyes shifted to his father then back to Will. “I…” Leaning her head into the door jamb, she took a deep breath and stood up, looking into Will’s face. “I mean it.”

He tried to push past his father again, but The Colonel shoved him back. Will slipped and fell to his knees in the yard. “But… I’m your son…”

She stepped out onto the porch, wrapping her arms around her. She looked thinner and paler than the last time he’d seen her, like an older version of herself. This couldn’t be his mother. She would never do this. But there she stood, lifting her chin as she shook her head. Resolve filled her eyes. “Not anymore.”

Will’s world was spinning out of control. He tried to stand but slipped in the wet snow, falling on his hands and knees. “You can throw me away? Just like that?”

She didn’t answer, looking away into the neighbor’s yard.

“I can understand him.” Will climbed to his feet and flung a hand toward his father. “But you…” He looked into the sky, snowflakes melting on his face. “You…” He swallowed the sob in his throat.

Memories flooded his head, making him take a step backward. His mother comforting him when he’d had his nightmares as a little boy. Mom helping him tie his first tie before a middle-school dance. Her eyes filling with tears before he shipped off for Iraq. The game he played when he was a kid.

How long will you love me, Mommy?

I’ll love you forever and back.

All of it was a fucking lie. “You said you’d love me forever.” He felt like a groveling idiot, reminding her of her promise.

A new sob broke loose, but she pressed her knuckles into her mouth and swallowed. Dropping her hand, she squared her shoulders. “I didn’t say I didn’t love you. I said you are no longer welcome here.”

“Where am I supposed to go?”

His father sneered. “Maybe you should have thought about that before you betrayed your country and your family.” The Colonel pushed Will’s mother back inside and Will heard her cries even after the door had shut.

Will stared in shock and disbelief. She had really turned him away. Shock hit him hard and he lost his balance as he stumbled to the rental car, then tore out of the cul-de-sac. He could go to Megan’s. His sister would take him in and hopefully be able to explain their mother’s strange behavior.

Since he’d only been to her house once when he was on a short leave a year before, it took him several tries before he found it, a bungalow in an older part of town. He parked the car in front of her house, afraid to get out. The reality sunk in and he couldn’t keep it in any longer. His mother’s rejection ripped his soul in two. He leaned his face into his hands, sobbing out his pain and frustration. Several minutes passed before his car door opened.

“Oh, Will.” His sister’s brokenhearted voice whispered in his ear. She grabbed his arm and tugged. “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

He allowed her to pull him from the car, and she put an arm around his back, leading him toward the front door. Glancing down with his blurry eyes, he noticed her protruding belly under her green sweater. He gasped, realizing his very pregnant sister was walking on an unshoveled path. He grabbed her elbow to help with her balance. She glanced up at him with a soft smile and his eyes teared up again. How was it that the woman who brought him into this world and was supposed to love him unconditionally turned him away, yet his sister, who owed him nothing, so willingly took him in?

The front door stood ajar, and a lamp on the entry table flooded the room with soft light. She ushered him into the living room and pushed him down onto a sofa.

“Let me get you some tea.”

Will didn’t want any, but Megan had always been a firm believer that hot tea solved a myriad of problems. A trait she’d learned from their mother.

And suddenly a memory flooded his head of Will’s mother giving him a cup of tea and a warm hug after he dropped by to tell her he’d broken up with his girlfriend Trisha. A fresh batch of tears overcame him.

Megan’s arm wrapped around Will’s shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head, words escaping him as she pulled his head to her shoulder, touching her forehead to his temple. Will sobbed his mother’s betrayal. But her betrayal only reinforced the horror of his crime. Will had stood outside the school as the children’s bodies burned and listened to their screams. They’d died because of his orders and his rashness. No wonder his mother had turned him away. “She’s right.”

Megan’s head rose. “What are you talking about?”

He turned to look at her, his eyes widening in horror. “I’m a murderer.” He stood and spun around to face her, grabbing his hair with both hands and pulling until his scalp burned in pain. “Oh, God. I’m a monster.”

Megan stood and cupped his face in her hands. “No. Will. You listen to me. You are not a monster.”

“I killed those kids, Megan. I watched them die and I just stood there.” He tried to pull away, but her fingertips dug into his cheeks.

“You listen to me, Will Davenport.” Her voice broke and tears filled her eyes. “You did not kill those children. That al-Qaeda maniac killed those children.”

“But…” He broke down again, leaning his head into her shoulder. “They died because of me.”

Pulling his head to her shoulder, she spoke into his ear. “You saved kids. Will. You saved nearly one hundred. What about them? It’s not your fault.”

Not his fault. Every waking moment since it happened he wished it hadn’t been his fault. Or that it would have been him instead. “Then why do I hear their screams every time I close my eyes?”

“Oh, Will.” Her voice broke and she wrapped an arm around his head as she cried into his hair.

“Mommy?” A little voice called out.

Will pulled away from Megan, wiping his face with the back of his hand.

A little boy stood in the doorway to the kitchen, his eyes wide with fear as he watched Will. “Why are you crying?”

“Because Uncle Will came home and Mommy is so happy to see him.” Megan swiped her tears away with her fingertips and turned toward her two-year-old son. “Dillon, I thought I told you to stay in the kitchen. You were supposed to eat your crackers.”

The boy’s mouth formed a pout. “I ate those all gone and I’m still hungry.”

“I’ll get you dinner in just a minute.”

Will rested his hand on the fireplace mantle, hanging his head. He needed to get a grip. “It’s okay, Megan. Go take care of him.”

She hesitated, worry in her eyes.

He glanced up, his eyes pleading with hers. “No. Go feed him. I can wait.”

Resting a hand on his arm, she rubbed his bicep. “Don’t go anywhere. I‘ll be right back.” She stared into his face, waiting for his response.

She knew Will well enough to know that his typical response to emotionally overwhelming situations was to flee. It was a luxury he could never afford in Iraq. But he was home now and he could take off whenever he felt like it. Yet when he studied Megan’s worried face, he knew he couldn’t leave.

He nodded.

Reassured, Megan headed toward her son. “Okay, sweetie. I wanted you to wait for Daddy, but he’s running late.” She cast a backward glance toward Will.

He gave her a tight smile before she disappeared behind the wall. Her soft, cheerful voice floated into the living room as she talked to her son.

“Do you want ketchup? Sit down and I’ll get you more milk.”

Will sat on the sofa and closed his eyes in exhaustion, the children’s faces filling his vision again. Would he always see their faces and hear their screams? Would forty souls haunt him forever?

He deserved it. He deserved to be haunted and more. He deserved to be turned away by his mother and his father. Megan should turn him away. She shouldn’t allow him close to her son or the baby she carried. Will deserved to die in the fire with those kids and his men. Why couldn’t the Pentagon see that he deserved to be locked up in prison and the key thrown away? But then again, maybe the images he saw in his mind were a more fitting punishment. Maybe they’d haunt him until the day he died.

