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Preface
There are places where the lights never seem to go out.

The neon signs continue to glow long after midnight. Nightclubs pulse with music. Expensive cars line 
the streets. Money changes hands faster than anyone can count it. To the casual observer, it looks like 
success. It looks like prosperity.

But beneath the glitter lies another city.

It is a city built on addiction, fear, broken families, violence, and death. Every stack of cash has a story. 
Every shipment of drugs leaves another life in ruins. Every corrupt deal erodes the very institutions 
meant to protect the innocent.

For the men and women assigned to vice work, this darkness is not something they occasionally visit—
it is where they live. They walk among criminals while pretending to be one of them. They lie to 



preserve their cover. They witness unspeakable evil. They carry burdens they cannot share, even with 
those they love. Every day they face a dangerous question: Can you spend years pretending to be 
someone else without losing sight of who you really are?

Vice City Blues explores that question through the life of Detective Jack Mercer, a deeply undercover 
vice officer who has spent years living behind the identity of "Johnny Blaze." His world is one where 
no badge guarantees integrity, no courtroom guarantees justice, and no alliance is beyond suspicion. 
Drug money has poisoned nearly every corner of the city. Honest officers are forced to wonder whether 
the next handshake comes from a fellow lawman—or from someone secretly working for the enemy.

Although this novel contains suspense, violence, betrayal, and the harsh realities of the drug war, those 
elements are not its ultimate purpose. This is not merely a story about crime. It is a story about the 
human heart.

Scripture teaches us that our greatest problem is not found in corrupt governments, criminal 
organizations, or dishonest officials. Our greatest problem is sin. The Bible declares:

"For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God." (Romans 3:23)

Whether someone wears a business suit, a prison uniform, or a police badge, every person stands in 
need of the same Savior. Sin wears many disguises. Sometimes it appears as greed. Sometimes as pride. 
Sometimes as violence. Sometimes as self-righteousness. But its end is always destruction unless it is 
met by the redeeming grace of Jesus Christ.

As Jack Mercer discovers, surviving bullets is not the greatest miracle. The greatest miracle is the 
transformation of a heart that has spent years trusting only itself. When every earthly foundation 
crumbles, there remains one Rock that cannot be shaken.

That is the heartbeat of this novel.

If you enjoy crime fiction, I hope the investigation, suspense, and intrigue keep you turning the pages. 
If you are searching for something deeper, I pray you will see that the greatest rescue in this story is not 
the escape from a failed undercover operation—it is the rescue of a soul through the saving work of 
Jesus Christ.

No amount of money can purchase peace.

No badge can erase guilt.

No human system can redeem a fallen heart.

Only Christ can do that.

My prayer is that, as you journey through the shadows of Vice City Blues, you will be reminded that 
no darkness is so deep that the light of the gospel cannot penetrate it. The grace of God reaches farther 
than our failures, His mercy is greater than our past, and His invitation remains open to all who will 
come to Him in faith.

Thank you for opening these pages. May this story entertain you, challenge you, and above all, point 
you to the One who still changes lives.



Soli Deo Gloria.

— Dr. Paul Crawford

VICE CITY BLUES
A Christian Crime Novel

By Dr. Paul Crawford

PROLOGUE

The Sound of Gunfire

Miami did not sleep in 1988. It only changed shifts.

By day it wore a postcard face — pastel hotels along Ocean Drive, cruise ships nosing out of 
Government Cut, retirees walking poodles past art deco lobbies that had been freshly painted in colors 
no builder from an honest decade would have chosen. By night the city took off that face and put on 
another one, and the second face was the true one: a hundred miles of coastline soaked through with 
cocaine money, so much of it moving through the banks downtown that tellers joked about needing 
gloves to count the bills, the smell of the drug's own manufacture still clinging faintly to some of the 
stacks.

Everyone had a theory about how it had gotten this bad. The old-timers on the force blamed the 
Colombians. The Colombians, when they talked at all, blamed the Americans who couldn't stop buying. 
The politicians blamed each other on the six o'clock news, in front of seized cigarette boats and tables 
stacked with more cash than most of the viewers at home would see in a lifetime. Everyone was right, 
and it didn't matter, because underneath the theories the plain arithmetic of the thing ran on 
undisturbed: a kilo that cost fifteen hundred dollars to produce in the jungle sold on a Miami street 
corner for enough money to buy the corner outright, and as long as that math held, no task force, no 
wiretap, no DEA press conference was going to shut it off.

Into that math, seven years ago, a young vice detective named Jack Mercer had volunteered to 
disappear.

He hadn't understood, back then, what he was volunteering for. He'd pictured something like the 
movies — a few months underground, a big arrest, a commendation, dinner with Emily to celebrate. He 
had not pictured seven years. He had not pictured a second name that would fit him better, some nights, 
than his first. He had not pictured his own father's funeral watched through a rented sedan's tinted 
windows from three hundred yards away, or a marriage worn through like a rope left too long in salt 



water, or the particular loneliness of being, for months at a time, a man that no version of the truth 
could safely claim.

He had pictured, if he was honest, exactly none of what tonight would turn out to be.

The warehouse smelled like diesel, rust, and the sweet rot of the Miami River six blocks east, and Jack 
Mercer stood in the middle of it wearing another man's name like a second skin.

Johnny Blaze. That was who he was tonight. Gold chain, open silk shirt, a Cuban cigar he had no 
intention of lighting because Johnny Blaze liked to be seen with fire he never used. Seven years he had 
worn that name. Seven years of learning to answer to it faster than his own, of catching himself in 
mirrors and wondering, for half a second too long, which face was supposed to be looking back.

Tonight the mirror didn't matter. Tonight was the end of it — one way or another.

"You're late," said the man across the concrete floor, and even in the dark, even with sodium light 
bleeding orange through the high windows, Jack could see the small tremor in Victor Mendoza's jaw 
that meant nothing good.

"Traffic on the Palmetto," Jack said, and smiled the smile that had gotten him into rooms no badge 
could open. "You'd think in this town nobody's ever seen a Wednesday."

Mendoza did not smile back. Behind him, spread in a loose crescent along the shadows, were six men 
Jack had never seen before, and that alone told him everything had already gone wrong. Mendoza's 
normal crew — Beto, Chulo, the twins from Barranquilla — was gone. In their place stood strangers 
with too-clean shoes for men who worked warehouses, men who stood like soldiers instead of 
criminals, feet shoulder-width, weight balanced, hands never quite still.

Cops, Jack thought. Or somebody's cops. Or somebody pretending to be somebody's cops. In this city 
anymore you couldn't tell the difference until the shooting started, and sometimes not even then.

Three million in laundered cash was supposed to change hands tonight for four hundred kilos moving 
through a shell of shipping containers registered to a produce company that had not shipped a single 
mango in eleven years. Federal wire transfers. A dozen agencies with a dozen informants, all of them 
circling the same target, none of them talking to each other, all of them convinced they alone held the 
winning hand.

Jack held a different hand. He held the truth, and the truth was that somebody in this room had sold 
him.

He'd known it for eleven minutes, since he'd walked through the bay door and Mendoza's eyes had 
done that small flicker — recognition and calculation, both at once — the look of a man who has just 
confirmed a suspicion rather than met a surprise. Victor Mendoza did not stare at men he trusted. He 
stared, that way, at men he was deciding how to kill.

"You know," Mendoza said, walking now, unhurried, his loafers whispering against the concrete, "I 
built this business on patience. Twenty-two years, Johnny. Twenty-two years and I have never once 
been in a hurry, because the men who hurry are the men who go to prison, or the morgue, or —" he 



lifted one hand, palm up, a small courtly gesture, as if introducing the punch line at a dinner party — 
"worse. They go to prison and they talk."

"I don't talk," Jack said. "Ask anybody."

"I did ask anybody." Mendoza stopped eight feet away. Close enough that Jack could smell his cologne, 
orange and cedar, incongruously pleasant in a room that stank of machine oil. "I asked a very reliable 
friend of mine. A man who wears a badge for a living. And he tells me there's a rat somewhere close to 
me. Somebody who has been in my house. Who has eaten at my table. Who has held my daughter at 
her quinceañera and kissed her on the cheek like an uncle."

The air in the warehouse changed the way air changes half a second before a storm breaks — pressure 
and stillness and the small hairs lifting on the back of the neck.

"Victor —"

"Johnny Blaze doesn't exist," Mendoza said, very quietly, almost kindly, the way a father might correct 
a child. "There is no Johnny Blaze. There never was. There is only a policeman, wearing a dead man's 
name, standing in my warehouse, waiting for his friends to come save him."

Jack's mind did what seven years of training had built it to do: it kept his face still while everything 
underneath it moved at the speed of falling. Ray. It had to be Ray. Only a handful of people in the 
world knew Johnny Blaze was Jack Mercer, and fewer still knew tonight's operation, and of that short 
list there was exactly one name Jack had never fully trusted, one name that had a taste to it like a coin 
held too long on the tongue — Detective Ray Collins, golf buddy of half the department, the man who 
had sat two desks down from Jack's own captain for eleven years and had never, not once, made 
anybody's list of suspects.

He should have made the list. Jack understood that now, in the two seconds he had left to understand 
anything at all, the way a man understands the shape of the wave only once it is already breaking over 
him.

"Federal agents are on their way," Jack said, because it might buy him a second, because desperate men 
reach for whatever floats, "you fire one shot in here and this whole block lights up with —"

"No one is coming," Mendoza said. "Your federal agents are three miles from here, watching an empty 
warehouse on Northwest Twelfth, because that is the address your friend gave them. You did not 
choose your team carefully enough, Detective Mercer."

There it was. His real name, spoken aloud, in a dead man's cologne, in a warehouse with no windows 
low enough to jump from and no doors he could reach before six strangers with too-clean shoes closed 
the distance.

Later — years later, in rooms that smelled like coffee and testimony instead of diesel and fear — Jack 
would try to explain to people what those next four seconds felt like, and he would never manage it, 
because there are no words built for a silence that complete, a stillness that total, a held breath shared 
by eleven armed men in an empty building at one in the morning while somewhere outside a container 
ship's horn sounded low and long across the water, indifferent to all of it.



Then the world tore open.

He would never be entirely sure, afterward, who fired first. He believed — though he could never 
prove it, and no report would ever settle it cleanly — that it was one of Mendoza's strangers, jumpy, 
hearing something in the rafters that wasn't there, or perhaps hearing exactly what was there: because 
Rebecca Lawson's DEA surveillance team, unconvinced by Ray Collins's whispered address, had 
followed a different set of instincts down a different stretch of river road, and eleven federal and state 
agents were even now flooding through a side entrance nobody had told them to use.

Whatever the cause, the first shot cracked the air like a dropped sheet of glass, and after that there was 
no first shot anymore, there was only noise, a continuous rolling wall of it, muzzle flashes strobing the 
dark in white and orange, men shouting words that meant nothing because no one could hear anything 
but the gunfire itself.

Jack went down behind a stack of wooden pallets because his body remembered how to do that even 
while his mind was still catching up to the fact that the world had ended. Concrete dust exploded off 
the pillar to his left. Something screamed off the pallet six inches above his head and buried itself in the 
wall with a sound like a fist through drywall.

"FEDERAL AGENTS, DROP YOUR—" someone was shouting, and then the voice cut off, not 
finished, not trailing away, simply stopped, the way a radio stops when you pull the plug, and Jack 
understood without looking that a man had just died mid-sentence eight feet away from him.

He came up firing because there was nothing else left to do, because Johnny Blaze's gun was in Jack 
Mercer's hand and it did not know or care which name was pulling the trigger, and for three or four 
seconds — an eternity measured in muzzle flash — the only clear thought in his head was Rebecca. If 
Lawson's people are here, don't let them put one in me thinking I'm one of Mendoza's.

That was the cruelty of it, the particular horror of undercover work that no training manual ever fully 
prepared a man for: in a room full of federal agents, state police, and cartel gunmen, Jack Mercer 
looked exactly like a criminal to every friendly gun in the building, and exactly like a traitor to every 
criminal one. There was no uniform that could save him. There was no badge he could hold up. There 
was only the gold chain and the silk shirt and the face of a dead man's identity, and in the strobing dark, 
that face got him nothing but crossfire.

He saw Mendoza go down — not dead, diving, rolling behind an oil drum with the speed of a much 
younger man, still shouting orders in Spanish that his remaining people were too busy dying to obey. 
He saw one of the strangers — DEA, it turned out later, undercover the same as Jack, another good 
man wearing another man's borrowed name — take two rounds center mass and fold straight down like 
a marionette with the strings cut.

And then something took Jack's leg out from under him, a blow like a car bumper at speed, and he was 
on the concrete before he understood he'd been shot, and the second round found his side a half-second 
later, and the third — he would learn much later, in a hospital bed, from a surgeon who kept using the 
word "miraculous" in a tone that suggested he didn't quite believe his own word choice — the third 
round missed his heart by less than an inch, deflected by a rib that shattered so that its jagged edge, and 
not the bullet, was what nearly finished the job.



He was on his back. He remembered that clearly — the specific gray of the corrugated ceiling forty feet 
above him, a bird, a real live pigeon, flapping in panicked circles up in the rafters, unable to find the 
gap in the roof it had come in through. He remembered thinking, with the strange sideways clarity that 
arrives sometimes in the worst moments of a life, that the bird was going to outlive him, that the bird 
would still be flying in stupid circles up there long after he had stopped being anything at all.

