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			Dear Friends,

			Jack on a Wire is the eighteenth novel in my Hunt for Jack Reacher Series, and I couldn’t be more excited for you to read it! More than four million readers already love the Hunt for Jack Reacher Series books—including Jack Reacher’s creator, Lee Child. Thank heavens! Whew!

			The first question new readers usually ask me is how I’m allowed to write about Jack Reacher. The short answer is that Lee Child and I are friends, and he’s a big fan of my work. I write these books with his full support, for which I’m eternally and unrelentingly grateful. I’ve included his Reacher Report at the end of this novel in case you’re not signed up to receive email from Lee directly (and you can sign up to hear from him on his website if you’d like to).

			I hope you’ll see right away why amazing #1 worldwide publishing phenomenon Lee Child calls my books “Full of thrills and tension, but smart and human, too.” And why Lee gave the series an enthusiastic two thumbs up when he said, “Kim Otto is a great, great character. I love her!”

			A word of caution, though. Lee Child also suggests that you “Make coffee. You’ll read all night.”

			The second question I often hear is about the sourcebooks for my stories. As many of you already know, every Hunt for Jack Reacher Series novel uses one of Lee Child’s Reacher novels as its sourcebook. I’m not writing sequels here, though. FBI Special Agent Kim Otto has a totally new story every time, and that story spins off to a life of its own.

			The Jack on a Wire’s sourcebook is Tripwire.

			The sourcebooks are fun to read either before or after my Hunt for Jack Reacher Series books. Each of my books is a complete story, and, like Lee Child’s original novels, my books do not need to be read in any particular order. (Although many readers enjoy reading the books in publication order.)

			A list of sourcebooks and publication order can be found in the back of this book here and on my website here: https://dianecapri.com/books/free-book-list-pdf/

			The third most frequent question I get is when the next Hunt for Jack Reacher book will be published. Jack on a Wire is the twenty-first book in my series, consisting of three exciting short reads and eighteen novels. I’m working on book number twenty-two, novel number nineteen, now. There’s a link to preorder the next novel at the end of this book, so you won’t miss out! You can find a complete list of all my books here: http://dianecapri.com/books/

			Please sign up for my mailing list to receive advance notice of new releases and lots of other exclusive stuff for reading group members only. You can do that here: http://dianecapri.com/get-involved/get-my-newsletter/

			While you’re waiting for a new Hunt for Jack Reacher Series book, please give my other books a try. I believe you’ll enjoy them just as much. And either way, let me know what you think. You can write to me anytime, and I hope you will. I’d love to get to know you better. You can always reach me here: http://dianecapri.com/get-involved/message/

			If you enjoy my books, I hope you’ll recommend them to your friends who love to read mystery/thriller/suspense, too.

			Meanwhile, thanks so much for reading. It’s an honor and a pleasure to write for readers like you!

			Caffeinate & Carry On!
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			Tripwire

			By Lee Child

			She eased to a stop in the drop off lane and waited, motor running. 

			“Well, thanks for the ride,” Reacher said to her.

			She smiled.

			“Pleasure,” she said. “Believe me.”

			He opened the door and stared forward. 

			“OK,” he said. “See you later, I guess.”

			She shook her head.

			“No you won’t,” she said. “Guys like you never come back. You leave, you don’t come back. … Good-bye, Reacher. I’m glad I got to know your name at least.”

			He kissed her, hard and long.

			“So what’s your name?” he asked.
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			Chapter 1

			Saturday, June 4

			Rural Vermont

			Two hours ago, the shooter had set up his rifle in the back of the van parked on a hill overlooking the grave site. He had a panoramic view of the well-tended country cemetery.

			Through the high-powered scope, he saw gently rolling hills covered in deep, verdant green. Damned grass was more plush than private golf courses favored by obscenely wealthy professionals.

			Only the privileged rested beneath that grass. Most had been greatly admired in life and deeply mourned after death.

			No one the shooter mourned was buried here. Or ever would be if he had anything to say about it.