Will welcomed it. And cursed it.

“Will?”

He jerked, startled to find Megan sitting next him.

“I take it you saw Mom.”

Nodding, he rubbed his hand over his mouth.

“That’s not her doing. You know that, right?”

He snorted, staring at his feet. “It sure seemed like her saying it.”

“It’s Dad. You know how he is.”

“Megan.” His gaze met hers. He loved that her eyes were full of anger and indignation. For him. She’d always been on his side, she and James. Even when Will was in the wrong. “When did Mom ever let Dad make her do something she didn’t want to do?”

She blinked, her certainty fading.

He smiled, but his heart felt so heavy he was sure his chest would collapse with the weight of it. “You know I’m right.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I have no idea.” He leaned back against the sofa back, staring at the ceiling. “I never even considered it while they held me in the barracks the last month. I’d planned to plead guilty from the start. I figured I’d spend my life in prison. I never once thought they’d let me go.”

“You didn’t deserve life in prison, Will.”

His throat tightened. “Tell that to those dead kids, Meg.”

“Oh, Will.” With a sigh, she eased back next to him. “I’m sorry.”

“You and me both.”

She rested her hand on her belly. “You know you’re welcome here. I’ll never turn you away. You can stay here as long as you like. As long as it takes to figure out what you want to do.”             

Will reached to cover her hand, then stopped. He didn’t feel worthy to be so close to an innocent life. He didn’t trust himself around her family. “I can’t stay here, Meg.”

“Don’t be silly. We have a guest bedroom you can use.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She took a deep breath. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, you’re not going anywhere tonight and that’s settled.” She pushed herself off the sofa. “I need to check on Dillon.”

He nodded, still not trusting himself to speak.

“I’m glad you’re home, Will.”

He wished he could say the same.






Chapter Three

 

 

The demons were worse at night. The daylight took the edge off his horrors, but once the sun set, the incident took over all conscious thought. Sometimes he swore the shadows moved when he was at his worse, a sure sign that he was losing it.

Will sat on the edge of the bed in Megan’s guest room, his elbows on his knees. He squeezed the sides of his head, wishing desperately that he could push out the images that paraded around in his head in a never ending loop of terror. His breath came in short pants, his anxiety climbing to an unbearable level. The digital clock read 3:16.

So it was going to be another sleepless night.

Imaginary creatures crawled over his skin. He ripped his shirt off in a vain attempt to rid himself of them. The crawling sensation burned and Will imagined what it had been like for those kids as the flames licked their skin.

He should have gone back in there. He should have died with them.

Close to screaming, he took a deep breath and carefully opened his bedroom door. Dillon was in the room next to him and Will didn’t want to wake him. He crept downstairs to the kitchen and opened the back door, standing on the deck. The snow stung his bare feet and the arctic wind hit his bare chest, stealing his breath. The clouds had cleared off and the nearly full moon shone overhead, glistening on the pure white snow that covered the world.

Will had always marveled at snow when he was a kid. It could transform the dreariest of landscapes into a magical world. If only snow could cover him and wash away his stains.

Nothing could wash away his stains.

He sat on the snow-covered wood, the wet seeping through his jeans. He couldn’t stay here. Watching Megan’s family earlier that evening had only proved it. They were happy. Megan and Dan’s love had only grown in the last four years. Will’s wish had come true, that one of the Davenports would know real love. A painful reminder that love and family were lost to him too. He was broken beyond repair. His soul had shattered into a million tiny pieces, spread by the wind into so many places that he had no hope of putting himself back together.

After James had left Will’s unit and returned home, Will had changed. With James no longer around to keep him in check, Will had become hard and jaded. Cold and calculated. To become more effective at capturing terrorists, he’d begun to think like them. And while his unit was one of the most successful at rounding up insurgents, it had come at a terrible price.

He’d scarred his soul.

His one last hope had been his mother. She was the one person who had always been capable of giving him peace. He had prayed she could be his touchstone, his salvation. The one who could chase the demons away. But his deeds had been too much for her to bear. Her refusal to see him was the final blow. His mother was the true barometer of Will’s salvation and his worst fears had been confirmed.

Will had no hope for redemption.

He considered buying a gun and ending it all. Monsters were too dangerous to be left unchecked. Monsters harmed innocents. Weren’t his actions proof enough of that? He had no business infecting Megan’s family with his darkness. He needed to leave as soon as possible, but where would he go? What to do?

Only three people had ever truly meant anything to him and he was losing them quickly. His mother turned him away. He loved his sister too much to screw up her family. That only left one person.

James.

What would James say? They’d barely spoken since James had left Iraq. Will had buried himself too deep in shit, and he suspected that James had buried himself too deep in guilt.

“Will?” Megan stood in the open doorway. “What are you doing out here?”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Come inside before you catch your death from cold. You don’t even have a shirt on. I’ll make you some hot chocolate.”

He released a half laugh. “Hot chocolate isn’t going to make everything better, Meg. We’re not kids anymore.”

Taking a step onto the porch, she leaned over and tugged on his arm. “No, but it’ll thaw you out. You’re going to end up with pneumonia. Come on.”

He stood, only because he worried about her slipping and falling on in the snow. He’d be damned if he let anything happen to her because of him.

He sat at the kitchen table while she disappeared into the living room, returning with an afghan and draping it around his shoulders. “I take it you don’t sleep much.”

Resting his forehead in his hand, he laughed. “How did you guess?”

Pouring milk into a pan, she shook her head. “The dark circles under your eyes were my first clue. You nervous tics are another.” She turned to look at him. “Like the way your leg is twitching now.”

Will put his hand on his knee, unaware he’d been shaking.

“That’s your body’s way of trying to cope with lack of sleep.” Sitting in the chair next to him, she took his hand. “You need help, Will.”

His eyes narrowed. “You mean like a psychiatrist? Become zombied out on drugs? No thanks.”

“It doesn’t have to be like that. You could see a counselor, someone to talk to about what happened.”

His heart sped up and his skin crawled again. It’s my imagination. But he had to force himself to remain in the chair. “I don’t want to talk about what happened. I want to forget about it. Leave it six fucking thousand miles away where it belongs.”

Determination filled her eyes. “That’s not like you. Will. You’re not someone who runs away from his problems.”

Will pulled his hand from hers, rubbing the back of his neck. “That man no longer exists, Megan. That man is dead.”

She pursed her lips in a scowl. “I don’t believe it.”

“Believe whatever you like. Believe whatever makes you feel better, but I prefer to be a realist.”