The gunfire did not stop. It rolled on, distant now, muffled, as though someone had put a wet towel 
over his ears, and men's shapes moved across his narrowing field of vision the way shadows move 
across a wall when a truck passes with its headlights on — huge, fast, gone. Someone stepped over 
him. Someone else nearly stepped on his outstretched hand and didn't seem to notice it was a hand at 
all. In the chaos of a warehouse gunfight at one in the morning, of a dozen different agencies 
converging on one another in a dark none of them controlled, Jack Mercer — Johnny Blaze — the 
undercover detective who did not officially exist on any schedule his own department could produce — 
was simply one more body on the floor, indistinguishable in the strobing dark from the men who were 
actually dead.

No one checked him. No one had time. Rebecca Lawson would tell him later, sitting by a hospital bed 
with her jaw tight and her eyes red-rimmed in a way she would never fully explain, that in the after-
action confusion, in the first frantic accounting of who was alive and who wasn't, his name had gone, 
for nearly forty minutes, onto the second list.

He lay there and felt his own blood pooling warm beneath him, spreading out across the cold concrete 
in a shape he could not see but could feel, expanding, and with each second the warmth reached a little 
further from his body and the cold reached a little closer to the center of it, and somewhere in the 
exchange he understood, with a certainty that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with 
simple arithmetic, that he was dying.

Seven years he had lied for a living. Lied to traffickers, lied to bikers, lied to judges he suspected and 
judges he didn't, lied to his own wife about where he'd been and who he'd been and whether he was 
even still the man she married. He had lied so long, so completely, so successfully, that some nights 
even he no longer knew for certain which parts were the lie and which were the man underneath it. And 
here, now, flat on his back on a warehouse floor with a pigeon flapping uselessly against a roof it 
couldn't find, with the gunfire fading into that wet-towel distance, with his own hands too weak to press 
against the wounds that were emptying him out onto the concrete — here, there was no lie left to hide 
behind. There was no cover story. There was no Johnny Blaze. There was no undercover legend thick 
enough to stop a bullet or reason with a hemorrhage.

There was only Jack. Whoever that was. Whatever was left of him.

And into that emptied, stripped-down silence — the only silence he had ever truly stood in, the silence 
beneath all the noise he'd spent his whole life making — a voice arrived that did not belong to the 
warehouse at all. It was not loud. It did not compete with the gunfire or the sirens now wailing 
somewhere blocks away, rising, closing in too late to matter. It was simply there, the way a light is 
there in a room the instant a switch is thrown, as though it had always been there and only now had he 
gone quiet enough, and low enough, and empty enough, to notice it.



It was his father's voice. Pastor Samuel Mercer, seventy years old, three states away, kneeling that same 
hour — though Jack could not have known this, not then — beside his own bed the way he knelt every 
night at eleven o'clock, praying by name for a son he believed had become exactly the kind of man he 
had spent his pulpit years warning his congregation about. Jack had not heard that voice, not really 
heard it, not let it past the locked door of himself, in eleven years. But he heard it now, clear as the 
gunfire had been, clearer:

"What does it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?"

He had heard his father preach that verse a hundred times as a boy, bored, swinging his legs against a 
pew too tall for his feet to reach the floor, wondering when the sermon would end so he could get 
outside into the Florida sun. He had not thought about it in decades. He did not know, lying on that 
concrete with his life running out of him in a widening dark stain, why it came to him now of all 
moments, except that perhaps it was the only question left that mattered, the only ledger left to balance, 
now that every other account — the money, the power, the seven years of intoxicating, addictive, 
corrosive lies — had come due all at once and shown itself, in the final tally, to be worth exactly 
nothing.

He had gained a great deal of the world. He understood that with total clarity now, on his back, staring 
up at a panicked bird and a gray steel ceiling. He had gained cash by the duffel bag, respect from men 
who ran empires built on other people's ruin, a name that opened any door in the underworld of a city 
drowning in cocaine. And he had lost — what hadn't he lost? A marriage. A son who flinched at his 
own father's footsteps. A father who had died still praying for a boy he believed was lost, a father Jack 
had watched buried from a rented car three hundred yards from the grave because showing his face 
would have burned seven years of work to the ground.

He had lost, he understood now, even the ability to tell which parts of himself were real.

The sirens were close now. Someone was shouting his name — his real name, Jack, not Johnny, and for 
one absurd, floating moment he almost didn't answer to it, before he remembered, distantly, that it was 
in fact his own. Boots on concrete, closing fast. A shape leaning over him, blocking out the ceiling and 
the useless circling bird, a woman's voice, Rebecca's voice, cracking in a way he had never once heard 
it crack across two years of working cases together —

"Stay with me, Jack — stay with me, I need eyes, look at me — MEDIC! I NEED A MEDIC OVER 
HERE NOW —"

He wanted to answer her. He wanted to tell her it was all right, or that it wasn't, or something, anything, 
some last useful sentence a dying man was supposed to have ready. But the only words moving through 
what was left of him were not his own at all. They were his father's, decades old, worn smooth as river 
stone from years of repetition, arriving now not as memory but as something closer to an offered hand:

What does it profit a man...

And beneath that question, rising up out of some place in himself he had bricked over so long ago he 
had forgotten it was even there, came something that was not quite a prayer, because he did not yet 
have the first idea how to pray, but was perhaps the raw material prayer is made from — a single 



wordless cry flung upward out of a man who had run out of every other thing to trust: his instincts, his 
badge, his gun, his cover, his seven years of surviving on nothing but his own nerve.

None of it could save him now. He knew that the way he knew the concrete was cold and the blood was 
warm and the pigeon still could not find its way out.

The last thing Jack Mercer heard, before the gray ceiling closed in from every side at once and the 
warehouse and the sirens and Rebecca Lawson's cracking voice all folded down into a single point of 
light and then no light at all, was not gunfire.

It was quiet enough, at the very end, to hear something else entirely.

Whether it was an answer, or only the silence where an answer might one day come, he would not 
know for certain until much later.

What he would know, because Rebecca told him herself, weeks afterward, in a hospital cafeteria 
neither of them tasted, was this: that paramedics reached him at 1:52 a.m., eleven minutes after the first 
shot was fired, and that by every ordinary rule of blood loss and time, eleven minutes should have been 
enough. That his heart stopped once in the ambulance and a second time on a table under lights bright 
enough to erase every shadow a man had ever hidden in, and that a trauma surgeon who had seen 
twenty years of gunshot wounds off Biscayne Boulevard would later shake his head at Jack's chart and 
say, more than once, that he had no medical language left for what had happened, only a word that 
didn't belong in a surgeon's vocabulary at all: miraculous.

That two other men who went down in that warehouse within twenty feet of him did not get up again, 
and that Jack Mercer, by every count anyone ever ran of it, should have made a third.

That Ray Collins's name, when it finally surfaced three days later in an internal affairs file nobody 
wanted to open, would blow apart careers on both sides of the badge and leave Captain Frank Donovan 
sitting alone in his office at midnight, staring at a service revolver he had carried for thirty years and 
wondering how a man he had trained himself could have sold another man's life for a number with that 
many zeros in it.

That Victor Mendoza walked out of the warehouse alive, into a night that swallowed him whole, and 
would not be seen again for a very long time.

And that somewhere in the eleven minutes between the first shot and the paramedics' hands, in the 
silence underneath all that noise, a man who had spent seven years becoming an expert at surviving on 
nothing but his own instincts had finally run out of instincts to survive on — and had reached, without 
knowing the word for what he was doing, for something else.

But that is getting ahead of the story.

To understand how Jack Mercer came to be bleeding out on a warehouse floor in the last hour of an 
undercover operation that had already gone wrong in every direction at once, you have to go back. 
Back past the warehouse, past Victor Mendoza's crescent of strangers, past Ray Collins's quiet betrayal 
and Rebecca Lawson's furious search for the truth inside a dozen agencies that would not trust one 
another.



You have to go back seven years, to the night a decorated captain named Frank Donovan sat across a 
diner table from a younger, harder, hungrier Jack Mercer and asked him a question that would cost him 
almost everything he had, and give him, in the end, far more than he ever thought to ask for.

You have to go back to the beginning of Johnny Blaze.

End of Prologue

Part One: Living the Lie
The Undercover Years



CHAPTER 1
Welcome to Vice City

Miami, 1981

Seven years is a long time to hold your breath.

Jack Mercer did not know that yet, not on the June morning this story really begins, not with any of 

the certainty a man only gets on the far side of a thing. On that morning he was twenty-nine years old,  

three years into a gold shield, sitting at a laminate-topped table in a diner on Calle Ocho with a cup of  

coffee he had not touched growing a skin on its surface, listening to a fifty-two-year-old captain named 

Frank Donovan describe a job that did not have a name yet, because no one had ever done it quite this 

way before.

"You understand what  I'm asking,"  Donovan said.  It  wasn't  a  question.  Donovan rarely  asked 

questions when he already knew the answer; he simply said them aloud so the other man could hear 

how they sounded out loud, could feel the weight of them land.

"I think so," Jack said.

"You don't." Donovan turned his own coffee cup a quarter turn on its saucer, an old habit, the kind 

of small tic a man picks up after thirty years of sitting across tables from people he needs something 

from. "Nobody does, going in. That's the whole problem with this job, Jack — you can brief a man on 

the risks, you can brief him on the cover story, you can brief him on radio protocols and dead drops and 

what to do if his cell goes dark for seventy-two hours. But you can't brief a man on what it does to him 

to live inside a lie for years at a time. Nobody's ever had to figure that part out, because nobody in this 

department has ever tried to stay under this long."

Outside the window, Calle Ocho was already sweltering at nine in the morning, heat shimmering up 

off the asphalt, a fruit vendor arguing cheerfully with a customer in rapid Spanish over the price of  

mangoes,  two  uniformed  officers  walking  a  beat  with  their  thumbs  hooked  in  their  belts,  utterly 

unaware that six blocks away, in a stash house on Northwest Fourth, eleven kilos of cocaine were being 

cut and bagged for delivery to a nightclub that would move all of it before the sun went down again. 

Miami in 1981 did not look like a city under siege. That was the whole trick of it. It looked like a city  

on vacation.

"Tell me about the money," Jack said, because he already knew, in his gut, that he was going to say 

yes, and some stubborn, self-protective part of him needed to hear the whole ugly shape of it first,  



needed Donovan to say the worst parts out loud so that later — years later, on nights he could not yet  

imagine — he would be able to tell himself, at least, that he had gone in with his eyes open.

Donovan told him.

He told him about the DEA's estimate — an estimate nobody outside four agencies was supposed to 

see — that somewhere between five and seven billion dollars a year in cocaine profit was moving 

through South Florida, a figure so large it had stopped being a number and started being closer to 

weather,  an  atmospheric  condition  the  city  simply  lived  inside.  He  told  him  about  the  coroner's 

numbers, the drug-related homicides stacking up faster than the department could clear them, bodies 

found in canals and cane fields and the trunks of rental cars abandoned at the airport. He told him about 

the banks — real banks, respected banks, downtown towers with marble lobbies — that had grown fat 

and lazy on cash deposits nobody asked hard questions about, because asking hard questions was bad 

for business and business in Miami, that year, meant cocaine whether anyone said the word out loud or  

not.

"And I'll tell you the part that keeps me up at night," Donovan said, leaning forward now, voice 

dropping though there was no one near enough to hear. "It isn't the cartels. Mendoza and his people, 

Escobar's people, whoever's moving product this month — they're predictable. They want money, they 

want to be left alone to make more money, and they'll kill anybody who gets between them and it.  

That's simple. I understand simple.

"What keeps me up is that I don't know who's dirty anymore. Not out there." He tilted his head  

toward the window, toward the street, toward the whole sun-bleached, drug-soaked sprawl of the city 

beyond it. "In here. In the department. In the DEA field office. In the U.S. Attorney's office, maybe, for  

all I know. Somebody tipped off a target three weeks ago on a case only six people knew about, and I  

was one of the six, Jack, and I promise you it wasn't me, which means it was one of the other five, and I 

don't know which one, and I can't ask, because asking is how you tip your own hand to whoever it is."

He let that sit.

"So here's what I need," Donovan said. "I need a man who can go under so deep that even this 

department doesn't know where he is most days. Not just undercover the way we've done it before — 

six weeks, a wire, a supervisor two blocks away in a surveillance van. I mean under. New identity, new 

history,  no  check-ins  on  any  schedule  anybody could  predict.  A man  nobody  can  betray  because 

nobody but me and maybe one other person will know he exists at all."

"How long?"

"I don't know," Donovan said, and this, Jack would come to understand years later, was the most  

honest thing anyone said to him in the whole conversation. "Could be six months. Could be longer. 

However long it takes for the right people to trust you enough to let you far enough inside to actually 



be worth something. You don't rush trust with these people, Jack. You earn it the way they earn it from 

each other — slowly, and by doing things you can't take back."

Jack looked down at his coffee, cold now, a thin gray film formed on top of it. Three miles away, in  

a rented house on a quiet street in Coral Gables, his wife Emily was almost certainly awake by now, 

probably standing at the kitchen counter with their son Luke — four months old, colicky, a baby who 

had not yet slept through a single night of his short life — propped against her shoulder, probably 

wondering, the way she'd wondered every morning for the two weeks since Donovan first pulled Jack 

aside, what exactly her husband's captain wanted from him badly enough to keep having these low-

voiced conversations behind closed office doors.

He thought about his father, too, in that instant — could not have said why, except that some part of 

him seemed to already know, even then, even before the badge and the false name and the seven years 

that would follow, that a decision was about to be made that his father would not be able to bless.  