			A large lilac bush in full bloom shielded him from view even as its sweet fragrance filled his head with his mother’s memory. She had loved lilacs like crazy.

			The scent conjured his childhood home surrounded by the huge green bushes heavily laden with sweet purple blooms. Until the end, he’d foolishly imagined the lilacs served as a thick blockade keeping danger from his family.

			He’d believed, 100 percent, that his family was safe inside the compound where his dad, ever vigilant, could always protect them.

			Dad said people passing by couldn’t see anything through the heavy bushes.

			Even if they could have seen inside the family compound, they couldn’t execute a successful attack through the thick foliage.

			There was only one way in or out of their property and dear old Dad had insisted the home was completely defensible.

			Which turned out to be both true and irrelevant.

			He’d been a child. And a fool.

			The shooter shook his head to clear the memories threatening to lead him astray. He returned his full attention to the task at hand.

			Through the rifle’s scope, he watched Congresswoman Sheryl Tardelli as she stood before her father’s headstone, bathed in the soft morning light. She was a good-looking woman at fifty, even with her shoulders bowed by the weight of unrelenting grief.

			Tardelli had experienced great loss. She knew how it felt.

			The shooter chewed on his lower lip, the pain keeping his mind focused.

			Tardelli would have been better served by a heart full of righteous anger.

			He understood the power of anger.

			Anger pushed him to action.

			He was in charge.

			Never a victim. Not then, not now, not ever.

			Anger could have done the same for Tardelli if she had embraced it.

			She hadn’t. She’d embraced the enemy instead.

			That window of opportunity had closed. She’d lost her chance.

			He watched Tardelli as she stood amid the cemetery workers bustling about, tending to their duties. The caretaker, a kind, elderly man, approached her with a bunch of lilacs in his fist. The shooter imagined he could smell them from across the distance.

			The caretaker gestured toward the vase of wilted flowers beside the headstone. He said something the shooter couldn’t catch through his earpiece.

			Sheryl’s father, Bert Tardelli, had loved vibrant, growing things. He’d been raised on a farm before he went off to fight the Vietnam War at eighteen.

			Sheryl often said that she wished her father had never volunteered. But his older brother had died in the war, and he’d felt obligated to finish what his brother started.

			When Bert Tardelli returned, older, wiser, and worn out by his war experience, he’d been too debilitated to work the farm. But he’d nurtured the flower gardens with care despite his limitations.

			Sheryl reached for the vase at the base of her father’s headstone, intending to replace the withered flowers with the caretaker’s fresh bouquet. 

			The caretaker offered a gentle smile as he spoke. This time, the shooter heard the caretaker’s words, transmitted to his ear from the tiny listening device he’d planted earlier.

			“I can dispose of the old ones for you, Ms. Tardelli.”

			Sheryl nodded gratefully. “Thank you, Mr. Turner. That’s okay. There’s very little I can do for my dad now. I can handle this. I want to.”

			Mr. Turner stood aside as Sheryl bent to gather the dead flowers.

			The caretaker’s gaze lingered on Sheryl’s face and the pronounced scar above her lip. The surgeon’s failure had left a permanent mark that had drawn piteous glances from strangers most of her life. She had to be used to the curious stares after all these years.

			Mr. Turner touched his upper lip gently. “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened?”

			Self-consciously, Sheryl covered the scar, her fingers tracing the imperfection. “Cleft palate repair surgery when I was a child. Army surgeon. He was new. Not as skilled as some.”

			Mr. Turner’s eyes softened with sympathy. “I’m sorry to hear that, dear. Can the scar be improved now? They have better techniques these days.”

			Sheryl shook her head, her gaze drifting toward her father’s headstone. Tears welled up in her eyes and her voice trembled with emotion. “After Mom died, it was just me and Dad for many years. I keep the scar to remind me of the sacrifices he made for his family.”

			The caretaker’s gaze flooded with understanding as he gently patted her shoulder. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

			Sheryl nodded as if her throat, tight with the weight of her grief, prevented sound for a moment. She cleared her throat before she said, “He suffered so much. He’s in a better place now.” 