Anger flashed in her eyes. “Stop that bullshit right now. It’s me you’re talking to. Sure, something terrible happened, a horrible tragedy. But you have to acknowledge it before you can move one. If you hide from it, you’ll be stuck there.”

Will’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “Are you have any fucking idea what I’ve done, Megan? Do you have any idea?” His voice rose before he remembered that Megan’s sleeping son was above them. Further proof that he needed to leave.

She placed both hands on his knees. “I know you were on a mission that went bad and people died.”

“Kids died, Megan. Kids.”

“Will, you didn’t purposely kill those children. That country is at war. Unfortunately, sometimes terrible things happen in a war. It doesn’t mean you should spend the rest of your life beating yourself up about it.”

He shook his head slowly. “Something tells me that you wouldn’t be so nonchalant about it if Dillon was one the kids in that fire.”

Her eyes widened as she gasped.

“You know, it’s really easy to lump forty children into a pretty little number, but each and every one of those kids belonged to someone. Some mother is sobbing herself to sleep because I killed her son or daughter.”

Megan’s voice rose. “You didn’t kill them, Will. That terrorist planted those bombs.”

“I gave the order to move forward with the mission. I was the one who ignored orders to retreat. I was worried he’d get away again. Idiot. If I’d spent more time on surveillance…” He rubbed his eyes while a new wave of pain and guilt seared his chest. “I may not have hit the detonator, but they went off because of me.”

“No, Will. That’s not true.”

He stood, slapping his palm on the table. Damn her for trying to absolve him of his sins. He didn’t want to sweep this under the rug like the Pentagon had done. He wanted to be held responsible for what he’d done. Yet everyone wanted to slap his hand with a “bad boy” and then expected him to pretend it never happened. Everyone except his mother, the one person he needed love and acceptance from. Her disgust was the one true measure of his crime. “I have to get out of here.”

She stood, putting a hand on her hip. “What are you talking about? It’s not even four in the morning.”

“I’m one fucked-up mess, Megan. I can’t stay here and infect your family.”

“What the hell are you talking about? One mistake doesn’t make you a fucked-up mess that will infect my family.”

Will pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. “I wished to God that was all I’d done, Megan. It was just the big finale.”

She paused. “What are you talking about?”

His hand fell to his side as icy resolve covered his emotions. “Why does no one ever question how my unit was one of the most successful?”

“Because you’ve always pushed yourself to be the best, Will.” While her words held conviction, Will heard her fear.

He tilted his head. “That’s not good enough there.”

“Will…”

“I needed information to find the men we were looking for. Do you have any idea how I got it?”

She shook her head, the color draining from her face. “No.”

Will took a step toward her. “My unit was the most successful because I learned how to make men talk. Would you like me to tell you how?”

Her eyes hardened as she lifted her chin. “No.”

“People need motivators to be persuaded to tell you want they don’t want you to know.” He took another step toward her as she took a step back. “One of the very best is fear.” His eyebrows rose. “Do you know what it takes to make trained terrorists afraid, Megan?”

She took another step backward, bumping into the kitchen counter. Her wide eyes filled with tears. “Will, you’re scaring me.”

He leaned into her face and whispered, “Good. You should be scared of me. I’ve done vile, vile things all in the name of righteousness. I’ve become a monster. I’ve ignored human decency all for the sake of the final results. But guess what? The end does not justify the means.”

“Will.” Her hand reached for his cheek, but he pushed it away.

“If I stay here, I will hurt you. Maybe not physically, but I’ll hurt you all the same. It’s just a matter of time.”

Tears streamed down her cheek as she bit her lip and shook her head. “No, I don’t believe that.”

He took a step back, his heart pounding so hard that it was about to beat itself from his chest. “I can’t take that chance, Megan.” His throat tightened as his eyes burned. “I love you too much to let that happen.” He went upstairs to his room and grabbed his shirt off the floor and pulled it over his head.

She stood in the doorway. “You can’t just leave like this. Where are you going to go?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will, please.” Her voice caught on her tears. “I can’t just let you go without knowing where you’re going.”

God, he loved her and it killed him that he hurt her so. He wiped eyes with the back of his hand then pulled her into a hug, her pregnant belly between them. “I’ll go find James.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. “That’s a good idea. Find James. Do you know where he is?”

“Minnesota somewhere.”

Her tears muffled her laugh. “That’s specific.”

He closed his eyes, soaking in her goodness. If only he could stay with her and let her goodness wash away his evil. But he’d seen too much to know it didn’t work that way. Evil conquered good. Every fucking time. He had to leave. “James shouldn’t be hard to find. He’s a fishing guide now. He’s counting on people to find him.”

“When will I see you again?”

Will’s breath caught. “I don’t know.”

Her fingernails dug into his neck. “Promise me that you’ll call.”

He nodded, not trusting his voice.

“I love you, Will.”

“I love you too.” He stepped back and picked up his bag, brushing past her and down the stairs. If he stopped and let himself reconsider, the selfish part of him would be tempted to stay. He needed her. But she needed him not to stay. As he drove away, he knew that he’d just left the last good thing in his life.






Chapter Four

 

 

 As the sun set, Will drove down a snow-covered lane surrounded by bare trees until a small house came into view. He’d been here once as a kid when James had come to visit his grandparents. Still, he’d been a kid so he didn’t remember how to get here, let alone what town James was in. But finding James had been ridiculously easy. Good thing James wasn’t in the witness protection program.

Will stopped the car in front of the cabin, the crunch of snow and gravel underneath his tires. He wasn’t sure what to expect when James opened the door, but he’d come too far to leave now. This is James. He won’t turn me away. His stomach twisted as he walked to the front door.

But he would have said the same thing about his mother.

He rapped on the door. A moment later, James stood in the opening, his eyes wide in surprise.

For one heart-stopping moment, Will was sure James was going to turn him away. But then James reached for him, pulling him into a bear hug. “Welcome home, buddy.”

Relief poured through Will, opening the dam to his emotions and he released a wail of anguish. They stood there for several seconds as Will sobbed.

James patted Will’s back. “Let’s go inside.”

Will nodded and James dropped his hold, stepping backward.

“Perfect timing. I’m getting ready to eat.” James walked toward the kitchen. “I’ll get you a bowl of stew.”

Will rubbed his face with hand. “Yeah…sounds good.”

“Have a seat.”

Will sat at the table while James opened a cabinet and set two glasses on the table. “You look like shit.”

Will couldn’t help laughing. “You aren’t so pretty yourself.”

James grabbed a bottle of whiskey and set it on the table with a loud thud. “I’m prettier than you. My luck with the ladies proves it.”

Will smirked. “Whatever.”

Pouring a generous portion into Will’s glass, James raised his eyebrows. “You, my friend, need to get laid.” He picked up the glass and handed it to Will.

Will shook his head. “You think that’s the answer for everything.”