Pastor Samuel Mercer had preached a version of the same sermon every few months for as long as Jack 

could remember: that a man could gain the whole world, could win every fight worth winning by the 

world's own measure, and lose the one thing that could never be won back. Jack had sat in that pew a 

thousand Sundays as a boy, restless, counting ceiling tiles, waiting for the closing hymn. He had never 

once imagined the sermon might someday be preached, in effect, directly at him — from three states 

and seven years away, and by then unheard, because he would not be in any pew to hear it.

"What happens to my family," Jack said, "while I'm — wherever I am."

"They know you're a cop working an assignment you can't discuss. That's all they can know, and 

that's all that's safe for them to know. I won't lie to you and tell you it's easy on a marriage, Jack. I've 

watched it break better men than you." Donovan's face did something complicated then, something that 

might have been regret, or might have been the particular fatigue of a man who had spent thirty years  

building and burning through other men's lives in service of a war he had begun to suspect, in his  

darkest hours, could not actually be won. "I'll tell you the truth, because you deserve at least that going 

in. This job is going to cost you something. I don't know exactly what yet. But it's going to cost you 

something, and it's not going to send you an invoice first."

The waitress came by, refilled coffee neither man was drinking, moved on without a word, the 

practiced invisibility of someone who has worked long enough in a city like this one to know which 

conversations at which tables are not meant to be interrupted.

"Why me?" Jack asked, and it was the only question in the whole conversation he genuinely didn't  

know the answer to.

Donovan considered it a long moment, the way he considered most things, weighing it before he 

spoke, a habit that had made junior detectives across two decades assume, wrongly, that he was slow, 



when in fact he was the opposite — he simply refused to say anything he hadn't already decided was  

true.

"Because you're smart enough to survive it," he said finally, "and I think — I hope — you're decent 

enough that it won't eat you alive before we get what we need out of it. Some men I could send under, 

and in six months they'd forget which side they started on, because there wasn't much holding them to 

that side in the first place. You've got a wife. A kid. A father who raised you right, whatever you think 

of church these days. I'm betting that's enough of an anchor to keep you from drifting all the way out to  

sea." He paused. "I could be wrong. I've been wrong before. But that's my bet, and it's the only bet I've 

got."

It was, Jack would reflect years later, lying on a hospital bed with time on his hands he had never 

once had before, a strange thing to build a man's entire undercover career on — a captain's private 

wager that a marriage and a father's sermons would hold a line that badges and oaths and training 

manuals could not. Stranger still that Donovan had been both right and catastrophically wrong at once: 

right that those anchors existed, wrong, or at least premature, in his confidence that seven years of 

strain would not eventually snap every cable holding them.

"All right," Jack said.

"All right, yes? Or all right, you'll think about it?"

"All right, yes."

Donovan  studied  him a  moment  longer,  and  something  crossed  his  face  that  Jack  didn't  fully 

understand until much later — not triumph, not relief, but something closer to grief, the look of a man 

who has just gotten exactly what he came for and is not entirely sure, even as he takes it, that he should 

have asked.

"Then let's talk about who you're going to be," Donovan said, and slid a thin manila folder across  

the table, and that — more than the badge Jack had earned three years earlier, more than the wedding  

ring he still wore, more than anything else that had ever defined him up to that point in his life — was 

the moment Jack Mercer began to disappear.

•  •  •

The name in the folder was Johnny Blaze.

It had belonged, briefly and unhappily, to an actual person — a small-time hustler out of Tampa 

who had died of an overdose eighteen months earlier with almost no one left alive who remembered 

him clearly and no family who had claimed his body. Donovan's people had built a legend on top of  

those bones: a juvenile record scrubbed just enough to look plausible, a work history stitched together 



out  of  jobs that  no longer  existed at  addresses  that  had since been demolished,  a  string of  minor 

associations with real criminal figures who were themselves dead, imprisoned, or too far removed from 

Miami to ever compare notes. It was not a perfect identity. No undercover legend ever is. But it was 

good enough to survive a background check run by men who did not particularly want to look too hard 

at a supplier who could move product and keep his mouth shut, and in the world Jack was about to  

enter, good enough was the only standard that mattered.

"You'll need six weeks before you're anywhere near a real target," Donovan told him, over the 

following days, in a windowless room at headquarters that smelled permanently of burnt coffee and 

cigarette smoke that had soaked into the walls a decade before smoking indoors was even questioned. 

"Six weeks to learn to walk like him, talk like him, think fast enough in his voice that it stops being a  

performance and starts being reflex. The men you're going to be dealing with have spent their whole 

lives reading people for the smallest tell — a pause half a second too long, a word choice too careful,  

eyes that flick the wrong way when a name comes up. You slip once, in the wrong room, and there's no  

do-over. You understand that? There's no undercover officer down, radio for backup. There's just you, 

and whatever's in that room, and the time it takes them to decide what to do with you."

Jack learned to smoke cigars he didn't want, to drink liquor he'd have to fake finishing, to laugh at  

jokes that turned his stomach, to talk in the loose, unbothered cadence of a man who had never once 

lost a night's sleep over where money came from. He learned the specific vocabulary of the trade — 

weights and cuts and territories,  the difference in how a Colombian supplier talked about  product 

versus how a Cuban distributor talked about the same kilo three hands down the chain,  the small  

courtesies and the smaller insults that could get a man killed if he didn't know which was which. He 

learned to carry himself like a man with nothing to prove, which was, he came to understand, the 

hardest performance of all, because a man with nothing to prove is a man who has already won, and  

Jack, underneath Johnny Blaze's borrowed ease, had never in his life felt less like a winner.

He told Emily almost none of it.

"It's an assignment," he said, the night before his first real contact with a distributor named Ochoa 

who supplied half the nightclubs on Washington Avenue. They were in the kitchen of the little house in 

Coral Gables, Luke finally asleep in the next room after an hour of colic that had left them both hollow-

eyed. Emily was twenty-six, still soft-faced with new motherhood, still, in that early season of their 

marriage, more curious than afraid. "I can't tell you where or for how long. I need you to trust me on  

that."

"Is it dangerous?"

He had learned, even by then, even in the first weeks, to lie with his whole face and not just his  

mouth. "Not really. Mostly paperwork. Watching people, writing reports." He heard himself say it and 

felt something small and cold settle into his chest, a stone dropped into a well whose bottom he could 



not see, and did not yet understand that this was the first of hundreds of such stones, that in seven years' 

time the well would be so full of them that he would no longer be entirely sure anything he told anyone  

— including, eventually, himself — was solid ground.

"How long will you be gone?"

"I don't know yet."

She had studied him a long moment then, in a way that made him wonder, with a flicker of unease 

he shoved down hard, whether Johnny Blaze's careful, unbothered face was already leaking through in 

places it shouldn't. Then she'd simply nodded, and reached up, and kissed him, and said, "Come back to 

us," in a voice that he would hear again, unbidden, at strange hours for years afterward — in the back 

of limousines that smelled like other men's cologne, on the decks of yachts anchored off Fisher Island 

at three in the morning, in a warehouse seven years later with his own blood spreading warm across 

cold concrete.

Come back to us.

He had meant to. That was the strange mercy and the strange cruelty of how it started — he had 

never, not for one single day of the seven years that followed, stopped meaning to come back. It was 

simply that the road back grew longer with every month he stayed under, and by the time he understood 

how long it had actually become, he was no longer entirely sure he still knew which direction led  

home.

•  •  •

His father found out sooner than either of them had planned, and not from Jack.

Pastor Samuel Mercer had built a small, faithful congregation over three decades in a modest brick 

church an hour north of Miami, the kind of place with a hand-lettered sign out front announcing the 

week's sermon title and a fellowship hall that smelled permanently of coffee urns and casseroles. He 

had baptized Jack in that church's tank when Jack was nine years old, had watched him drift from it 

through his teenage years the way so many preacher's sons drift, had prayed — Jack knew this, though 

it had embarrassed him at the time and would come to comfort him unbearably later — every single 

day since, by name, for a son who had chosen a badge and a gun over a Bible and a pulpit, and who 

Samuel had told himself, in his more hopeful hours, might yet find his way to something like faith  

through the discipline and purpose of honest police work.

He learned, instead, through a phone call from a well-meaning deacon who had a nephew on the 

force, that his son had gone underground into something involving drug traffickers, and that no one — 

not even, it seemed, Jack's own wife — knew where he actually was most days or what exactly he was 

doing to survive inside it.



Samuel drove down to Miami unannounced on a Saturday afternoon, found Jack — by the barest 

luck of timing, between assignments, between identities, still recognizably himself for a handful of 

days that would turn out to be among the last such handful of days for a very long time — sitting on the 

back steps of the Coral Gables house with a beer he didn't finish, watching Luke's toys scattered across 

a small patch of grass that had never quite recovered from a summer of drought.

"Deacon Willis's  nephew tells  me you're  working with  these  cartel  people  now,"  Samuel  said, 

without preamble, lowering himself onto the step beside his son with the particular care of a man 

whose knees had begun, in the last few years, to remind him of his age. "Undercover. Pretending to be 

one of them."

"It's police work, Dad."

"I didn't ask if it was police work. I asked if it was true."

Jack had looked out at the yard a long moment before answering. "Yeah. It's true."

Samuel  was  quiet  for  a  while.  Somewhere  down the  block a  lawnmower  started  up,  ordinary 

Saturday noise, the sound of a neighborhood that had no idea what moved through its edges after dark.  

"You understand what you're asking of yourself," Samuel said finally, and it was almost — almost — 

the  same  sentence  Donovan  had  used  in  the  diner  months  earlier,  though  Jack  didn't  make  the 

connection until years afterward, lying in a hospital bed with nothing to do but turn old conversations  

over and over like stones. "You're asking yourself to become, every day, in every visible way, the very 

thing you've sworn to stop. And you're trusting that some invisible line inside you is going to hold, that  

you'll always know exactly where the performance ends and Jack Mercer begins. I've buried men who 

trusted that line more than they should have, son. Not to bullets. To the thing itself. To what it does to a  

man's soul to spend years pretending to be someone he despises."

"I'm not going to become one of them, Dad."

"I know you don't think you will." Samuel's voice was not sharp; it never was, not really, even at its  

most disappointed — it carried instead a kind of weariness that Jack would only fully understand once 

he had a few gray years of his own accumulated. "Nobody thinks they will.  That's exactly how it 

happens."

"What do you want me to do? Quit? Tell my captain I changed my mind because my father doesn't 

approve?"

"I want you to remember," Samuel said, "on the nights when it gets easy — and it will get easy,  

that's the whole danger of it, easier than you can imagine right now sitting on these steps — that there 

is a difference between what a man does and who a man is, and that the longer you live as if there isn't,  

the harder that difference gets to find again." He set a hand, briefly, on Jack's shoulder, the same hand 



that had rested there at his baptism twenty years earlier, at his police academy graduation three years 

before this conversation, at more Sunday benedictions than either of them could count. "I'll be praying 

for you every day you're gone, whatever name you're wearing when I do it. That much I promise you. 

The Lord doesn't need to know which alias to look for."

Jack didn't say much in response. He wanted, badly, in that moment, to tell his father the truth — 

not the sanitized version, not "it's police work, mostly paperwork," but the real shape of what he was 

about to become, the cocaine and the cash and the men he'd soon be calling friends whose hands were 

wet with worse things than either of them could yet imagine.  He wanted,  even more badly,  some 

version of his father's blessing rather than his father's warning. But he did not know, at twenty-nine, 

sitting on those back steps with a warm beer sweating in his hand, how to ask for the one without first  

admitting to the other, and so he said nothing at all, and let his father drive back north an hour later  

believing his son had heard him, without any real confidence that he had.

It would be the last unguarded conversation the two of them would ever have.

•  •  •

Six  weeks after  the  diner,  on a  humid Tuesday night  in  a  private  room above a  nightclub on 

Washington Avenue that pulsed with music loud enough to rattle the ice in every glass on every table, 

Jack Mercer shook hands for the first time as Johnny Blaze with a supplier named Hector Ochoa, and 

felt — with a small, cold shock that he would spend years trying and failing to fully name — how 

naturally the lie sat in his own mouth. Not forced. Not performed. Simply true, in the moment he said  

it, the way only the best lies ever manage to be.

"Johnny Blaze," Ochoa repeated, turning the name over with evident pleasure, the way a man tastes 

a wine he's deciding whether to buy a case of. "I like it. Sounds like a man who doesn't get scared."

"I don't get paid to get scared," Jack said, in a voice that was not quite his own and not quite anyone 

else's either, a voice that would, over the following seven years, become so practiced, so effortless, so  

completely indistinguishable from breathing, that there would come a night — more than one night, if 

he was honest with himself, though he wouldn't be honest with himself about it for a long time yet — 

when he would forget, for whole stretches of hours at a stretch, that it had ever been a costume at all.

Ochoa  laughed,  delighted,  and  poured  him  a  drink  Jack  had  no  intention  of  finishing,  and 

somewhere beneath the bass line thudding up through the floorboards, in a private room in a nightclub 

in a city drowning quietly in its own wealth, the seven years began.

Miami did not notice one more well-dressed man at one more private table. That was the whole 

design of the city, and the whole danger of it: it had learned, by 1981, to make room for absolutely  

anyone, so long as the money kept moving and nobody asked, too loudly, where it came from.