			“I see,” Mr. Turner replied.

			It was just the sort of thing people said to be kind when there was nothing they could do to help. He patted her shoulder again and left her to grieve in peace.

			The shooter’s vigilant eye remained on his scope.

			After Turner walked away, Sheryl carried the vase of dead flowers to a nearby trash bin.

			Her fingers brushed against the withered rose petals, and she took a moment to inhale their faint, lingering scent.

			With a firm hand, she lifted the vase and tipped it to dispose of the fetid water and lifeless blooms. 

			The shooter growled low in his throat from his nest in the back of the van, still peering through the scope. “Get on with it.”

			He needed the situation to unfold while the witnesses were there to see it happen in real time.

			Otherwise, he’d be forced to shoot her.

			Which was okay because she’d die today either way.

			But a quick bullet to her head wasn’t the plan.

			Stick to the plan, he murmured.

			The mantra his driver lived by.

			Sheryl had dawdled too long.

			The shooter was losing the light. And she’d exhausted the last ounce of his patience as she ran out the clock.

			Five more minutes and he’d take her out. He set the timer on his watch.

			Sheryl continued to linger over the dead flowers until she eventually realized there was something stuck to the bottom of the vase. She tipped the vase and reached inside to loosen the bent flower stems he’d carefully positioned there.

			Which was when the tripwire activated precisely as he’d intended to release the poison.

			A hissing sound pierced the quiet country stillness.

			A heavy green cloud rose from the vase and settled over Sheryl like a shroud.

			The sticky green substance covered her skin, her eyes, her nose. Her eyes closed tight and then widened. Her nostrils flared. Her mouth widened to scream.

			Taken together, her face resembled a moldy Halloween pumpkin carved for horror.

			The shooter smiled.

			“Finally,” he muttered under his breath.

			Dousing Sheryl in a thick blanket of oily, cold, and utterly fatal toxins wasn’t as easy or quick as shooting her. Which was totally okay.

			Speed was not the goal. Only the result mattered.

			“Never confuse effort with results, son,” his father had often said.

			As the shooter watched through the scope, Sheryl’s eyes widened further with terror. The green cloud entered her eyes, mixing with her tears, and turning the whites to a sickly yellow.

			She clutched her throat as she gasped for breath, inhaling more of the poison, while the chemicals assaulted all of her senses at once.

			The shooter knew what was coming next. He’d watched this particular poison perform many times before. He smiled as the scene unfolded exactly as planned.

			Sheryl dropped the vase and stumbled backward, eyes stinging, vision blurred, heart racing, gasping to breathe.

			She fell to the ground in a heap of flailing limbs, writhing on the ground like a dying lizard.

			Blindly, Sheryl reached for her phone and her trembling fingers struggled to dial 911.

			The shooter’s grin widened.

			Her throat would be tight now, making it difficult to speak or to be understood.

			“Poison...help...,” she managed to whisper, the words barely audible.

			Sheryl’s body collapsed as panic and confusion gripped her. 

			At this point, she must have realized that she would never live another day.

			The shooter resisted the urge to laugh. His eyes crinkled when he laughed, making it difficult to see clearly. He wanted to witness every last nuance.

			In the distance, the cemetery workers and Mr. Turner heard the woman mewling for help like a newborn kitten. They rushed to her side, faces contorted with concern.

			Of course, they were too late. From the moment the tripwire triggered, they were defeated. Whether they knew it or not.

			The shooter watched closely from afar until Sheryl took her last, gasping breath even as the old caretaker made frantic but feeble attempts to revive her.

			“Mission accomplished,” he muttered, pulling back from the scope.

			No need to shoot. He could save the bullet.

			He watched another satisfyingly long moment. Then he drew the rifle deep inside the van, closed the back doors firmly, and moved to the passenger seat.

			“Time to go,” he said as he snapped his seatbelt into place. “She’s done.”

			“Good work,” the driver replied, rolling the van slowly along the rugged fire trail deeper into the trees.

			“I had a clean shot. Would have been easy to end her suffering.” He shook his head slowly. “Could have done that old guy and the four worker dudes, too.”