James put his hand on his chest, mock surprise widening his eyes. “You’re saying it’s not?”

Will shook his head and took a drink. He closed his eyes as the alcohol burned its way to his stomach.

“You look like you’ve lost weight. You better put some meat on your bones or you’ll never hook up with a girl. They aren’t much into live scarecrows.”

Will snorted. “Good to see you have my priorities straight.”

“Damn right.”

They ate in silence and Will finished off his bowl, surprised he had an appetite and that the stew was so good.

James grabbed his bowl and ladled more from a pot on the stove.

“Where’s the can?”

Raising his eyebrows, James set the bowl in front of Will. “What can?”

“The can this stew came from.”

James laughed and got more for himself. “I made it myself, you dickhead.”

“I never knew you cooked.”

“People change.”

James sat down as his comment hung in the air.

Will hunched over his bowl, scooping another spoonful. “So they do.”

James took a bite and watched him.

Dropping his spoon with a clang, Will lifted his chin to face James. “So where’s the questions? Where’s the consolation?”

James face remained expressionless, but he lowered his spoon. “You’ll tell me what happened when you’re ready, and you and I both know that I sucking at the comforting shit.”

“Aren’t you wondering why I’m here?”

“You’re here because we’ve been best friends since the second grade. Where the hell else are you going to go?”

Resting his forehead in his hand, Will closed his eyes. “You don’t know what I’ve done. What I’ve become.”

“I know more than you think. I still have connections. And I know you couldn’t have achieved what you have since I left you in that hellhole without resorting to some unsavory behavior.”

“It’s worse than you think.”

“I doubt it.”

“You don’t know that. You weren’t there.”

James rested his elbow on the table and leaned toward Will. “You’re right. I haven’t been there the last few years, but I was there long enough to take all I could stomach.” His voice lowered. “Will, I know about the school. I know it was you.”

Will’s heart lurched. “How?”

Dropping his gaze, James scooped his spoon in the bowl. “I told you. I still have connections. Just because I’m no longer an active Marine doesn’t mean I haven’t used my skills from time to time. I haven’t been able to count on my fishing-guide business to pay all of the bills.”

“You know what I did and you still let me in?”

“You’ve been my best friend for as long as I can remember. I know that you wouldn’t have purposely killed those kids. It was an accident and you can’t even live with that.” James took a bite, then stirred his stew in circles. “Look, no one is perfect. Take me, for example.” Spreading his hands out, James winked. “I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true. Everyone screws up. Everyone makes a mistake. Even really fucked-up ones.”

“So we’re just going to call this a fucked-up mistake?”

“You can call it whatever you like. An accident. An inadvertent consequence. I really don’t give a shit. But let’s make sure that one thing is perfectly clear.” James’s gaze narrowed. “It wasn’t intentional. So don’t you sit there and pretend it was.”

Will’s mouth opened.

James pointed his spoon at him. “You forget how well I know you, my friend. Were you a naughty boy after I left and do some bad shit? You sure as hell did. See, I have eyes over there that kept me informed. But I know you so I also know that it had to kill your Boy Scout conscience. Still, I know there is no fucking way you’d ever sacrifice kids to capture a terrorist. Even as dirty as the one you caught.”

“I disobeyed orders to get him.”

James cocked his head. “I never said you were Mr. Perfect. But even you have boundaries. Especially you.” Picking up the whiskey, James poured more into Will’s glass. “There’s too much talking and not enough drinking.”

In spite of James’s declaration, after they cleaned up the kitchen, he told Will about his new life in Minnesota. “The first couple of years were the hardest, so I had to supplement my income in the beginning. But now, while I’m not rich, I’m doing okay.”

Will finished off his glass and James refilled it. Although Will knew he’d had too much, he welcomed the relief it gave him. “I’m currently unemployed. Did I mention that?”

James laughed. “No, you hadn’t.”

“I have to figure out what I want to be when I grow up.”

With a shrug, James took a sip, watching Will. “It’s gonna be rough, Will. You’ve spent your entire life training to be one thing.”

Will stared into his glass. “Yeah.”

“It doesn’t mean you can’t do something else. Look at me.” James cocked his head with a grin.

Will scoffed and took a drink. “I thought your job was to score with women. When did that change?”

“Very true, my friend, but it doesn’t pay the bills and I always worried that becoming a gigolo would take the fun out of it.”

Will shook his head.

“You’ll find something, until you do, take your time. There’s no hurry.”

“How am I going to live without a job?”

“What bills do you have? You can’t have much. You went to college on a scholarship. Your piece of crap car is paid for.”

“And currently in my parents’ garage.”

“Then what did you drive—”

“Rental.”

“Okay, we’ll return the rental tomorrow and you’ll live here.”

“With you?”

“Sure. Why not? I have another bedroom and you can help me with my business.”

“Your fishing-guide business? In the winter?”

“Ever heard of ice fishing?”

“Well, yeah…”

“I have to go pick up some clients from a lodge down the highway tomorrow after lunch. We’ll drop off your rental over in St. Cloud and be back in time to get them. I can show you the ropes.”

“I have hard time imagining you sitting around with a fishing pole in your hand.”

“I like it. It gives me time to think.”

“About what? New pickup lines?”

James laughed. “Hell no. I don’t need to think those up. Those just come naturally. But if we’re driving to St. Cloud, we better get an early start. Time to call it a night.”

Will’s shoulders tensed. “Yeah.”

“I’ll grab your stuff from the car and bring it in for you. You’ve had so much to drink, I’m afraid you’ll fall on your ass in the snow.”

“I love you too, shithead.”

“We got a real bromance going on, but I’m not putting out tonight, so you need to sleep in your own bed tonight. Your room is the first on the right.”

Will took a shower and found his bag on the bed. He threw on a t-shirt and boxers, and climbed into bed, prepared for his demons to return. Instead, for the first time in over a month, he closed his eyes to nothing. Nearly crying with relief, he succumbed to his exhaustion.






Chapter Five

 

 

Will’s head throbbed as he tied a lure onto a fishing line, and his stomach protested the coffee he’d tried to put in it earlier. He spent a third of his days sleeping, another third drunk and the last third nursing raging hangovers.

“You gonna take all day to tie that thing on?” the man next to him muttered.

“Yeah. I just might.” Will’s temper was short. The last thing he wanted to do was placate the asshole next to him.

James took a step toward them, handing the client a cup of coffee. “What Will meant was he was going to take as long as necessary to make sure you have the best opportunity to catch fish.” James twisted his neck so the man couldn’t see him glare at Will. “Isn’t that right, Will?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly it.” Will said in the driest tone he could manage.

James took the pole with a jerk. “Why don’t you go get a little fresh air, Will.”