Welcome to Vice City, Jack thought, raising a glass he would only pretend to drink from, to a toast 

whose words he would forget by morning and whose weight he would carry for the rest of his life.

He did not yet know how long the road out would be. He did not yet know there would come a  

night, seven years from this one, when he would lie bleeding on a warehouse floor and hear his father's  

sermon rise up out of a silence he had spent his whole adult life running from. He knew only that the 

drink in his hand was cold, that the music was too loud to think clearly over, and that somewhere  

beneath the sound and the smoke and the borrowed name, Jack Mercer had just taken the first of many 

steps toward becoming a man his own father would not recognize.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 1



CHAPTER 2
Johnny Blaze Is Born

Miami, 1981–1982

A legend, Frank Donovan liked to say, is not a lie you tell once. It is a lie you build, brick by brick, 

until it can hold weight.

By the autumn of that first year, Johnny Blaze could hold a great deal of weight indeed.

He had an apartment on Brickell Key that nobody at the department had approved on any expense 

report, paid for out of a discretionary fund so deeply buried in the budget that only Donovan and the 

chief himself knew it existed — two bedrooms, a wraparound balcony looking out over Biscayne Bay, 

furniture chosen by a decorator who specialized, unofficially, in making undercover officers look like 

men who had never once worried about money. He had a leased Porsche the color of wet asphalt, 

registered to a shell corporation that led, if anyone pulled the thread, to a law office in the Bahamas and 

then nowhere at all. He had a closet full of silk shirts and Italian loafers, a gold Rolex that had cost the  

department eleven thousand dollars and would, within a year, feel as natural on his wrist as his own 

wedding ring had once felt, before he'd started leaving the wedding ring in a dresser drawer in Coral 

Gables because Johnny Blaze did not wear one.

He had, in other words, everything a man could want, except a single hour of his life that was 

entirely his own.

"You're  a  ghost  with  an  address,"  Donovan  told  him once,  during  one  of  the  brief,  carefully 

arranged meetings that were the only contact Jack still had with the department that employed him — a  

rented fishing boat off Key Biscayne, the two of them alone on the water with lines in that neither of 

them intended to reel in, the engine noise covering their voices from anything short of a directional  

microphone. "That's the whole trick of what we built you. Real enough to touch. Real enough to owe  

money to. Real enough that men who've been burned by cops their whole lives can't find the seam."

"There's always a seam," Jack said.

"Not in you. Not yet." Donovan reeled his empty line in a few inches, let it back out. "That's what 

worries me more than anything else about this job, son. Not that you'll get caught. That you won't."

Jack hadn't understood what he meant. Not then.

•  •  •



The seam, if there was one, ran first through a man named Tommy Harris — small, wiry, missing 

half a tooth from a bar fight he told three different versions of depending on his audience, a low-level 

dealer working the fringes of Overtown who had been feeding information to Miami PD for six years 

in exchange for a revolving door of second chances on charges that should have put him away twice 

over. Everyone on the vice squad called him T-Bone, though nobody, including Tommy, seemed to 

remember exactly why.

Donovan  connected  them carefully,  three  cutouts  removed,  so  that  T-Bone  would  never  know 

Johnny Blaze answered, underneath the gold chain, to a badge number. T-Bone knew only that Johnny 

Blaze was a comer, a man with real weight behind him and real money in front of him, exactly the kind  

of connection a small-time hustler needed if he ever wanted to stop being small-time — and exactly the 

kind of connection the department needed inside rooms no badge could enter.

"You want to move real weight in this town," T-Bone told him, the first night they drank together in 

a bar on NW 2nd Avenue that smelled like spilled rum and forty years of cigarette smoke, "you gotta 

get  right  with  Ochoa's  people  first.  And Ochoa answers  to  a  man you don't  want  to  meet  unless 

somebody good vouches for you first. Man named Mendoza."

"I've heard the name."

"Everybody's heard the name." T-Bone leaned in, dropped his voice, the particular conspiratorial 

hush of a man who has spent his whole life trading in information because he never had anything else 

worth trading. "You don't  go looking for Victor Mendoza,  Johnny. Victor Mendoza decides if  he's 

looking for you. You understand what I'm telling you? A man like that, he's not checking references 

because he's careful. He's checking references because the last three guys who lied to him are in the 

bay, and everybody in this business knows it,  and everybody in this business still  tries it  anyway, 

because the money makes a man stupid before it makes him rich."

Jack filed that away — not as Johnny Blaze would have filed it, with the mercenary calculation of a 

man weighing risk against reward, but as Jack Mercer filed it, in the small back room of himself he was 

already learning to keep locked during the working day: a fact for Donovan, a thread for the case file 

that did not yet officially exist, a name that would matter more than either of them yet understood.

He did not know, that night in the bar on NW 2nd Avenue, that T-Bone Harris would still be feeding 

him information seven years later, in a different decade, in a city that had gotten no less dangerous and 

considerably more complicated. He did not know that T-Bone's divided loyalties — police on one side, 

the street's unwritten codes on the other — would eventually put the smaller man in more danger than 

either of them had bargained for. He knew only that the name Mendoza had a particular weight to it,  

the weight of something he was going to have to earn his way toward rather than walk into, and that  

earning it was going to cost him pieces of himself he had not yet learned to count.



•  •  •

The first piece came four months in, on a warm February night that Jack would remember for the 

rest  of his  life  with a clarity that  had nothing to do with how the department's  after-action report 

described it.

Ochoa needed a favor — a small one, he said, the kind of small favor that always turned out, in this 

business, to be the hinge on which something much larger swung. A shipment of weapons, nothing to  

do with the cocaine trade directly, needed to move from a warehouse in Hialeah to a marina in Fort  

Lauderdale, and Ochoa's usual man had gotten himself arrested on an unrelated matter two days earlier,  

and Ochoa needed someone he trusted to drive the truck.

"It's guns, Johnny," Ochoa said, in the unbothered tone of a man discussing a shipment of citrus. 

"Nothing that's going to walk itself back to you. You drive, you drop it, you're paid before you're even 

back on the interstate."

Jack understood, with the particular cold clarity that came to him more and more often that year, 

that there was no version of this conversation where he said no. Saying no was not an option available 

to Johnny Blaze; saying no was the seam Donovan had warned him about, the crack that men like 

Ochoa were always, quietly, testing for. He said yes the way Johnny Blaze would have said yes — 

easily,  almost  bored by the smallness  of  the  request  — and he drove a  truck full  of  unregistered  

firearms ninety minutes down I-95 that night with his hands steady on the wheel and his mind running 

through every federal statute he was, in that moment, actively violating.

He reported it to Donovan four days later, on the fishing boat, in the flattened voice of a man 

reciting a confession he had already rehearsed too many times to feel the weight of it anymore.

"I moved guns, Frank. Real ones. I don't know where they ended up. Could be a robbery next week. 

Could be a body."

Donovan was quiet a long moment, looking out at the water, and when he spoke his voice had none 

of its usual dry economy. "You had a choice between blowing three years of work or moving a truck 

you couldn't stop from moving one way or another — Ochoa was getting that shipment to Lauderdale 

that night whether it was you behind the wheel or somebody else. You know that, don't you? You didn't 

put those guns on the street. You just kept your cover intact long enough to maybe, someday, take down 

the man who did."

"That's a hell of a thing to have to tell myself at three in the morning."

"I know it is." Donovan didn't offer him anything easier than that, no absolution, no reassurance 

dressed up as comfort. "This is the part they can't train you for, Jack. The math of it. How much wrong  



you're willing to let happen so you can eventually stop something worse. There's no clean answer.  

Anybody who tells you there's a clean answer in this line of work has never actually done it."

Jack thought, on the boat ride back to the marina, about his father — the reflex had already become  

automatic by then, some part of his mind reaching for Samuel Mercer's voice the way a tongue reaches 

for a broken tooth — and wondered, not for the first time, what a man who preached forgiveness and  

washing sins white as snow would make of a son who had just  spent a Tuesday night trafficking 

firearms in service of a greater, unprovable good. He did not call his father to ask. He would not have 

known, that year, how to begin explaining it even if he had.

•  •  •

The introduction to  Mendoza came six weeks later,  and it  came,  as  T-Bone had promised,  on 

Mendoza's terms rather than Jack's.

It happened at a party on a yacht anchored off Fisher Island — sixty feet of white fiberglass and 

brass fittings, a live band playing salsa too loud for conversation, women in dresses that cost more than 

most  Miami  police  officers  made  in  a  month,  men  in  linen  suits  who laughed  at  everything  and 

revealed  nothing.  Ochoa  brought  him aboard  with  the  studied  casualness  of  a  man introducing  a 

promising nephew, and it was nearly two hours before Victor Mendoza finally crossed the deck toward 

them,  unhurried,  flanked  by  two men whose  suits  did  not  entirely  disguise  the  weight  they  were 

carrying underneath their left arms.

"Ochoa tells me you're careful," Mendoza said, without preamble, by way of greeting, his English 

precise and faintly accented, the voice of a man who had learned the language from British tutors rather 

than the street. "Careful is good. Careful is rare. Most young men in this business mistake loud for 

strong."

"I'm not most young men," Jack said, and smiled the smile Johnny Blaze had perfected over the  

preceding year — easy, unbothered, a man entirely at peace with whatever the moment required of him.

Mendoza  studied  him  a  long  moment,  the  way,  Jack  would  come  to  learn,  Mendoza  studied 

everyone in the first sixty seconds of meeting them, cataloguing tells with the patient precision of a 

man who had built an empire by never once underestimating the cost of being wrong about a person. 

Something in whatever he saw seemed to satisfy him, at least provisionally, at least enough for tonight.

"Ochoa says you moved a truck for him in February. No questions. No complications." Mendoza's 

eyes did not leave Jack's face. "That is the kind of loyalty I notice."

"I don't work for people who ask me to be loyal," Jack said. "I work for people who pay me enough 

that loyalty isn't a separate line item."



It  was exactly the right thing to say, the cynical,  mercenary calculus that a man like Mendoza 

trusted precisely because it asked for nothing beyond itself, and Jack watched something in the older 

man's shoulders ease, fractionally, the wariness of a first meeting giving way to the beginning — only 

the beginning, Jack understood, of something that would take years to fully earn — of trust.

"We will talk again," Mendoza said, which in the vocabulary of men like Victor Mendoza was as 

close to a warm welcome as anyone outside his own family was ever likely to receive, and turned back 

toward the band and the brass fittings and the sixty feet of borrowed elegance floating on black water,  

leaving Jack standing at the rail with his heart going harder than Johnny Blaze's face would ever have  

allowed anyone to see.

He had done it. He had gotten inside the room Donovan needed him inside, the room that would 

eventually, seven years later and after a thousand smaller rooms just like it, lead to a warehouse and a  

bay door and a name spoken aloud in a dead man's cologne. He did not know that yet, standing at that  

rail. He knew only that he had just shaken hands with a man who would come, in time, to occupy more  

of his waking thoughts than his own wife and son combined, and that some small, unguarded part of 

him — a part he would spend years afterward trying to understand and could never fully forgive — had 

felt, in that moment, something uncomfortably close to pride.

•  •  •

The  jurisdictional  collision  came  almost  by  accident,  the  way  so  much  of  the  chaos  in  that 

overlapping, overlapping city seemed to arrive — not through any failure of planning, but through the 

simple mathematical certainty that when enough agencies chase the same criminals without talking to 

each other, their paths are eventually going to cross in the dark.

It was a DEA operation, though Jack would not learn that detail until well after the fact. A stash 

house two blocks from a nightclub where Jack, as Johnny Blaze, was meeting a mid-level distributor 

about a real estate deal that was, in fact, a laundering vehicle for cartel profits — and the DEA had 

chosen that same night, with no knowledge whatsoever of Miami PD's asset working the building next 

door, to execute a raid.

The first Jack knew of it was the sound of a battering ram three doors down, followed immediately 

by shouting,  floodlights,  the particular  controlled chaos of  a  tactical  entry that  turned an ordinary 

Tuesday night into a scene from a war zone. He was on the sidewalk outside the nightclub when it  

happened, mid-conversation with the distributor, and every instinct he had — cop instincts, seven years 

of academy training, the deep-seated reflex of a man who had sworn an oath — screamed at him to  

move toward the sound, to help, to identify himself.

He did none of it. He stood very still, the way Johnny Blaze would have stood, mildly curious,  

faintly amused, a man for whom other people's trouble was simply good theater, and watched federal 



agents in raid jackets drag two of Mendoza's mid-level lieutenants out of the stash house in handcuffs 

while a third man ran, and was tackled, twenty feet from where Jack stood, by an agent who Jack 

would only later learn was named Special Agent Rebecca Lawson.

She saw him. That was the moment that mattered, the moment that would come to mean something 

neither of them yet understood — her eyes finding his across twenty feet of chaos and floodlight,  

cataloguing him with the same patient precision Mendoza had used weeks earlier, a woman who had 

spent two years building a case against exactly the network Jack had spent a year infiltrating, looking at 

a well-dressed stranger who was standing entirely too calm at the edge of her crime scene.

"You," she said, crossing toward him, badge already in hand. "ID."

Jack produced Johnny Blaze's driver's license with the unhurried ease of a man who had done 

nothing wrong, and answered her three questions in the bored, cooperative tone of a bystander who 

happened to be leaving a club at an inconvenient time, and felt, the entire time, the particular vertigo of  

standing eighteen inches from a federal agent whose entire professional life was devoted to arresting 

men exactly like the one he was pretending to be — and who could, with one radio call to the wrong 

database, unravel eighteen months of work in the time it took a computer to process a name.