			“No reason to do that. We don’t want that much heat coming down on our heads, either. We’ve got too much left to accomplish. Stick to the plan.”

			“Yeah, yeah. Stick to the plan. That’s always your answer,” the shooter groused angrily. “That’s what my old man used to say. Stick to the plan. We both know how that turned out.”

			The driver gave him a fierce scowl in response as the van bounced into a deep rut in the gravel road. He gave it more gas and struggled with the steering wheel.

			When the driver managed to clear the ruts and they were moving forward again, he said, “You want to grab a bite and catch some sleep?”

			The shooter gave him a terse nod. He slumped down into his seat and closed his eyes. “Let’s wait until we cross the state line. Just in case Vermont’s local yokels are smarter than the others.”
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			Chapter 2

			Two weeks later

			Friday, June 17

			Detroit

			Follow the money was a solid strategy for any investigator. FBI Special Agent Kim Otto and her partner, Carlos Gaspar, had certainly tried to do exactly that when she was assigned to find Reacher. No luck. For a variety of reasons.

			Yesterday, after eight months of looking, she’d found a breadcrumb. More digging last night had persuaded her that the breadcrumb shouldn’t be dusted off into the trash.

			Gaspar had retired a while back, and she’d been working the off-the-books assignment on her own since then.

			Still, she made a fresh pot of coffee, settled into the most comfortable chair in her apartment, and called him at home in Miami.

			“What’s up, Sunshine?” he asked when he picked up.

			“I may have a lead,” she said, getting right to the point. They were both too busy for chit-chat.

			“You’ve found Reacher?” Gaspar joked, slurping something like a kid. Some sort of Cuban guava dessert, probably. The man lived on caffeine and sugar, as far as Kim could tell.

			He had taken a job working with a high-end investigations firm in Houston. Whatever free time he could carve out went to his family. But he always took Kim’s calls, and he was more than willing to help when he could. She tried not to abuse the privilege.

			“And once I find Reacher, what will I need you for?” she teased in return. He rewarded her with a hearty chuckle. “Seriously, I’ve found a possible place to start looking. Down in your neck of the palms. Key West.”

			“Damned hot down there this time of year, Suzy Wong,” Gaspar warned. “Don’t forget your sunscreen.”

			“No point in ’splainin’ you all this if you’re just gonna blow me off when I’m done, Ricky Ricardo,” she said with a mock Cuban accent, offering a bad imitation of the classic character. “You gonna help me or not?”

			Gaspar laughed again, as expected, and it warmed her heart. She missed him. Simple as that.

			Gaspar was as reliable as a comfortable old shoe. He was an excellent husband to Marie and an even better father to his five kids. Of course, he’d been a great partner, too. Her go-to guy on the Reacher assignment from the beginning. They’d been through a lot together.

			“Okay. ’splain it to me, Lucy,” he replied, amused.

			“I finally found a money trail. Possibly.”

			The big question they’d tried to answer initially was just how Reacher was supporting his off-the-grid lifestyle. Even loners who lived in caves had to buy food now and then. The laws of nature applied to hermits, too.

			In theory, the money trail could lead them to Reacher. But it hadn’t worked out that way.

			They had assumed Reacher was receiving some kind of pension. A quick look at the existing Army files revealed he wasn’t eligible for any of the normal Army pensions.

			He didn’t serve long enough for regular retirement. He’d been wounded and battered, for sure. But unlike Gaspar, Reacher was not disabled. Not even remotely. Which meant no disability pension.

			One by one, they’d chased down the options and none of them fit Reacher’s particular situation.

			They soon discovered that he had a bank account. Which led to even more questions and few answers. One confusing issue was where his money came from.

			“You know how Reacher’s been receiving regular monthly payments into his bank from Uncle Sam?” she asked.

			Gaspar must have moved his chair back because she heard the loud screech from unlubricated casters against the tile floor. “Not a lot of money. Not enough to keep a normal American afloat all these years later.”