“Yeah. Why don’t I?” If he spent one more minute in this shack, he was going to fucking lose his mind. Will pushed open the door to the icehouse, and stopped in the opening, in shock from the frigid air. Goddamn, he’d fucking hated the Iraqi heat, but freezing his ass off wasn’t much better. He’d never understand why James like it here so much or why he enjoyed his boring-ass job. James had made Will help out with his last two clients but both outings had been disastrous. Of course, Will hadn’t been the most willing participant.

James followed Will out onto the frozen lake. “What the fuck was that, Will?” he hissed.

“I don’t what you’re talking about. I was tying that asshole’s line.”

“That asshole is paying me good money to help him catch fish and you’re screwing it up.”

“Then maybe I shouldn’t be here.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t.” James spun around and stomped back to the shack and opened the door. “Mr. Peterson, did you get your line into the water?”

Will ran a hand through his already semi-frozen hair. Fuck, it was cold here. He trudged the fifty feet back to the shoreline. He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to walking across a frozen lake. James had to convince him it was safe, but Will expected to fall through at any moment. No matter how many times James showed him all the safety precautions he took to make sure that wouldn’t happen.

What Will needed was a strong cup of coffee. He reached the front door and closed his eyes. The images of the fire were back. While he was thankful they appeared less often than before, now they were more intense. The heat of the flames burned his skin. The images of the children had more detail. Fear filled their eyes while their screams filled his ears. Their palms banged on the glass; the thud, thud, thudvibrating through his body. And standing behind the screaming children, he swore he saw a blond-headed boy. Only the boy stood silently staring at Will, his face expressionless.

That’s when Will knew he’d stepped over into madness. There were no blond children in the carnage. Only dark-skinned, dark-haired Iraqi kids, whose mothers wailed and moaned, rocking their burnt children in their arms. What the hell was he doing here in a fucking shit-in-the-wall town in Minnesota? He needed to get himself on a plane back to Iraq and let the families of those kids deal with him.

His stomach rolled, remembering the sight. What Will needed was a drink. It was already two o’clock, so no harm in having a beer. He stomped his feet on the front porch before he went inside, James’s words running through his head.

Then maybe I shouldn’t be here.

Maybe you shouldn’t.

What Will really needed was to find a job. And fast. He opened the fridge, hanging on the door as he studied the beer bottles. Not drinking a beer was probably the first step in the right direction. But since the night Will had shown up on James’s sofa weeks ago, he’d realized that only way to sleep without the images in his head was to get good and drunk first. It was a hard crutch to give up.

The phone rang and Will considered letting it go to the answering machine. Even though James used his cell phone as his business phone now, a few clients hadn’t made the switch over yet. Will had learned that it wasn’t unusual for some clients to call at the last minute. A missed call could mean the difference in getting a job or not. And after fucking with James’s current client, the least Will could do is help secure a new one.

Will answered on the third ring. “Buckner’s Guided Tours.”

“Buckner, I need you for a job.”

The no-nonsense voice caught Will by surprise. It wasn’t the usual laid-back client tone he was used to. “What did you have in mind?”

There was a pause. “So you’re open to it?”

The hair on Will’s neck stood on end. “What kind of job are you talking about?”

“The usual, nothing too messy. I know you said you’re out, but I can’t find anyone close enough to do it with this late notice. Besides, you owe me for my latest tip.”

What the hell was this guy talking about? “How much are we looking at?”

“If you’ll agree to do it tonight. I’ll double the usual fee.”

“Which is….?”

“Don’t play stupid, Buckner. One thousand dollars.”

Holy shit. One thousand dollars. What the hell had James done for this guy? Probably something Will could do. “All right. I need details.”

“Tonight at the Pine Knot Motel bar. Nine o’clock. He’ll be there then.”

“Who?”

“Your mark. Shit, I know it’s been awhile, but get it together, Buckner. I’ll send you the rest of the info.” The line went silent.

What the hell had Will agreed to do? He sat down on a kitchen chair, running a hand through his hair. Whoever was on the line had called James. James had done a lot of nefarious things in his life, but murder wasn’t one of them. The thought only reassured Will slightly. The guy said he’d send details. If whatever he agreed to do was tonight, there was no way he’d be mailing it. It had to be e-mail. Will found James’s computer, frustrated when he found it password-protected. Of course, it was password-protected. This was James. But what would James use for a password?

Instead of wasting time trying to figure it out, Will called James’s cell phone.

“Where the hell are you?” James growled. “You’re supposed to be down here helping me.”

“Dude, you know I suck at this job. I need to find another one. I need your computer password so I can go online and look for a new shiny career.”

James hesitated. “What are you going to look for?”

“I dunno… maybe security.”

James hesitated again. “What kind?”

“Seeing how I don’t have any job at all, beggars can’t be choosers. Whatever I can get.” Will decided to take it a step farther. “You said you’d done some work while you built up your fishing business. You said you used your skills from the Marines. Maybe I could do something like that.”

“You sure as shit don’t want to get mixed up in that.”

Dread tickled the hair on Will’s arms. “What did you used to do?”

James paused so long that Will wondered if he’d hung up. “Shit I regret. We’ll leave it at that.”

If James regretted it, then it had to be bad. Still it was one thousand bucks and Will needed the money. He didn’t even have a car. Besides, it wasn’t like it was going to stain his impeccably clean character, Maybe a few years ago he would have worried about that, but he didn’t how you could get much lower in the gutter than child killer. “I still need your password.”

James sighed. “Fine.” Then he rattled off a string of letters and numbers that he had to repeat twice for Will to get.

“What the hell does that stand for?”

“What does it matter? I’m going to have to change it when I get back anyway.”

That was fine with Will. He only needed it to access James’s e-mail right now. The problem, he quickly realized, was that he didn’t know what e-mail address James would have such information sent to. And he was sure James was smart enough to clean it off his internet history.

Just when he was about to give up, the phone rang again. “Your e-mail isn’t going through.”

Will heard the irritation in his voice and he didn’t sound like a man you wanted irritated. Nevertheless, Will couldn’t believe his luck. Perhaps fate or the stars or some kind of cosmic collision was intervening to make this happen. “Yeah, that one got compromised. I had to open a new one.”

“And it is…?”

Will gave him his personal e-mail, thankful it didn’t give away his identity. Then the line went dead.

He logged onto his account, ignoring the three e-mails from his sister. She was better off not knowing the drunken details of his life and he was too apathetic to lie to her. He realized he’d promised to call her, but he’d never said when. Still, his conscience nagged at him, telling him he wasn’t being fair to her and worrying her unnecessarily. But the old Will would care about that. The sooner Megan realized that he wasn’t the person she used to know, the better off she’d be. He’d call her, but he’d wait until he could tell her he had a job. Even if he couldn’t share the details.