The database, mercifully, held. Johnny Blaze's legend was good enough, that night, to survive a 

federal agent's scrutiny at close range under floodlights, and Rebecca Lawson let him go with a curt  

nod and a warning to move along, and Jack walked three blocks before his hands stopped shaking.

He would not learn her name until eighteen months later, in a different context entirely, in a briefing 

room where Donovan finally introduced him — carefully, cautiously, after months of the two agencies 

circling each other like wary dogs — to the DEA agent whose case had been quietly running parallel to  

his own the entire time, chasing the same targets from a different direction, distrusting Miami PD for 

reasons  that  turned  out,  eventually,  to  be  entirely  justified.  He  would  not  know,  standing  on  that 

sidewalk with his pulse hammering under Johnny Blaze's unbothered face, that the woman walking 

away from him into the floodlit chaos would become, in time, one of the only people left in his life he 

could actually trust.

He knew only,  that  night,  that  the walls  between agencies were going to get  somebody killed 

eventually, and that he had come within eighteen inches of being that somebody himself.

•  •  •

He went home twice that year — twice, in twelve months, to the house in Coral Gables where 

Emily was raising a son who no longer reliably recognized his father's face.

The visits were brief, unpredictable, arranged through Donovan on forty-eight hours' notice when 

the operational calendar allowed it, and Jack arrived each time freshly showered of Johnny Blaze's 



cologne but never quite free of him entirely — the mannerisms lingered, the careful watchfulness, the 

particular stillness of a man who had spent months reading rooms for danger and had not yet learned 

how to stop.

"You're  different,"  Emily  told  him,  the  second visit,  standing in  the  kitchen with  Luke asleep 

upstairs, her arms crossed in a way that was not quite anger and not quite fear but some exhausted 

country between the two. "I don't just mean you look tired. I mean you're — careful. Around me. Like  

I'm somebody you're deciding whether to trust."

"I'm sorry."

"I'm not asking you to be sorry. I'm asking you to tell me what's happening to you." She'd reached 

for his hand then, and he'd let her take it, and felt, with a small cold shame he did not examine too 

closely, the reflexive part of himself that had begun cataloguing even this — his own wife's grip, her 

tone, her tells — the way Johnny Blaze catalogued everyone. "Jack. Please. I don't need details. I need 

to know there's still a person under whatever this assignment is doing to you."

He had wanted, badly, to tell her the truth in that kitchen — not the sanitized version, not "it's still  

just an assignment," but the real shape of it, the yacht and the Porsche and the truck full of guns and the 

federal agent's badge eighteen inches from his face. He had wanted her to understand that the man 

standing in her kitchen was still, underneath everything, trying to be the man she'd married. He said 

none of it. He kissed her, and held Luke the next morning until the boy squirmed to get down and 

toddle after a truck across the living room floor, and drove back across the county line forty-eight hours 

later feeling, for the first time in his life, like a stranger in his own front yard.

Luke, not yet two, had looked up at him that second visit with an expression Jack would carry for 

years afterward — not fear, not quite, but a kind of careful, evaluating distance, the look of a small  

child assessing whether a large unfamiliar man belonged in the house. It  was the same look, Jack 

understood much later, that Rebecca Lawson had given him on that floodlit sidewalk. The same look, 

in its way, that Victor Mendoza had given him on the deck of the yacht. Everyone, it seemed — his 

enemies, his allies, even his own son — had learned to look at Jack Mercer and see, first and foremost, 

a man whose face could not quite be trusted to mean what it showed.

By the time he drove back into the city that second year, past the pastel hotels and the postcard 

skyline glittering gold over black water, he had stopped being entirely sure the look was wrong.

•  •  •

Ray Collins, when Jack finally met him properly that same winter, seemed at first like the one 

uncomplicated relationship left in his professional life.



Collins  worked  support  and  logistics  for  the  vice  unit's  deep-cover  operations  —  the  quiet, 

unglamorous work of laundering department funds into Johnny Blaze's lifestyle, maintaining the paper 

trail that kept the Porsche's lease current and the Brickell Key apartment's rent invisible to anyone who 

might come looking, running interference with other units who might otherwise stumble into an active 

undercover operation and blow it wide open by accident. He was good at his job, meticulous, well-

liked,  a  fixture  at  department  golf  outings  and  retirement  parties,  the  kind  of  steady,  competent  

presence that made the whole enterprise of undercover work seem, for a moment, almost survivable.

"You're  doing  good  work  out  there,"  Collins  told  him once,  during  one  of  the  rare,  carefully 

arranged handoffs where the two of them met to exchange documents in a parking garage on Flagler 

Street. "I mean that. Most guys couldn't do what you're doing for six months, let alone a year plus.  

Frank picked well."

"Frank picked desperate," Jack said. "There's a difference."

Collins laughed, and clapped him on the shoulder,  and Jack felt,  in that gesture,  something he 

would only  recognize  much later,  with  the  bitter  clarity  of  hindsight,  as  the  particular  comfort  of 

trusting exactly the wrong person — a comfort  built  entirely on the fact  that  Ray Collins was so 

unremarkable, so thoroughly a fixture of the department's ordinary furniture, that suspecting him would 

have felt, at the time, like suspecting the coffee machine.

He had no way of knowing, that winter, standing in a parking garage with a folder of falsified 

expense  reports  changing hands  between them,  that  the  same meticulous  access  which made Ray 

Collins so useful to Jack's cover was the same access that would, years later, make him valuable to  

Victor Mendoza for an entirely different set of reasons. He had no way of knowing that the quiet,  

competent man clapping him on the shoulder was already, or would soon become, the leak Donovan 

lay awake worrying about — the seam neither of them could find, because neither of them had thought 

to look for it  in a man who golfed with half the department and made everyone around him feel, 

however briefly, like the ground beneath their feet was solid.

That mistake — trusting the ordinary over the exotic, the familiar over the strange — would take 

seven  years  to  fully  cost  him.  But  its  foundation,  like  everything  else  in  that  long,  corrosive 

apprenticeship, was laid that winter, in a parking garage, in a handshake that felt, at the time, like 

nothing more than one tired colleague doing right by another.

•  •  •

By the second anniversary of the diner conversation with Donovan, Johnny Blaze was no longer a 

costume Jack Mercer put on. He was a second architecture, load-bearing, indistinguishable at a glance 

from the original structure underneath — and Jack had begun, in ways too small to notice at the time  



and too large to reverse later, to live inside that architecture more comfortably than he lived inside his  

own skin.

He told himself it was necessary. He told himself Donovan's bet — that a wife, a son, a father's  

sermons  would  be  enough  to  keep  him  tethered  —  was  holding,  that  he  still  knew,  somewhere  

underneath the gold chain and the borrowed swagger, exactly where the performance ended and Jack 

Mercer began.

He would spend the next five years discovering, one compromise at a time, exactly how wrong that 

comfort was — and exactly how long a man can go on believing he is only pretending, before the  

pretending becomes the truest thing about him.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 2



CHAPTER 3
Trust No Badge

Miami, 1983

By the third year, Jack Mercer had learned to read a room the way other men read weather — 

instantly, instinctively, before conscious thought had a chance to catch up with instinct. He could walk 

into a restaurant, a warehouse, a private card game in the back of a cigar shop on Calle Ocho, and know 

within ninety seconds who in the room was armed, who was afraid, who was lying, and who was, in 

some fashion he could never quite articulate to Donovan afterward, not entirely what they appeared to  

be.

It was this last skill, the newest and least reliable of the four, that began keeping him awake at 

night.

He had assumed, going in three years earlier, that the danger in this line of work would come 

dressed as danger — armed men in warehouses, strangers with too-clean shoes, the particular stillness 

of a room where somebody had decided, in the last sixty seconds, to kill you. He had not assumed, 

because no one had thought to warn him, that the greater danger might come dressed as safety. That it  

might wear a badge. That it might buy him a beer at a cop bar on a Friday night and ask about his kids 

and mean, by every outward measure, exactly what it said.

The first hint came from Donovan himself, on the boat, on a gray November morning when the 

water was too choppy for fishing and neither of them pretended otherwise.

"I need you to hear something, and I need you to hear it without doing anything about it," Donovan  

said, which was, by that point in their relationship, the sentence that reliably preceded the worst news  

of any given month. "The Whitaker case. You remember the Whitaker case."

Jack remembered it. Everyone in the department remembered it, the way you remember a wound 

that  never quite closed.  Eighteen months of  surveillance,  informants,  a  paper trail  that  led from a 

shipping company in Port Everglades through four shell corporations to a numbered account in the 

Caymans,  all  of  it  built  patiently,  meticulously,  by  a  joint  task  force  that  had,  for  once,  actually  

managed to get four agencies rowing in the same direction — and all of it gutted in a single afternoon 

by Judge Leonard Whitaker, who had suppressed the wiretap evidence on a technicality so narrow that 

two separate appellate clerks had privately told a friend of Donovan's they'd never seen anything like it,  

and released three of the case's four principal targets on bond so low it might as well have been a  

parking ticket.



"I remember it," Jack said. "I remember you not sleeping for a week."

"I didn't sleep for a week because I don't think it was a technicality, Jack. I think Whitaker's on 

somebody's  payroll,  and  I  think  he's  been  on  somebody's  payroll  for  longer  than  that  one  case." 

Donovan's jaw worked, the particular tension of a man choosing his next words with more care than 

usual.  "I've  pulled  six  of  his  rulings  from the  last  three  years.  Every  single  one  where  a  serious 

trafficking case came before him, something happened. Evidence excluded. Bond set absurdly low. A 

continuance that ran out the speedy trial clock. Always something different, always something that 

looked, on its own, like an honest judicial call. But six times, Jack. Six times in three years, and every 

single time it broke the same direction."

"Have you told anybody?"

"Told anybody what? That I've got a hunch about a sitting circuit judge with twenty-two years on 

the bench and no complaint ever filed against him? You know what happens to a captain who says that 

out  loud without  proof,  Jack.  He doesn't  get  an investigation opened.  He gets  quietly retired,  and 

Whitaker keeps right on ruling, and the next four guys who try to build a case in his courtroom get  

exactly what the last four got." Donovan looked out at the gray water a long moment. "I'm not telling 

you this so you can do something about it. There's nothing to do yet. I'm telling you because I need you  

to understand something about  the shape of  what  we're  actually up against  out  there.  It's  not  just  

Mendoza and men like him. It's not just the money on the street. There's money moving through this 

system in directions we can't even see yet, buying outcomes in places we're not looking, and until we  

can prove where it's going, every single person wearing a badge or a robe in this city is a question  

mark. Including people you trust. Especially people you trust."

Jack thought,  sitting on that boat,  of Ray Collins clapping him on the shoulder in the parking 

garage. He did not know, that November morning, that the thought would prove prophetic. He knew 

only that something in Donovan's voice had shifted, some bedrock certainty the older man had always 

projected finally showing a hairline crack, and that the crack frightened him more than anything Victor 

Mendoza had ever said to him on the deck of a yacht.

•  •  •

Donovan did not let the Whitaker suspicion simply sit and rot, whatever he'd said about there being  

nothing to do yet. Three weeks after that gray morning on the water, he introduced Jack — carefully, 

and only after two separate background checks run through channels Jack never fully understood — to 

an  FBI  agent  named Marcus  Reed,  a  quiet,  watchful  man  in  his  late  thirties  who worked  public 

corruption out  of  the Miami field office and who had,  it  turned out,  been circling Judge Leonard 

Whitaker's finances from an entirely different angle for the better part of a year.



They  met  in  a  rented  office  above  a  dry  cleaner  on  SW 8th  Street,  a  space  so  deliberately 

unremarkable that Jack understood immediately how much care had gone into choosing it — no federal 

seal, no visible surveillance equipment, nothing that would draw a second glance from anyone walking 

past on the sidewalk below.

"Captain Donovan tells me you've got a asset who might eventually be useful to what I'm building," 

Reed said, without preamble, sliding a thin folder across a card table that served, apparently, as the 

office's only furniture besides three folding chairs. "I want to be straight with you both before we go 

any further. I've had two cases in the last four years where evidence I developed against people with 

real money and real connections evaporated before it ever reached a courtroom. Once through a leak in  

my own field office. Once through a state prosecutor who mysteriously found reasons not to pursue an 

indictment  my office  had spent  eighteen months  building.  I  don't  trust  easily  anymore,  Captain.  I 

imagine that puts the three of us on similar footing."

"It does," Donovan said.

"Then we understand each other." Reed tapped the folder. "Whitaker's finances are cleaner than 

they should be for a man on a judge's salary who somehow owns a boat, a condo in Aspen, and sends 

two kids to a private university without ever touching a home equity line. Cleaner because somebody 

good is laundering it for him — offshore, layered, moved through enough shell entities that I've spent 

ten months just mapping the structure without ever touching an actual name at the end of it. I don't  

have him yet. I might never have him. But I wanted you both to know you're not alone in circling this 

particular drain, and if your asset ever hears anything — a name, an account, anything at all that might 

connect to a judge's off-the-books income — I'd consider it the kind of professional courtesy I don't  

extend to many people outside my own building."