			“Right. But he gets paid, and the money comes in as regular as clockwork,” Kim insisted. “It’s gotta come from somewhere specific. Money just doesn’t pop into my bank account every month by magic.”

			“We’ve been down this road before. It’s a dead end. Move on.”

			Kim closed her eyes and counted to three, for patience. “Hear me out. Like everything else about Reacher, the situation is not what it should be.”

			“Not hush money or blackmail payments or gambling money or anything like that,” Gaspar said. “We checked all those options a while back.”

			“He left the Army really quick. Nothing the government does happens that fast.” Kim swiped a palm over her black hair, which was still smoothly in place, as always. “Only thirteen years of service, too. Not enough for any of the pensions, as you know.”

			“Yeah, but so what?”

			“He could have negotiated some kind of stipend or payoff, somehow,” Kim was unwilling to let this go. She’d found something. She could feel it all the way down in her toes.

			Gaspar’s patience was wearing thin. She could tell by the incredulous tone. “You think Uncle Sam is sending him money on the regular from Key West? What the hell, Otto? There’s no Army payment processing in Key West as far as I know.”

			She tried a different approach. “Reacher’s bank is in Virginia near the Pentagon. It’s been bought and sold a few times over the years, but it’s the same bank. Same building. Same everything.”

			“Right.”

			“Which means his bank should have had records. Archives or something. We should be able to trace everything.”

			“But?”

			“But we can’t. Turns out, banks don’t actually keep everything on file forever.”

			“Who knew?” Gaspar deadpanned, slurping the last of whatever he was drinking.

			Kim ignored the sarcasm. “Not even in old archives in some dusty vault somewhere. Neither does Uncle Sam. Not even the IRS stores tax returns indefinitely.”

			Gaspar’s grin came through loud and clear. “So if I just wait it out, I don’t have to worry about the IRS hunting me down for tax fraud?”

			Kim scowled and ignored him. “So Reacher’s old banking records are nowhere to be found. At least, not in the usual places.”

			“Is there a point here, Sunshine? At this rate, the baby’s gonna be in college by the time you get to it.”

			After months of searching a few minutes a day when she had the time, she had finally located some of Reacher’s old financial records. It was like finding a wad of twenty-dollar bills in an unused coat pocket. Totally unexpected, but very nice, indeed.

			Where did the money come from?

			Before she was recruited by the FBI, Kim worked as a forensic accountant. The work was similar to a tedious scavenger hunt. Days and days hunched over spreadsheets until she thought her eyes would bleed. Mostly finding nothing. But every now and then, she’d hit the jackpot.

			When she applied the right methods to Reacher’s old bank records and discovered what could be a lead, she felt like she’d won the Powerball. She had the winning ticket right in her fingers. Now all she had to do was claim her winnings.

			“Okay. I’ve been working on this, off and on. And like I said, I found something.” She paused to give his ears time to perk up. “You already know Uncle Sam’s deposits to the account were made routinely by a wire transfer from some government computer somewhere.”

			“And?”

			“Reacher’s relationship with the bank is totally inconsistent.”

			“I know. He withdraws money from locations all over the country at irregular intervals and in varying amounts. Sometimes, he uses an ATM machine. Sometimes, a Western Union office. Every now and then, he gets cash back from a grocery store or the post office,” Gaspar said in a sing-song way to show his patience was barely hanging on. “Yada yada yada.”

			“So there’s no discernable pattern to the withdrawals and no way to predict his location from that data alone, right?” She tried to lead him along with her tone.

			Kim refused to give up. She’d kept digging, looking for irregularities. Patterns. A period of stability.

			Eventually, she’d found something.

			A breadcrumb. Not the whole loaf.

			And the bread crumb was thirteen years stale.

			But it was more than she’d had before. So she’d kept at it.

			“I’ve grown a two-inch beard here waiting for the punchline,” Gaspar said snidely.

			“Okay, so nothing goes into Reacher’s bank account except those government deposits, and nothing comes out except those irregular withdrawals by Reacher himself.”

			“Got it.”

			Again, she ignored the long-suffering tone. “Until about two years after Reacher left the Army. When he began to send regular deposits to his bank account.”