While he studied his unread messages, a new e-mail popped up, one from an address consisting of random letters and numbers. Taking a deep breath, he clicked the file. Several photos of a man opened. One in a business suit. Another of him walking on a sidewalk next to a woman. A photo of the man sitting in a car. He looked middle-aged, upper-middle-income from his attire and his car. Underneath the photos was a message:

 

Bring the package to the warehouse at 5600 East Cumberton Drive.

 

What the hell was the package? Was this man supposed to hand it over to him? If so, he’d be looking for James, which meant that James had to come with Will. Shit. James would never agree.

Maybe he would if Will handled it right.

Will searched for the Pine Knot Motel and discovered it was in St. Cloud. Will could convince James to go into St. Cloud, and then suggest they stop at the bar next to the motel. It was a longshot, but worth the risk. If for no other reason that James was a dead man if Will didn’t follow through. Shit. Will should have thought of that before accepting this job. But it was too late to back out now. Besides, James had dealt with these people before. It wasn’t like he was innocent.

Packing up a basket of cookies James bought from the local bakery for his clients, Will took it to the icehouse as a peace offering. James narrowed his eyes in suspicion while the client glared. But Will played nice, being extra attentive to the nasty client and his slightly more amicable friend. Will bided his time, knowing the clients were booked until six. That left plenty of time for Will and James to get to St. Cloud.

When James was wrapping things up, Will offered to finish straightening up and even make dinner while James drove the client back to the motel down the road. But when James got back, Will sat in the living room watching television, stretched out on the sofa.

“Where the hell’s dinner?” James grunted, looking into the kitchen.

“I decided we need to celebrate. We should go into St. Cloud to eat out.”

“What the hell are we celebrating?”

“My decision to get a job.”

James narrowed his eyes. “I don’t want to drive nearly an hour to go eat. We can eat here.”

“When did you become such a grumpy old man, James? Next thing you know, we’ll be heading into town for the early bird special.” Will jumped up and pushed James down the hall. “Come on. It’s only a forty-five minute drive. And when we’re done, we can go hang out in a bar and pick up women.”

“You don’t believe in picking up women at bars.”

“That was the old me. I’ve decided turn kiss that good-boy shit goodbye. I already have. Now get ready. I need to get laid. It’s been months.”

James titled his head, searching Will’s face. After several seconds, he scowled. “Fine, but you’re buying drinks tonight.”

“Deal, now go get ready.”

After James took a quick shower, they were in the car heading to St. Cloud, driving mostly in silence. Will knew he had to find out what he was supposed to do but worried that James wouldn’t tell him, or worse, kick him out of the car onto the snowy roadside.

For a brief moment, Will almost regretted his rash decision to take this job. Almost.

“So you said the things you used to do helped you keep eyes on me in Iraq. How did that work?”

“Why can’t you leave this shit alone?”

“Because you know I’m naturally curious. And you know I’ll just wear you down until you spill it.”

“Fuck you.”

Will laughed. “You wish. What’s the big secret? I bet you were a nanny.”

“Good God. Can you picture me with kids? Hell no.”

“Then what?”

“When things were tight, I worked for an organization. They had me do things for them. Things that usually paid well. But what I did often kept me awake at night. Still, the money was good so it was hard to walk away from. Most of the time it seemed harmless enough, but other times…”

“You said you used your skills. What did you do?”

“What does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

James sighed loudly and shifted in his seat. “Usually, I took items from people and handed them to someone else. The items varied from job to job. Sometimes they parted with them willingly. Sometimes they didn’t. Sometimes they were objects. Sometimes they were people.”

Will sat up. “People?”

“This group has their hands in a lot of pies. Sometimes people upset them.”

“Sounds like the mob.”

“Not exactly, but close.”

“Out here in nowhere?”

“You’d be surprised. Plus sometimes I traveled. Minneapolis. Chicago once.”

Holy shit. “How did you get involved with them?”

“They contacted me. I have no idea how they found me.”

“So how’d you get out?”

“It wasn’t easy, but I finally managed it.”

Will had singlehandedly put James back into the mess he’d dug himself out of. Shit. “It sounds kind of like a mercenary job.”

“To some extent, it was.”

 His nerves on edge, Will swallowed. “Did you ever kill anyone?”

James turned to look at him before returning his gaze to the road. “I can’t believe you asked me that.”

With anyone else, that would have meant no. With James, Will wasn’t so sure. “So did you?”

James smirked. “No, but a few guys didn’t want to go, so they took some convincing to cooperate.”

“Why did the organization want them?”

“It wasn’t my place to ask. Why all the questions?”

“I’m looking for a job. Maybe it’s something I’m qualified for.”

“You’re more than qualified.” James shook his head. “But trust me. You don’t want to get mixed up with these people.”

“So you were kind of like a bounty hunter.”

“Yeah, I guess. But not always. Sometimes it was packages. Or taking things.”

“How often did you work for them?”

James narrowed his gaze. “What’s going on, Will?”

“You say these people are bad, but you also said they paid well. It just so happens that I’m currently looking for a well-paying position. If you think I shouldn’t apply, then now’s your chance to persuade me otherwise.”

“You don’t even know how to contact them.” But James didn’t look convinced by his own statement.

If James hadn’t worked for these people in awhile and they were calling him now, Will suspected that eliminated a simple package run. Will needed to take the man in the photos to the warehouse. But he’d need James’s car to do it. And it would have helped if he had a weapon. James was going to have to become involved at some point, but the longer Will waited to tell him, the better. He only hoped James would still be speaking to him after it was all done. But then again, the way Will was fucking up lives left and right, maybe it would be better for James if he didn’t.






Chapter Six

 

 

They stopped at a steak house for dinner, one that Will had found close to the rendezvous point. James watched Will all through the meal, sneaking glances when he thought Will wasn’t looking. Will was sure his fake good mood had to be a sign that something was off, but he hoped to be on James’s good side when the shit hit the fan.

When they left, James drove about a half mile before he passed the motel and bar.

Will pointed out the window. “That place looks good.”

James craned his neck back to check it out. “You’re shitting me, right?”

“No, go back.”

James turned the car around and parked in the lot. The motel sign flashed on and off, the N burnt out on the Pine, making the sign read Pie Knots. James eyed Will as they got out of the car and walked inside. The place was nearly deserted on a weeknight, and the ones inside the bar looked down on their luck.

“You must not want to get laid tonight if you want to go here. First of all, the pickings are going to be slim, and second, I’m not sure you want to screw anything you find in this place.”

“Humor me.”

James mumbled obscene ideas of what he’d like to do to Will as he sat at the counter and ordered two beers. When the bartender set the beers in front of them, James pointed his thumb at Will. “He’s paying.”

The bartender’s eyes drooped, and he looked like he was about to pass out any second. He gave a half shrug and walked away.