Jack said little in that meeting, watching more than speaking, cataloguing Reed the way he had 

learned to catalogue everyone — the too-careful phrasing of a man who had been burned before, the 

particular fatigue in his eyes that matched something Jack had started noticing in his own mirror. He 

would not fully trust Marcus Reed for another four years, and Reed, for his part, would spend most of  

those same four years quietly suspecting that Miami PD's mysterious "asset" was exactly the kind of  

compromised, half-turned operative his own corruption cases had taught him to fear on sight. It was, in  

its way, a perfect illustration of the whole broken machine they were all trapped inside — three honest  

men in a rented office above a dry cleaner, each one certain the others might be exactly the kind of rot 

they'd spent their careers hunting, unable to fully cooperate precisely because cooperation required a 

kind of trust none of them could any longer afford to extend on faith alone.

Nothing came of the meeting immediately. Reed's investigation into Whitaker would grind on for 

years, mostly invisible to Jack, surfacing only in occasional oblique references from Donovan on the 

fishing boat — a name added to a shell company, a wire transfer traced one layer deeper, progress 



measured in inches against a case that both men understood, without ever saying so plainly, might 

never produce an arrest at all. But Jack carried something out of that unremarkable office above the dry  

cleaner that stayed with him for the rest of the assignment: the understanding that the rot he'd been 

warned about did not stop at Miami PD's own doors, that it ran through federal buildings and state 

courthouses with the same patient, corrosive persistence as it ran through the nightclubs and marinas 

where Johnny Blaze made his living, and that the line between the corrupted and the incorruptible was 

very often invisible even to the people standing on what they believed was the right side of it.

•  •  •

The lesson arrived in fuller,  more personal  form six weeks later,  and it  arrived through a man 

named Salvatore Reyes.

Reyes worked narcotics out of a different district than Jack's home unit, a decorated detective with 

fourteen years on the job and a wall of commendations that made him, on paper, exactly the kind of  

officer a younger man might have modeled a career after. Jack had crossed paths with him twice before, 

briefly,  at  department  functions he'd  had to attend in his  real  identity during the increasingly rare 

stretches when Johnny Blaze was resting and Jack Mercer was permitted, for a few days, to exist.  

Reyes had seemed, on those occasions, entirely ordinary — tired, competent, a family man with a  

photo of his daughters in his wallet that he showed anyone who asked.

The setup came through Ochoa, relayed with the casual specificity of a man discussing a business 

appointment. A shipment was coming in through a private airstrip north of the city, a small plane, low 

volume but high value — uncut product straight from a processing lab in the interior,  the kind of 

shipment cartels used to test new distribution routes before committing serious volume to them. Ochoa 

wanted Johnny Blaze present for the handoff, both as muscle and as a witness Mendoza's organization 

could trust to confirm the transaction had gone cleanly.

Jack reported it to Donovan through the usual channels, expecting the department to quietly notify 

the DEA's interdiction unit and let federal resources handle an airstrip intercept that was, by every 

reasonable measure, above Miami PD's jurisdiction and pay grade.

Instead, two nights before the handoff, Donovan called an emergency meeting on the boat, his face 

gray in a way Jack had never seen before.

"The airstrip's compromised," Donovan said, without preamble. "Not by us. By somebody wearing 

a badge who tipped Mendoza's people that a federal task force was planning to be in the area that same 

night, watching a different target three miles out. Mendoza's people moved the handoff up two hours 

and changed the location, and they didn't bother telling Ochoa until this afternoon, which means Ochoa 

doesn't  fully  trust  his  own  people  right  now  either,  which  means  everybody  in  that  transaction 

tomorrow night is going to be jumpy in a way that gets people killed."



"How do you know it was a badge?"

"Because  the  DEA  task  force  that  got  moved  on  wasn't  public  information,  Jack.  It  was 

compartmentalized six ways from Sunday, shared with exactly nine people across three agencies, and 

somehow Mendoza's organization knew about it within forty-eight hours of the operational plan being 

finalized." Donovan's hands, usually so still, were working the fishing line without any pretense of 

actually fishing. "I don't know who. I don't know if it's Miami PD, or DEA, or somebody in the U.S.  

Attorney's office feeding information for money or for reasons that have nothing to do with money at 

all. I know it's someone with real access, and I know Salvatore Reyes was one of the nine people  

briefed on the task force's location, and I know Reyes has a gambling problem three separate people  

have mentioned to me off the record over the last year, and I know none of that adds up to proof, but I  

need you to go into that airstrip tomorrow night assuming that anyone — anyone, Jack, including men 

wearing the same badge you carry in a drawer back home — might be the reason you don't walk out of  

it."

Jack had gone in anyway,  because there was no version of  the operation where Johnny Blaze 

declined to show up, and because some obstinate, prideful part of him — a part he would spend years  

afterward examining with real discomfort  — had wanted, badly,  to prove that Donovan's fear was 

misplaced.

It was not misplaced.

The handoff went sideways within minutes of the plane's arrival, not through any failure of Jack's  

own tradecraft but through the arrival, twenty minutes early, of a black sedan that had no business 

being anywhere near that stretch of dirt road — a sedan that disgorged, when it finally stopped, not 

federal  agents  but  two of  Mendoza's  own security  detail,  sent,  Jack would only learn  much later, 

specifically to observe whether Johnny Blaze's conduct that night matched exactly what he'd been told 

to expect. It was, Jack understood with a sick, sliding clarity as the scene unfolded, a test — not of the 

shipment, but of him, arranged quietly by Mendoza himself in response to some whisper, some fed 

piece of doubt, about whether his newest lieutenant could be trusted all the way down.

He performed the role of his life that night in the beam of a single truck's headlights on a dirt  

airstrip forty minutes north of the city, counting kilos with the flat unhurried competence of a man who 

had done this a hundred times, joking with Mendoza's security about nothing in particular, betraying 

with not one visible flicker of his face the fact that his heart was trying to climb out through his throat. 

He passed. He did not know, in the moment, that he had passed; he only knew, driving back into the 

city at four in the morning with his hands finally beginning to shake on the wheel, that he had survived 

something Donovan's warning had not adequately prepared him for, because Donovan himself had not 

known its true shape until it was already unfolding.



He learned, three days later, that the DEA task force Mendoza's people had been tipped about had,  

in fact, been watching a different target that same night — a Coast Guard cutter interdiction planned for 

a boat forty miles offshore — and that the operation had been blown just as thoroughly as Donovan 

feared, the targeted vessel diverting at the last possible moment with a precision that could only have 

come from real-time knowledge of federal patrol positions. Eleven months of DEA surveillance work, 

gone in a single radio call from someone who should never have had access to that information at all.

Salvatore Reyes was quietly reassigned to a desk job four months later, officially for unrelated 

performance issues, never charged with anything, his gambling debts eventually paid off in full through 

channels internal affairs was never able to trace to their source. Jack would go the rest of his career 

without ever learning, with real certainty, whether Reyes had been the leak, or merely one plausible  

name among several, a convenient shape for Donovan's fear to take because the alternative — that the 

leak might be someone far closer, far more trusted, far more woven into the fabric of Jack's own daily 

survival — was too large a thought to hold steadily for long.

•  •  •

It was T-Bone Harris, three weeks after the airstrip, who first said the words out loud that would 

come to define the rest of Jack's undercover life.

They met in the back booth of a diner on Biscayne, an unremarkable meeting arranged through the  

usual cutouts, T-Bone visibly more nervous than Jack had seen him in two years of handling him as an  

asset — hands not quite still around his coffee cup, eyes going to the door every few minutes in a way 

that had nothing to do with his usual low-grade paranoia and everything to do with something specific 

he had heard and could not quite bring himself to say plainly.

"Something's wrong on your side of the fence, Johnny," he said finally, low, not meeting Jack's 

eyes. "Word's moving through the street that Mendoza's got somebody close, and I don't mean close 

like Ochoa close. I mean close like badge close. Somebody feeding him things only cops would know. 

Case details. Task force movements. The kind of stuff that doesn't leak from a corner boy — it leaks 

from a desk."

"You have a name?"

"If I had a name I wouldn't still be sitting in this booth telling you about it instead of telling you 

who it is." T-Bone's laugh had no humor in it at all. "That's the whole problem, man. Whoever it is,  

they're smart enough that even the people paying them don't fully trust them with their own name 

getting passed around. I hear 'a badge.' I hear 'somebody with real access.' I don't hear a name, and I've  

been asking, careful as I know how, and asking careful in this business can get a man's throat cut just as 

fast as asking loud."



Jack sat with that a long moment, the diner's fluorescent light buzzing faintly overhead, the coffee 

between his own hands gone cold the way coffee always seemed to go cold in every meeting that 

mattered.

"You're telling me not to trust anybody wearing a badge," he said finally.

"I'm telling you," T-Bone said, "that in this town right now, a badge doesn't mean what it used to 

mean. Might mean cop. Might mean cop working two jobs. Might mean cop working two jobs and not 

even sure himself, some days, which job he actually believes in anymore." He looked up, finally, and 

there was something in his face Jack had not seen before, something almost like concern, incongruous 

coming from a man who had spent his whole adult life on the wrong side of the law Jack nominally 

served.  "You watch yourself,  Johnny.  I  mean that.  Whatever else you are to me — and I  got  my 

guesses, man, I ain't as dumb as you'd like me to be — you're the only steady thing I got left in this 

business, and I'd purely hate to read about you in the paper."

It  was,  Jack  understood  only  much  later,  the  closest  thing  to  genuine  friendship  he  would 

experience for years — offered, with a strange and unexamined tenderness, by a small-time hustler  

who was not entirely sure what Jack actually was, across a Formica table in a diner that smelled like  

burnt  coffee  and  fry  oil,  in  a  city  where  trust  itself  had  become  the  rarest  and  most  dangerous 

commodity anyone traded in.

•  •  •

He carried T-Bone's warning back to Donovan, who received it with the grim, unsurprised nod of a 

man hearing his own worst fear confirmed from an unexpected direction.

"That matches what I'm hearing from two other sources," Donovan said. "Different words, same 

shape. Somebody with real access. Not a beat cop skimming petty cash off a bust. Somebody who sees  

the operational plans before they happen."

"Ray  Collins  sees  the  operational  plans  before  they  happen,"  Jack  said,  and  immediately  felt 

something cold pass through him at having said the name aloud, as though speaking it might make it  

more true, or might curse them both for having thought it.

Donovan was quiet a long moment. "Ray's been with this department nineteen years, Jack. He's the 

reason your cover's held together as long as it  has — the paperwork, the funding, the interference 

running with other units. If Ray's dirty, then everything I've built this operation on for three years is 

dirty with him, and I don't know how we ever prove any of this without accidentally proving that."

"That's not a no."



"It's not a yes either." Donovan's voice had an edge to it Jack rarely heard, something almost like 

fear dressed up as irritation. "I've known Ray Collins longer than I've known my own son-in-law, Jack.  

I trust him the way I trust the ground under my feet. That's exactly the kind of trust T-Bone's telling you 

to be suspicious of, and I know that, and knowing it doesn't make it any easier to actually look at a man 

I've golfed with for a decade and wonder if he's selling us out for cash. I need more than a feeling. I  

need more than a name that fits because it's convenient. If we go after Ray Collins on a hunch and 

we're wrong, we don't just ruin an innocent man. We tip our hand to whoever the real leak actually is, 

and they go quiet, and we never find them at all."

They agreed, that afternoon on the boat, to watch. Not to accuse. Not to act. Simply to watch, 

carefully, quietly, the way a man watches a hairline crack in a foundation he cannot yet afford to repair 

— hoping it does not widen, knowing, in the honest part of himself he rarely let surface, that it almost  

certainly would.

Jack would spend the next five years watching Ray Collins clap other men on the shoulder in  

parking garages, laugh at the same jokes at the same retirement parties, hand over the same meticulous, 

competent  paperwork that  kept  Johnny Blaze's  entire  fictional  life  financially  and administratively 

solvent  — and he would never once catch him at  anything.  Not  a slipped word,  not  a  suspicious 

absence, not a single tell that the patient, careful part of Jack that had learned to read rooms the way 

other men read weather could ever manage to isolate and name.

That, in the end, would turn out to be the whole tragedy of it. Ray Collins was better at his own 

kind of undercover work than Jack had ever managed to be at his.

•  •  •

It  was  not  only  the  police  who  had  begun  eating  themselves  alive  with  suspicion  that  year. 

Mendoza's  own organization,  Jack  discovered  within  weeks  of  the  airstrip  test,  was  undergoing a 

parallel and equally corrosive unraveling, and watching it happen from the inside taught him something 

about the nature of distrust that no academy course or department briefing ever could: that it did not 

respect  the  line  between  the  lawful  and  the  criminal  at  all,  that  it  was  simply  what  happened, 

eventually, to any organization built on secrets large enough to kill for.

He first saw it directly at a meeting in the back room of a restaurant on Calle Ocho that Mendoza  

used, periodically, the way other men used a confessional — a place to say things he would never 

commit to a phone line or a written record. Ochoa was present, along with two of Mendoza's senior 

lieutenants Jack had met only glancingly before, and the mood in the room, from the moment Jack 

walked in, had the particular electric stillness of a conversation that had been running hot before he 

arrived and had not fully cooled by the time he sat down.



"Somebody in this room, or close enough to this room that it makes no difference," Mendoza said, 

without any of his usual courtly preamble, "has been talking to people who should never hear anything 

at all. I do not yet know who. I intend to know soon." His eyes moved, slow and deliberate, across  

every face at the table, Jack's included, lingering on none of them longer than any other, which was 

itself, Jack understood, a kind of message — that suspicion, in this room, was being distributed evenly,  

as a matter of principle, until proven otherwise. "I have run this business for twenty-two years without  

once losing a shipment to a coincidence. Twice this year, a shipment has moved and somebody who 

should not have known it was moving, knew. I do not believe in coincidence. I believe in men who talk 

when  they  should  not,  and  I  believe  that  when  I  find  that  man,  the  lesson  I  teach  him  will  be 

remembered by everyone else at this table for the rest of their lives, however short those lives turn out 

to be."