			“What?” Gaspar said, like he’d just awakened from a very long nap.

			“For about three months. And then he stopped.”

			Kim paused, waiting to let him come to the same conclusion she had reached.

			It didn’t take him long. The answer was clear now that she’d already done the tedious parts.

			“Day-um, Sunshine. You mean Reacher had had a paying job?” Gaspar said, clearly impressed by her results, at the very least.

			Kim smiled like a canary eating a Siamese cat. “Makes sense. Not just an occasional gig, either. A regular job that earned more money than he’d ever made before. Probably got paid in cash. Enough money to require bank deposits.”

			“You mean he was saving for a rainy day. The kind of thing a normal American male would do,” Gaspar said. “Problem is, Reacher has never been a normal American male. Not even remotely.”

			“And what the hell kind of work was he doing back then? Corporate security? Private investigations?”

			“Only two years out of his job as a military policeman, he was certainly well qualified for both. His skills hadn’t had time to get rusty,” Gaspar said, warming up to the idea.

			“Another thing. Reacher’s bank deposits were made by money orders.”

			“Money orders? That’s the old school alternative to checks. Fits his usual pattern, I guess,” Gaspar said. “Money orders are harder to trace than checks. But still possible to trace if you know where to search.”

			She grinned again and knew he could feel it. “Reacher purchased and sent money order deposits for three months from a Western Union office in Key West to his bank in Virginia. Which might mean that Reacher was living and working in Key West back then.”

			“What does Cooper say about all of this?” Gaspar asked, meaning her boss. The one who sent her down the rabbit hole looking for Reacher in the first place, and then seemed to stymie her efforts at every opportunity.

			“Don’t know. Didn’t ask. Don’t care,” she said tersely, like a six-year-old sticking out her tongue. Which made Gaspar laugh, if nothing else.

			“Okay,” Gaspar said, drawing out the word. And then he paused, and she knew he was checking her theory for holes. “So you’re thinking you’ll go down to the southernmost point of the United States and find Reacher’s former employer?”

			“Or, failing that, someone who knew him. Maybe I can get another lead,” she said.

			“Okay. Why are you calling me?”

			“I never want to get on a plane if I don’t have to. Is this too crazy to pan out? What do you think? You know the place. Am I wasting my time?”

			“Probably. But this is the best lead you’ve had in a while. You have to chase it down,” Gaspar said reasonably. “Meanwhile, I’ll do some digging for you. See if I can find employment records or hotel records. I mean, he had to be living somewhere. Hell, he’s bigger than the whole island. A guy like Reacher would stick out down there like a raisin in a loaf of white bread.”

			“I was half hoping you’d say the trip is a waste of time,” she admitted, shoulders slumping.

			She was determined to find Reacher, no matter what. But she hated flying.

			Every flight was an opportunity to die prematurely. Some people said her views on that were irrational. But they were wrong.

			Aerial craft were mechanical. Everything mechanical could and did fail. Eventually.

			Each time a plane or a helicopter or, hell, a hot air balloon went up could be the last. It was like playing Russian roulette with your life.

			And she’d checked the weather reports, too. It was hotter than Hades in Key West in June. Storms every damned day, and way too close to hurricane season for her taste.

			Reacher wasn’t there now, surely. He rarely returned to a place he’d spent time before. No reason to believe he’d changed his quirks.

			And what about Cooper? If Reacher were in Key West now, Cooper would know about it and he’d have sent her there, whether she wanted to go or not.

			Which he had not even hinted at doing. Why not?

			The only reasonable answer was that the trip was a fool’s errand. Cooper knew it. He also didn’t have a better idea, or she’d be headed somewhere else right now.

			Still, Gaspar was right.

			She had this one slim lead, and she had no other brilliant options.

			Which was why she’d already bought the plane ticket to Key West before she even called Gaspar.

			At least it was a short flight. Two hours and thirty minutes, give or take.