Will placed a twenty on the counter and checked his watch. 8:50. They were early, but not too early. That was good. Sipping his beer, he scanned the room and found the woman from the photos sitting at table by herself in the corner, a half-finished drink in front of her. There weren’t any other drinks, which meant his guy hadn’t shown up yet.

He had to take this guy to the warehouse, but what had the guy done? And what would happen to him at the warehouse? Maybe he’d cheated on his wife with the woman in the corner, and he’d been busted. Maybe he owed these people money.

Will turned to James. “And you never knew why you had to take those people?”

James pursed his mouth. “It wasn’t my place to ask, but I admit, it ate at me sometimes. What had they done? In the end, I couldn’t deal with the guilt, so I quit.”

The door opened and a cold wind blew in. The man from the photos stood in the doorway, his eyes darting around the room. What was he nervous about? Will’s gaze followed him from the corner of his eye as he walked across the room and took a seat across from the woman.

“Fuck,” James growled, glancing over his shoulder. “He’s your job.”

Will’s breath froze.

“At least show me enough respect to tell me the truth in this.”

“James….”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” James leaned his elbows on the bar and rested his palm into his hands. “You don’t know what you’re supposed to do, do you? Hence all the questions.”

“James.”

“Son of a bitch.” James chugged his beer and signaled the bartender for another. “What do you know?”

“They sent me pictures of that guy, one of them with that woman, and the message to deliver the package to a warehouse on Cumberton.”

The bartender brought James’s beer and James waited until he walked away. “Did they say package or packages? Was it plural?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah.”

“You need to deliver the guy to the warehouse. You’ll have to get him outside and into a car. You should use his.” James took another long drink. “Damn it. I can’t believe I’m helping you with this.”

“And after I get him to the warehouse?”

“You take him inside and they’ll deposit your money into your account.”

Will looked down at his barely touched beer. “That there’s the problem.”

“They don’t have your bank account number?”

“No, I suspect they have yours.”

James lowered his head and grunted. “What the fuck are you talking about Will?”

“They called you, James, and I took the job. But they thought it was you.”

Closing his eyes, James leaned his head back and exhaled in a whoosh of air. “Gee, thanks.”

“I’m sorry.” Will felt some guilt over it, but James had gotten mixed up with them long before Will ever came into the picture.

“Too late for that shit now. They’re going to be pissed when you show up and not me. I’m going to have to go with you and explain.”

Will did feel badly about that. Especially if they didn’t like the outside help. “James…”

“Save it. We need a plan to get him out. Usually I hire a girl to string them along and get them in the back and then when their pants are down, I zip-tie them and take them away. It’s hard to fight back with your pants at your ankles.”

That was brilliant. “Yeah, I can see that.”

“The key is not to draw attention. But he’s with that woman and even if he could be persuaded to leave her, there’s no other woman here that could get him to drop his drawers. We need to hope he has to go to the bathroom, then get him out the back door.”

“That might not ever happen.”

“He’s already on his second drink. It’ll happen before you know it. When we get him out back, we’ll get his keys, I get his car and we’ll stick him in the trunk. You drive his car and I’ll follow you.”

“You’ve got this down.”

James scowled. “I’ve rode in this rodeo a time or two.”

As James predicted, the man stood and headed for the back.

“Don’t let him take a piss. It’ll make him more antsy and easier to manage if he’s anxious about peeing.” James said. “Go get him out back, and I’ll meet you in a minute.”

Will nodded and moved down the hall, grateful it was dark. The man started to open the door and Will blocked the entrance. “Sir, I need you step out back.”

The guy’s eyes widened. “What’s this about?”

“Your car has been involved in a fender-bender in the parking lot. I’m a detective with the St. Cloud police, and we need you to identify your car.” Will was surprised how easily the lie came to him, but he’d heard that victims were more willing to cooperate if their captor wore a uniform or impersonated a person in authority. Will’s breath caught. Victim. No, this man was probably some sleazeball that cheated on his wife and she’d hired some people to scare some shit into him.

“But my car is parked out front.” He looked worried, the lines on his forehead crinkling. He glanced down the hall toward his girlfriend.

Will nudged him toward the back door and the man took a step backward. “Sir, if you could just cooperate, this will go a lot faster.”

“But I need to pee.” He looked scared now, and tried to duck under Will’s arm.

Will stepped in front of him, ignoring the protest his conscience waged. “This will only take a moment.” Will shoved his hands into his gloves.

The man grumbled, but Will could tell it was for show. Sweat beaded on his forehead and he glanced down at Will’s hands.

“It’s cold outside.”

Fear filled the man’s eyes. “I should grab my coat.”

“Again, this will just take a second. If you could hand me your keys, we can check it out sooner and get you back inside.”

He handed Will his keys, but his hands shook. If the guy suspected Will was up to something, why wasn’t he protesting? Further proof he’d done something he felt guilty about. Further proof that Will wasn’t turning over an innocent man.

 When he opened the back door, the cold hit Will in the face and stole his breath. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to it.

“There’s nothing back here but a dumpster.”

“We’re waiting on the other officer.” As if on cue, James walked around the corner.

Will waved. “Officer Fife, could you be so kind to bring this good man’s car around so we can show him the damage from the accident?” Will tossed the keys to James.

James stared at Will for a second before answering. “Why sure, Officer Taylor. I’ll be right back.” He disappeared around the side.

“Listen,” the guy said, his voice shaking. “I don’t know what he’s paying you, but I’ll double it.”

Will’s heart skipped a beat and his guilt roared in his head. “Are you trying to bribe a police officer? That’s a felony, sir.”

“Please.” The man grabbed Will’s jacket. “I’m good for it. I promise.”

James drove around the corner, stopping in front of them. The trunk popped before James climbed out, leaving the engine running. “Everything okay here?”

The man dropped his hold and stepped back, his mouth working as though he were about to yell.

Will clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder. “No problem, just a case of mistaken identity.”

James motioned to the trunk. “The damage is back here.”

The guy dragged his feet and Will had to pull him toward the back.

“I don’t see any damage.” He sounded like he was about to cry.

“It’s here,” James pointed inside the trunk.

Will shoved the man down so that his head went into the space.

“Please,” the man begged.

James lifted the guy’s legs while Will pulled his upper half. The guy barely fit when James slammed the lid closed.

Will looked at the closed lid, hearing the man’s muffled begging.

“Don’t you even think about it,” James hissed.

Will’s anger flared. “Think about what?”

“Think about letting him go. You signed up for this. Well, guess what. This is it.” James pointed at the trunk. “You’re probably wondering what they’re going to do to him once we drop him off. Wonder all you like, because after you drop him off, your job is done and soon enough, you’ll move on to the next one.”