Ochoa, seated to Jack's left,  had gone very still  during this speech, a stillness Jack recognized 

immediately as the particular stillness of a man wondering, in real time, whether suspicion was about to 

land on him specifically — and Jack understood, watching it, that Ochoa's fear was not theoretical. 

Ochoa had, after all, been the one who arranged the airstrip test. Ochoa had been the one who vouched 

for  Johnny  Blaze  in  the  first  place.  If  a  leak  existed  anywhere  near  that  operation,  Ochoa's  own 

proximity to it made him exactly the kind of convenient, plausible name that Donovan had warned Jack 

to be wary of applying to Ray Collins — a man suspected not because of hard evidence, but because 

suspicion, once loosed in a closed system, always finds the nearest available target first.

"You think it's one of us," Ochoa said finally, carefully, testing the water.

"I think it is someone," Mendoza said, "and until I know who, everyone in this room is someone, 

including you, Hector, and including you, Johnny, and including the two men sitting to my left who 

have been with me longer than either of you." He let that settle, let the particular weight of it press 

down on the table. "This is what I need all of you to understand. I am not angry. Anger is for men who  

do not plan carefully. I am patient, the way I have always been patient, and I will watch, and I will wait, 

and eventually the man responsible will make a mistake small enough that only a patient man would 

notice it — and when I notice it, there will be no negotiation, no second chance, no opportunity to 

explain. There will only be an example, made in a way that ensures no one at this table, or anyone who  

hears about it afterward, ever considers talking to the wrong people again."

Jack drove back to the Brickell Key apartment that night with his hands, for the second time that 

year, unsteady on the wheel — not because he believed Mendoza suspected him specifically, though 

the possibility could never be fully dismissed, but because he had just watched, from the inside, the 

mirror image of exactly the paranoia eating away at Donovan and Reed and every honest investigator  

circling Whitaker's  finances in a  rented office above a  dry cleaner.  Both sides of  the war he was 

fighting, the lawful side and the criminal one, had arrived, independently and for entirely different 



reasons,  at  the  exact  same  diseased  conclusion:  that  no  one  could  be  fully  trusted,  that  every 

relationship was provisional, that the only safe assumption in either world was that someone close 

enough to matter was also close enough to betray you.

He understood, driving across the causeway with the city's lights strung out gold and indifferent 

across black water, that he was the living embodiment of that same principle from both directions at  

once — a man neither side could fully trust, because he was, in fact, exactly the kind of danger both of  

them were afraid of, dressed in whichever uniform the moment required.

•  •  •

The jurisdictional distrust, meanwhile, only deepened that year, in ways that had nothing to do with 

any single dirty cop and everything to do with the basic architecture of how a dozen agencies had been 

asked to chase the same criminals without ever fully trusting one another with the truth.

Jack's  second  real  encounter  with  Rebecca  Lawson  came  at  a  multi-agency  briefing  eighteen 

months after their first,  unknowing meeting on that floodlit  sidewalk — a briefing convened, with 

visible reluctance on all sides, after a joint task force decision to formally coordinate targets rather than 

continue running parallel operations that occasionally, catastrophically, collided.

Donovan brought him in under careful cover — not as Johnny Blaze, obviously, but not fully as 

Jack Mercer either, introduced to the handful of federal and state officials present only as "our asset," 

his real name withheld even in a room supposedly built on inter-agency trust, because Donovan's own 

trust in that room, by that point in the case, had worn thin enough to see through.

Rebecca Lawson sat across the conference table, sharper in person than Jack remembered from the 

sidewalk,  her  questions  precise  in  a  way  that  made  two of  the  DEA's  own senior  agents  visibly 

uncomfortable.

"With respect," she said, partway through the briefing, addressing Donovan directly, "Miami PD 

has had an asset embedded in Mendoza's organization for going on three years, and this is the first time 

my office has heard any operational detail about him beyond a code name in a compartmentalized 

memo. Meanwhile my agency has run parallel surveillance on some of the same targets for two of 

those years, and I only learned six months ago, from a source outside either of our departments, that 

Miami PD even had a deep-cover operation running at all. I'd like someone in this room to explain to 

me why that information sharing failure hasn't gotten someone killed yet."

"It nearly has," Donovan said, quietly, and the room went very still. "Twice, that I know of. Once at 

a nightclub raid your people ran without warning us your target overlapped with ours. Once at an  

airstrip  four  months  ago  that  I'm  not  at  liberty  to  discuss  in  this  setting.  I'm  not  proud  of  how 

compartmentalized this  has stayed,  Agent  Lawson.  I've lost  sleep over  exactly  the  scenario you're 



describing. But I'll tell you plainly why it's stayed this compartmentalized, because I think you of all 

people in this room will actually understand the answer: I don't fully trust that your agency is clean, any 

more than I'm sure mine is, and until one of us can prove otherwise, every name I share is a name I'm 

gambling with somebody's life."

It  was,  Jack understood,  watching from the  far  end of  the  table  in  the  borrowed,  deliberately  

unremarkable suit Donovan had picked out for the occasion, the most honest thing anyone had said in 

that entire meeting — and the most damning indictment of the whole broken system all of them were 

operating inside.  Four  separate  agencies,  a  dozen task forces,  hundreds  of  officers  and agents,  all 

supposedly pursuing the same goal, and not one of them fully able to trust the badge sitting across the 

table, because every single one of them had learned, the hard way, that a badge in that city no longer  

meant what it was supposed to mean.

Rebecca Lawson caught his eye once, near the end of the briefing, a long, assessing look that had  

nothing flirtatious in it and everything to do with the particular calculus of a woman deciding how 

much of her own operational security she could afford to risk trusting a room full of near-strangers.  

Jack held her gaze and said nothing, and something passed between them in that silence that he would 

not have been able to name at the time and would only fully understand years later, in a warehouse, 

with her voice cracking over his bleeding body — the first thread of what would eventually become the 

only law-enforcement relationship in his life he could describe, without qualification, as trust.

•  •  •

He went home three times that year, an improvement over the year before that felt, in the moment, 

like generosity, and would look, in hindsight, like the barest minimum a marriage could survive on.

Emily had changed in ways that frightened him more than anything Mendoza's organization had 

produced. Not harder, exactly — she had never been a hard woman, and three years of raising a small 

boy largely alone had not made her one — but more guarded, more efficient in her affection, the  

particular economy of a woman who has learned not to spend hope on a man who might not come back 

to redeem it.

"Luke asked me last week if you were a fireman," she told him, during the second of those three 

visits, standing in the kitchen with a dish towel twisted in both hands in a way that told him, more 

clearly than her voice did, how much the question had cost her to answer. "Because one of the boys at  

his preschool has a dad who's a fireman, and Luke wanted to know what you actually do, since you're 

never around to just — be a dad who does something ordinary. I told him you're a policeman who has a 

very important job that keeps him away a lot. He asked if the job was more important than us."

"What did you tell him?"



"I told him it wasn't." Her eyes, when she finally looked at him directly, were dry, which was  

somehow worse than tears would have been. "I don't know if I believe that anymore, Jack. I don't know 

if you believe it. I know that a three-year-old asked me a question I couldn't honestly answer, and I  

know that I'm running out of ways to explain your absence that don't eventually curdle into something 

he'll resent you for, whether or not he ever understands why."

He had no answer for her that night, and he had no answer for her the next morning, either, when he 

held Luke — four now, sturdy, already more his mother's child than his father's in every way that  

mattered — and felt the boy's small arms go around his neck with an unguarded warmth that made the  

coming  forty-eight-hour  absence  feel,  for  the  first  time,  like  an  actual  amputation  rather  than  an 

inconvenience.

He drove back into the city with Luke's question circling in his mind the way his father's sermons 

had begun circling there too, unbidden, at odd hours — a question that a four-year-old had not been 

able to fully articulate but had somehow already understood in its bones: what job, exactly, was worth 

more than being known by the people who loved you?

Jack did not have an answer that year. He would not have one for four more years after that. But the 

question had been asked now, plainly, by a child too young to know he was asking the central question 

of the entire Book his grandfather preached from every Sunday, and it would not stop circling, however 

successfully Jack managed to bury it during his working hours as Johnny Blaze.

•  •  •

By the end of that third year, something in Jack Mercer had hardened into a permanent operating 

principle, one he would carry, largely unspoken, through every remaining year of the assignment and 

into the warehouse that would nearly end it: trust no badge. Not Donovan's, not fully, though Donovan 

had earned more of it than anyone else alive. Not Ray Collins's, though he could prove nothing. Not the 

DEA's, not the FBI's, not the U.S. Attorney's office, not any uniform or title or credential that claimed,  

on its face, to stand for the law.

He trusted  T-Bone Harris,  a  small-time hustler  with  a  criminal  record  longer  than  Jack's  own 

service file, more completely than he trusted half the badges in his own department, because T-Bone,  

whatever else he was, had never once given Jack a reason to doubt where his loyalties actually landed 

when it mattered.

He trusted, with a growing and still-unexamined confidence, a DEA agent named Rebecca Lawson 

whom he had spoken to exactly once, in a briefing room, without ever revealing his real name — 

because something in the flat, unsentimental honesty of her one comment to Donovan had told him 

more about her character than three years of watching Ray Collins clap men on the shoulder had told 

him about his.



He trusted, above all, his own instincts, sharpened now by three years of reading rooms the way 

other men read weather, and he told himself that instinct, at least, could not be bought or corrupted or  

turned by anyone's cartel money — a belief he held with the particular, brittle confidence of a man who 

had  not  yet  learned  how  badly  even  his  own  instincts  could  eventually  fail  him,  in  a  different 

warehouse, four years further down a road he could not yet see the end of.

He did not yet know that the man he would eventually trust least of all, when the moment finally 

came that tested every one of these hard-won principles at once, would be exactly the man Donovan 

had been too afraid, for too long, to look at squarely — the same man who had handed him a folder in a 

diner on Calle Ocho, who had built him into Johnny Blaze brick by careful brick, who had sat across 

from him on a fishing boat a hundred times with lines neither of them intended to reel in, telling him,  

again and again, in every way a decent man knew how, to trust no one but the two of them.

He would learn, in time, that even that trust had its limits — not because Donovan himself would 

ever betray him, but because Donovan's own blind spot, his refusal to look too hard at a man he had 

golfed with for a decade, would prove, in the end, to be exactly the crack in the foundation that let the  

whole structure finally come down.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 3



CHAPTER 4
Baptized in Corruption

Miami, 1984

"For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and some people, eager for money,  
have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs." — 1 Timothy  

6:10

There is a particular kind of building, Jack Mercer came to understand in his fourth year as Johnny 

Blaze, that always looks the same regardless of the city it stands in — marble lobby, brass fixtures,  

potted plants too healthy to be real, a hush that money buys the way it buys everything else. He had 

walked into dozens of them by 1984. He had never once, in any of them, felt the presence of anything 

so honest as a warehouse full of armed men. A warehouse, at least, did not pretend to be something 

other than what it was.

The bank on Brickell Avenue where Jack laundered eleven million dollars of Victor Mendoza's 

money that year had a fountain in the lobby, a doorman in a uniform nicer than most police dress blues,  

and  a  vice  president  named Walter  Pruitt  who kept  a  photograph of  his  grandchildren  on  a  desk 

eighteen inches from the ledger where he falsified wire transfer records for a fee that came, by Jack's 

rough accounting, to nearly half a million dollars a year.

"Mr. Blaze," Pruitt  said, the first  time they met,  extending a hand soft in a way that told Jack 

immediately this was a man who had never once, in his entire adult life, done anything with his hands 

that could be called labor. "Ochoa speaks very highly of your discretion."

"I try to earn a good word," Jack said, and shook the hand, and felt, in the particular smoothness of 

Pruitt's palm, something that disturbed him more than Mendoza's yacht or the airstrip's dirt road ever  

had — the discovery that corruption, at its highest levels, required none of the nerve or violence it 

demanded on the street. It required only a desk, a photograph of grandchildren, and a willingness to 

look away from what the numbers actually meant.

•  •  •

He saw the other end of that same money three nights later, on a stretch of Overtown sidewalk he 

happened to be driving past on his way back from a meeting with Ochoa, and the distance between the 

two scenes — the marble lobby and the sidewalk, eighteen minutes apart by car and a thousand miles 

apart by every measure that actually mattered — stayed with him longer than almost anything else that  

year.



A young man, no more than twenty, was seizing on the pavement outside a boarded-up storefront 

while two other men who might have been friends or might simply have been present stood a careful  

distance away, unwilling to get close enough to be associated with whatever was happening. A patrol 

car had already pulled up, lights turning silently without the siren, and a young officer — barely older  

than the man on the ground, Jack guessed, watching from his idling Porsche across the street — was on 

his knees on the concrete, checking the man's airway with the brisk, frightened competence of someone 

who had trained for this moment and was still not fully prepared for how it actually felt.

Jack did not stop. Stopping was not something Johnny Blaze did for a stranger's overdose on a 

public sidewalk; stopping invited questions he could not afford to answer about who he was and why 

he cared. But he slowed, at the intersection, long enough to see the young officer's face clearly in the  

strobing patrol lights — open, scared, deeply and visibly present in a way Jack had trained himself out 

of being years earlier — and long enough to read the name stitched above his badge: WALLACE.