			Maybe she could get in and out before midnight tomorrow.
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			Chapter 3

			Friday, June 17

			Rural Virginia

			“Time is a funny thing,” Jimmy said as he carried his bourbon outside onto the screened porch. “One day is pretty much like another and the years just keep rolling by. Terrible things happen that you think will surely kill you. Sometimes they do. But when they don’t, the pain sits there like a hard lump in your chest forever.”

			His son and his grandson followed him out, each with their own glass of the bourbon they drank only on special occasions. They seemed pleased with themselves, as if they’d accomplished something special. They’d been wearing the same look for two weeks.

			Jimmy settled into his rocker, so old and well used that the seat molded to his body. He gazed across the field. “Why are you two so excited?”

			His grandson clapped a reassuring hand on Jimmy’s shoulder. “It’s your birthday, Gramps. Ninety-two years is a good, long life. You’ve had some good times, too. Look around you.”

			This house, the porch, and even the rockers had been Jimmy’s home for most of his life and his father’s life before that. Generations of ancestors had lived here since they came down with little more than the shirts on their backs.

			Land was cheap and plentiful back then. If you could claim it and defend it, you owned it.

			The land had been a cattle farm back when Jimmy was young. Acres of empty dirt dotted with cattle and barns as far as the eye could see. It had been a fine life for a boy. Plenty of room to ride and hunt and chores to keep him exhausted enough to sleep well at night, he often said.

			Some days his grandson knew Jimmy wondered why he’d ever left for Boston.

			Jimmy had been young and full of piss and vinegar, wanting to make his own way in the world. His father had been furious. Cut him off without a cent. Told him he’d be back with his tail tucked between his legs soon enough.

			Jimmy got a job, found a fine woman, married, had a few kids.

			Which was when things began to fall apart, near as his grandson could tell.

			Families were expensive and Jimmy’s job prospects were limited, it turned out. They struggled to make ends meet, like a lot of American families did.

			His older boy had been a handful, sure, but he didn’t deserve what happened to him. When he died in Vietnam, it nearly killed Jimmy and the boy’s mother, too.

			Then his second son ran off and joined up, aiming to finish what his brother had started. Grandma had a breakdown and never got over it. Grandpa knew it was time to swallow his pride and go home to Virginia with their third boy while they could.

			When Grandpa looked westward now and squinted, he could barely make out the interstate. Sometimes, when the wind was blowing from that direction, he could hear the big rigs rushing along the pavement past the open grasslands.

			Grandpa said he’d always wondered where the rigs were headed, but he’d never been tempted to join them. The grandson understood the feeling. Who would want to be stuck in a truck for days on end?

			Despite his troubled family life, Grandpa was a wealthy man in some ways. His family had plenty of money all his life. Which his grandson counted among Jimmy’s many blessings, even if Jimmy didn’t.

			But every last cent of Grandpa’s money could not save his family. Great wealth had never insulated Grandpa from heartache.

			“People who think money is the answer have never faced the hardest questions,” Grandpa often said.

			His first son was killed in the Vietnam War. His second son was killed by the war, too, even if it took years to finish him off. And his third boy, well, he was no prize, was he, the grandson grinned?

			Sure, being wealthy was a wonderful thing more often than not. Of course, Grandpa would rather be wealthy than poor. He’d seen firsthand how devastating poverty could be when he’d served in Korea. Grandpa was grateful for the privilege and flexibility wealth had created for him and his family, he’d always said.

			But Grandpa would die one day, just the same as everyone else. And in his case, that day wasn’t too far down the road anymore. All his money wouldn’t keep him alive. 

			Grandpa often wondered aloud whether the money had ruined him and his boys. Maybe if they’d had to work harder to provide for themselves, they’d have made different choices.

			Which was what his grandson had overheard Jimmy talking about to his lawyer last week. He wanted to change his will.

			“Have you discussed this with them, Jimmy?” the lawyer asked.

			“No. And you’re not to tell them until after I’m gone. It’s my money and I can do with it whatever I want,” Jimmy replied as stubborn as ever. “My son and my grandson have been pampered. It’s long past time for them to be self-sufficient.”