Will rubbed his face with his hand. “He knew we were coming for him. He’s not some innocent guy. He offered to pay me double to let him go. It just proves he’s guilty.”

James shook his head. “You tell yourself that all you like and hopefully someday you’ll believe it. I take it that you know where you’re going?”

Will nodded. “Yeah.”

 “Let’s go.” He turned his back. “I’ll follow you.” James disappeared around the corner again as Will climbed into the front seat.

Will pulled onto the road, James following several car lengths behind. It was only a five-minute drive to the warehouse but long enough for Will’s conscience to lodge its disapproval. He was torn between letting the guy go and handing him over. What had he been fighting for the last seven years? He’d hunted and killed men who did the same thing he was doing right now. Will had turned into a thug. 

He’d already started down this path several years earlier. His history degree would get him jack shit for a job, and he’d become a trash man before joining James’s fishing-guide business. His career choices were limited. But he could make good money doing this and the reality was that the people he would be expected to deliver deserved what they got. And maybe Will had become a thug, but he’d lost his idealism years ago. The sad truth was there were no heroes in this world. It was survival of the fittest. You either hunted or were hunted. Will had no intention of being hunted.

Sure, he deserved to languish in a jail cell for the rest of his life, but by some odd twist of fate, the military saw it differently. Who was he to argue? That didn’t absolve him of his crimes. He was still a murderer. So, what better job for someone as debased as he had become?

It was a pretty speech. If only he could completely convince himself of it.

Will stopped the car in front of a slightly ajar sliding door. James pulled up behind him and stood at the back of the trunk. Will removed the keys and unlocked the trunk as the man sat up, bumping his head on the lid.

“Careful, now.” Will cooed. “We don’t want to mess up that pretty face.”

The man jumped up and tried to bolt, but Will grabbed his arm. “I’ve got kids. Please. I’ll pay you triple.”

Will froze. “How much do you think that is, exactly?”

James leaned into Will’s ear. “Don’t you even think about it.”

“I’m just weighing my options.” Will gave the guy a grin, the good in him dying with every second. He could feel himself slipping away and he gladly let it. He was no longer that man.

The man became frantic. “What’s he paying? Two hundred? Five hundred?”

“You must have been a very naughty boy.” Will laughed as he and James pulled him toward the doors. “He’s paying me more than that.”

James’s eyes widened in surprise, but he quickly hid it.

They led the guy into the warehouse. Will was amazed the guy didn’t fight more. But then maybe he knew he’d never get away.

A man met them inside, his gaze landing on Will.

“He’s my business associate,” James said.

The guard turned without a word and walked down a row of shelves toward the back of the warehouse. The back corner glowed with light. The closer they got, the more agitated the man became. Will and James had to hold his arms and drag him.

Guilt twisted in Will’s chest, catching his breath. Who was he to be judge and jury for this guy? But he wasn’t. He was merely delivering the guy to someone else. It wasn’t Will’s job to protect everyone in the world. He’d tried that, and look at where that had got him.

When they reached the end of the row, they turned the corner to find a man sitting in a chair. He wore an expensive dark gray suit and dark hair slicked back into a ponytail. He looked to Will like somebody who had watched too many episodes of The Sopranos. His hands were folded under his chin. Will expected him to talk as though his throat was full of gravel. Instead, he sounded nasally. “You brought a friend.”

“These aren’t my friends.” The man between them shouted.

The guy in the chair laughed. “Not you.” His eyes pierced Will. “You.”

“He’s my associate.” James said. “He offered to help me tonight.”

Mr. Sopranos shifted his attention to James. “You know I don’t like surprises.”

“Yeah, and neither do I, but this hardly seems the time to discuss this.”

The man laughed. “Very true. If you’ll kindly wait outside, we can discuss it out there.”

James looked at Will, and shifted his eyes to the entrance as he moved toward the door. When they were outside, James paced next to his car. “You were smart to wear gloves handling his keys.”

“I’m not a total idiot.”

James paused to look at Will and roll his eyes. “That remains to be seen.” He resumed his pacing. “When that guy comes out here, he’s liable to offer you a job. What are you going to do?”

Will laughed. “I’m going to turn it down.”

James stopped and released his breath. “Thank God.”

“Shit, I’m not working for this guy. I’ll work freelance. I suspect there’s more money and I hope to hell I can work in a warmer climate.”

“Are you a fucking idiot?”

“No, I’m smart. You yourself said that I’d spent my entire life training to be a soldier. I’m more than qualified to do this.”

“This is not being a soldier. And this is not about being qualified. This is being a criminal. Worse than that. It’s being a lackey for a criminal. Besides, you got lucky tonight.”

“Maybe, maybe not, but I’ve learned things the last four years that could be very beneficial to this line of work.”

 “And what might those be?” Mr. Sopranos appeared in the doorway and walked toward them.

Will had seen men like him in Iraq. Cocky assholes that thought they owned entire towns. And they did. Until Will and his men came in and stole their power. This man might frighten James, but he didn’t scare Will. But then again, Will had nothing to fear but the nightmares in his head. “I have a special skill set, seeking out intelligence and apprehending high-ranking terrorists.” Will gave him a cocky grin. “I’m ruthless.”

The man glanced from James back to Will. “Since Buckner’s taken his leave of absence, I’ve had a hard time finding a replacement for him. I’d like to bring you onto my team. After a background check. Of course.”

Will shrugged. “And while I thank you for your offer, I’m going to have to pass.”

James swore under his breath.

The man laughed for several seconds. “You’re arrogant.” He studied Will. “I like it.”

“I’m still not available as your staff employee. However, I am available for freelance work.”

The man laughed again. “Most men shake in their shoes in my presence. You’re not afraid of me?”

Will wanted to laugh. This guy was a joke. “I’ve faced worse men than you.”

“Do you think so? I once had a man’s tongue cut out. Are you frightened now?”

“Should I be?”

The man shook his head with a grin. “Deal. I’ll accept your generous offer.”

Will winked. “There’s nothing generous about it. You’ll pay me well.”

The man glanced at James. “You said he’s your friend?”

Cringing, James nodded.

“I like him.”

Reassured, James squared his shoulders. “I want out. I don’t want you calling me again.”

The man nodded. “I’m good with that. But I’ll need your friend’s contact information.” He tilted his head toward Will. “Mr…?”

“Smith. You can call me Mr. Smith.”

The man laughed. “Well, Mr. Smith. I’ll need a way to contact you.”

“You can e-mail me at the address I provided this afternoon.”

The man put his hands on his hips. “I look forward to working with you again.”

Working with this man was the last thing Will wanted to do, but his empty wallet said otherwise. “Likewise.”

Will moved to into James’s car, wondering if he’d just lost the last decent part of him.

The screams coming from the warehouse told him he had.
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