			“What do you want to do with your money, then?” his lawyer had asked.

			“I want all of it to go to the veterans’ charity I’ve been supporting since my sons died. With an endowment for my museum. The charity can use my fortune to help vets so they don’t end up like my second boy,” Jimmy said. “It might be too late for my third son. But my grandson is young enough. He still has a chance to live a normal life.”

			The lawyer promised to draw up the documents and come back for Jimmy to sign.

			But his grandson couldn’t let that happen. The conversation enraged him. The money was his. Jimmy had no right to take it away from him. Not now. Not ever. 

			Which was when he’d settled the timeline and decided Grandpa’s ninety-second birthday would be his last. The more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea. Ninety-two was plenty old enough. 

			He watched as Grandpa took a long sip of bourbon, letting the smooth burn slide down his throat. Beside him, his son gazed quietly across the field too. Each of the three men were lost in their own thoughts.

			Grandpa’s son shifted in his rocking chair. Even in profile, the deep lines etched around both sets of eyes were visible. Lines that told of a lifetime of sorrow, loss, and regret.

			They were both too old now. They’d wasted their time. The grandson still had a chance to live a full life. All he had to do was move them out of the way.

			“How’s the bourbon, Dad?” the son finally asked, breaking the heavy silence.

			Jimmy turned slowly, as if coming out of a trance. He attempted a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Hmm? Oh, it’s fine, son. Fine. Thank you for remembering my birthday.” 

			His rugged jaw clenched as he nodded and drained his glass.

			“Let me get you a refill,” the shaggy-haired grandson offered, taking the glass before Grandpa had a chance to object.

			When he handed the glass back, he watched intently, icy blue eyes flickering with a secret excitement. Two weeks of laying low and no blowback. The rest would start tomorrow.

			“There’s so much history in this place,” Jimmy said with a nod of thanks for the second whiskey.

			The grandson had heard these stories most of his life. He knew the tale by rote at this point.

			The family had stopped cattle farming when Jimmy was a teenager, after his grandfather struck oil in Australia. That discovery had funded the family’s wealth originally and forever more.

			Now the land held Jimmy’s true passion. His airplane museum, with vintage aircraft and a well tended runway that made good use of the acres.

			But with all his wealth and success, a profound emptiness still haunted the old man. They all felt it as they gathered on the porch to look out over the legacy Jimmy’s family had built.

			His son swigged the last of his bourbon and stood. He squeezed Jimmy’s bony shoulder.

			“Well, early day tomorrow. You can sleep in. We’re going hunting at first light.” 

			Jimmy shook his head, swallowing a large swig of the warm whiskey. “That seems foolish, hunting dangerous animals. One of those wild hogs gores you and you’ll be as good as dead.”

			“It’s a public service, Dad,” he replied. “Boars are multiplying faster than the state can control them. They’re becoming a real threat. We need to cull the numbers, make it safer.”

			“That right?” Jimmy replied doubtfully.

			“I’ll keep the boy safe, don’t you worry,” his son assured. “If we stay away from the piglets and out of the path of the daddies running from threats, we’re more dangerous than they are.”

			“I know you’re both good hunters,” Jimmy cautioned. “But do an old man a favor and keep yourselves alive out there.”

			“That’s the plan,” his son said as he headed indoors.

			His grandson flashed the sly grin that was so like the uncle he’d never met. The smart one, the clever one, the ruthless one. He imagined they were genetically linked and more alike than different. He often wondered how his life would have turned out if Carl had been his father.

			A long shiver engulfed Jimmy’s body from head to toe. 

			“Que sera, sera,” his grandson said in the same way Grandma used to say the same words. What will be, will be.

			The old man sighed and kept rocking as the sun dipped below the horizon, unaware that his grandson watched him from the kitchen.

			Jimmy also didn’t know, as he enjoyed the lingering moments of his birthday and the end of the sunset, that this night would be his last. Ninety-two years was plenty long enough.

			When the grandson returned, the hunt would be finished. His enemies vanquished. This place and Jimmy’s fortune would be his.

			Follow the plan.
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