He would learn, much later, that Officer Ben Wallace had gotten that overdose victim breathing 

again before the ambulance arrived, had ridden with him to the hospital though it was not required, had 

gone home that night and, by his own later account, not slept at all. He would learn, much later still,  

that the same rookie idealism that had kept Ben Wallace on his knees on an Overtown sidewalk at two 

in the morning would eventually draw him, years further down the road, toward a very different kind of 

kneeling — but that was a thread Jack could not have imagined that night, driving past at a careful, 

unremarkable speed, cataloguing one more casualty of a business he had spent three years helping 

finance from its cleanest, most respectable end.

The young man on the  sidewalk,  Jack learned through T-Bone a  week later,  had been buying 

product cut from the same shipment Ochoa's organization had moved through Walter Pruitt's bank the 

same month — cocaine that had been cash in a marble lobby with a fountain before it was ever cash on 

a corner with a fountain of an entirely different kind. Same money. Same product. Two ends of a single 

pipeline that ran from Walter Pruitt's falsified ledgers to a twenty-year-old's collapsed vein, and nobody 

standing anywhere along that pipeline, Jack understood with a clarity that cost him something to hold 

onto, had to look at both ends at once and reckon honestly with what the whole of it actually amounted 

to.

"A false balance is abomination to the LORD: but a just weight is his delight." — 
Proverbs 11:1

He thought of that verse without entirely knowing why — some fragment of a childhood sermon 

surfacing unbidden, the way fragments had begun surfacing more and more often that year — and 

understood it, driving home, not as a verse about commerce at all but as a verse about exactly this: a  

system so thoroughly weighted toward the comfortable end of its own supply chain that the cost only  

ever seemed to register, fully and unavoidably, at the end where twenty-year-olds seized on sidewalks 



while men in marble lobbies kept photographs of their grandchildren eighteen inches from the numbers 

that made it all possible.

•  •  •

He had been baptized once, a long time ago, in a tank behind a pulpit in a small brick church an 

hour north of the city — nine years old, in a white robe two sizes too large, his father's hands steady on  

his shoulders as he went under the water and came up again into a congregation's soft applause. He 

remembered almost nothing else about that day except the particular shock of the water, colder than 

he'd expected, and his father's face above him, radiant in a way Jack had rarely seen it since, saying  

words Jack had not fully understood at nine and had not thought about again in twenty years.

"Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with him through the faith of the  
operation of God, who hath raised him from the dead." — Colossians 2:12

He thought about that baptism now, driving away from the bank on Brickell Avenue with a duffel 

bag  of  laundered  documents  on  the  passenger  seat,  and  felt  the  particular  vertigo  of  a  man who 

understood, with a clarity he could not entirely outrun, that he had been baptized into something else 

entirely over these last four years — immersed, submerged, brought up again each time changed a little 

further from whoever he had been going in. Not born again. Buried again, deeper, in something that did  

not wash off with water.

He did not say this thought aloud to anyone. There was no one left in his life, by that point, to 

whom he could have said it and been understood.

•  •  •

The councilman's name was Alan Vance, and he sat on the city's zoning and development board, 

and he had never once, as far as anyone could prove, taken an envelope of cash directly from anyone 

connected to Victor Mendoza.

What he had done, over the preceding three years, was approve a string of waterfront development 

permits for shell companies that led, through four intermediary corporations and a Panamanian holding 

trust,  back  to  the  same  laundered  accounts  Walter  Pruitt  helped  manage  on  Brickell  Avenue  — 

condominium towers and marina expansions that gave Mendoza's organization legitimate real estate to 

funnel money through, legitimate income to report, legitimate wealth that no prosecutor could easily 

untangle from the cocaine that had originally financed it.

Jack met him exactly once, at a fundraiser hosted on a rented yacht for a congressional candidate 

neither Vance nor Ochoa particularly cared about, the political donation itself merely another layer of 

legitimacy purchased at the going rate. Vance was smaller than Jack expected, sunburned, effusive in 



the particular way of career politicians who have learned to make every stranger feel, for the ninety 

seconds of a handshake, like the most important person in the room.

"Ochoa tells me you're the man who makes the paperwork disappear," Vance said, laughing, three 

drinks into an evening that would end with him considerably more than three drinks deep. "I like that. 

This city runs on paperwork disappearing. Always has. Ask anybody who's been here longer than a 

decade."

"I just move things from one place to another," Jack said. "Other people make the paperwork."

"Sure, sure." Vance clapped him on the shoulder, the same gesture Ray Collins used, the same 

gesture Jack had come to associate with men who wanted to seem more trustworthy than they had any 

right to be. "But somebody's got to keep the wheels greased, right? That's all any of us are doing out 

here. Keeping the wheels greased so the city keeps running."

"The wicked accept a bribe in secret to pervert the course of justice." — Proverbs 17:23

Jack thought of that verse — half-remembered, its exact wording slipping through his grasp the 

way most of his father's sermons had begun slipping through his grasp over four years of deliberately  

not thinking about them — standing on that yacht's deck with a glass he had no intention of finishing, 

watching a sitting city councilman laugh about greased wheels while somewhere north of the city, in a  

stash house Jack had visited  twice himself,  product  cut  with  the  same money Vance was  helping 

launder moved through the hands of teenagers who would be lucky to see thirty.

He understood, more clearly that night than at any other point in the assignment, what Donovan had 

meant on the boat a year earlier about money moving through the system in directions no one could yet 

see.  It  was not  only judges.  It  was not  only bankers.  It  reached,  patiently and without  any single 

dramatic  act  of  betrayal,  into city  council  chambers  and zoning boards  and campaign fundraisers, 

greasing wheels one small favor at a time until an entire city's infrastructure of legitimate governance 

had become, without any one person fully intending it, an extension of the same criminal enterprise it 

was supposed to police.

•  •  •

He  went  home once  that  spring,  a  single  forty-eight-hour  window Donovan  carved  out  of  an 

increasingly unforgiving operational calendar, and found the house in Coral Gables smaller than he 

remembered it, as though the rooms themselves had shrunk to match how little of himself he now had  

left to fill them with.

Luke was five that year, reading his first thin books aloud at the kitchen table with the particular  

fierce concentration of a child who has just discovered that letters make sounds and sounds make sense, 

and Jack sat across from him for an hour on a Saturday morning listening to his son sound out words  



about a dog and a ball and a red truck, and felt something in his chest that he did not have a name for at 

the time and would only later understand as grief arriving early, grief for a childhood he was watching 

happen at a distance, one brief window at a time, like a man watching his own life through a train 

window while the train kept moving.

"Daddy, why do you go away?" Luke asked him that afternoon, not looking up from the book, the 

question asked with the terrible unguarded directness of a child who has not yet learned that some 

questions are not supposed to be asked out loud.

"I have a job that takes me far away sometimes," Jack said, the same worn answer he had given a  

hundred times to Emily, to his father, to himself, and heard, for the first  time, exactly how thin it  

sounded coming out of his own mouth in his own kitchen to his own son.

"Is it a good job?"

He had no honest answer for that either. He said yes, because a five-year-old deserved at least the  

mercy of a simple answer, and hated himself, quietly, for the entire drive back into the city two days 

later, for the particular cowardice of having lied to the one person in his life who had not yet learned to 

expect it from him.

"Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from 
it." — Proverbs 22:6

He  remembered  his  father  quoting  that  verse  once,  at  some  Sunday  dinner  from  Jack's  own 

childhood, and wondered, driving south with the causeway lights strung out gold across the water, 

exactly what way he himself was training his son toward — a father who appeared twice a year, spoke 

in half-truths when he appeared at all, and had begun to suspect, in the honest hours he allowed himself 

less  and  less  often,  that  whatever  he  was  building  in  Luke's  understanding  of  what  a  father  was 

supposed to be would take considerably longer to unbuild than it had taken to build in the first place.

•  •  •

He reported all of it to Donovan, of course — Pruitt's name, Vance's name, the shell corporations,  

the Panamanian trust — and watched, over the following months, the same grinding, patient frustration 

play out that had already played out with Judge Whitaker.

"We can't touch Vance without touching the zoning board, and we can't touch the zoning board 

without  touching  half  the  legitimate  development  in  this  city,  because  Mendoza's  money  is  so 

thoroughly mixed in with clean money by now that pulling one thread unravels buildings that have 

nothing to do with any of this," Donovan told him, on the boat, in the flat, exhausted voice that had 

become, by that fourth year, his default register. "Reed's working Pruitt's bank from his side. Might 

take him three more years to build something that survives a defense attorney's first motion to dismiss.  



Might  never  happen  at  all.  That's  the  part  nobody  tells  you  going  into  this  line  of  work,  Jack.  

Sometimes you catch the man. More often, you spend a decade proving exactly how deep the rot goes 

and watch it  survive  anyway,  because rot  that  deep has  learned how to  make itself  look like  the 

foundation."

"So what was the point? Of any of it? If Vance keeps his seat and Pruitt keeps his desk and the only  

thing that actually happens is I know their names?"

"The point," Donovan said, "is that eventually enough names accumulate that even a rotten system 

has to answer for them, all at once, in a way it can't quietly absorb one at a time. I don't know when that 

day comes. I don't know if it comes before you and I are both too old to see it. But I know it doesn't 

come at all if nobody's willing to stand in rooms like that bank lobby and remember every name, every 

account, every zoning approval, until the weight of it finally breaks something loose." He looked out at 

the water a long moment. "That's the only kind of faith this job leaves room for, son. Not that you'll see 

the win. Just that the accounting matters even when nobody's balancing the books yet."

Jack  did  not  tell  Donovan,  that  afternoon,  that  the  word  faith  had  landed  on  him  strangely, 

unexpectedly, in a sentence about zoning boards and shell corporations — that some small, still-buried 

part of him had heard it and thought, for just a moment, of a white robe and cold water and his father's 

radiant face, before shutting the thought back down the way he had learned to shut down every thought 

that threatened to interrupt Johnny Blaze's carefully maintained equilibrium.

•  •  •

It was in one of Ochoa's stash houses, on an otherwise unremarkable Thursday that summer, that 

Jack first met a nineteen-year-old named Maria Alvarez, and it was Maria Alvarez, more than any judge 

or banker or councilman, who first made the true cost of the money he was laundering impossible to 

keep at arm's length.

She had come north from Honduras two years earlier, she told him later, in one of the handful of 

unguarded conversations he risked having with her, chasing a cousin's promise of legitimate work in a 

Miami  restaurant  that  had  turned  out  not  to  exist.  She  had  ended  up,  through  a  chain  of  small  

desperations Jack recognized as the same chain that trapped a hundred girls like her every year in that 

city, doing menial work in one of Ochoa's processing operations — cutting and bagging product for a 

wage that kept her fed and housed and utterly unable to leave, in a house with armed men at both doors 

who called the arrangement a job and meant, by it, something considerably closer to captivity.

Jack found her that Thursday sitting on the back steps of the stash house on a break, smoking a 

cigarette with hands that would not quite stay still, and something in the particular exhaustion of her 

posture — a nineteen-year-old sitting the way Emily had begun sitting in their kitchen, the way a  

person sits when they have run out of every version of hope except the smallest, most private kind — 



stopped him on the steps beside her before Johnny Blaze's usual careful indifference had a chance to 

reassert itself.

"You don't  have  to  be  here,"  he  said,  before  he  had fully  decided to  say  it,  and  immediately 

understood how much danger the sentence carried, both for her and for the operation he had spent three 

years building.

She looked at him with an expression that was not quite fear and not quite hope, an expression that 

told him, more clearly than anything else could have, how rarely anyone in that house spoke to her as 

though she were a person with choices left to make. "Everybody is here because they have to be here," 

she said. "That is what this place is."

"Not everybody. Not you." He did not know, saying it, exactly what he intended to do about it — 

could not, without unraveling everything Donovan had spent three years building, simply walk her out 

the front door of a cartel stash house in broad daylight. But he understood, sitting on those steps with a 

cigarette he had no intention of smoking, that he had just crossed a line he had not crossed before in 

four years of undercover work: he had let a fragment of Jack Mercer's actual conscience show through 

Johnny Blaze's careful mask, in front of a witness, for no operational reason at all.

"He hath shewed thee, O man, what is good; and what doth the LORD require of thee,  
but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?" — Micah 6:8

It took him four months, working quietly through T-Bone's network rather than his own official 

channels, to arrange Maria's exit — a forged set of papers, a bus ticket to a shelter in Tampa that a  

retired nun T-Bone knew personally still ran with no questions asked, a story constructed carefully 

enough that no one in Ochoa's operation ever connected her disappearance to Johnny Blaze at all. It 

was, by any operational measure Donovan would have recognized, an unjustifiable risk taken for a 

single life that did not  advance the case against  Mendoza by one inch — the kind of sentimental 

exposure that got undercover officers killed, and Jack knew it, and did it anyway, and told no one, not  

even Donovan, exactly how he had managed it.

He would not see Maria Alvarez again for four more years, until a hospital corridor long after the  

warehouse, long after everything that came before it — but he would think of her often in the years 

between, on nights when the money he laundered and the wheels he helped grease threatened to feel, 

for a dangerous moment, like an abstraction rather than a machine that ground up actual nineteen-year-

olds with actual names. She became, without either of them fully understanding it at the time, the first 

small crack in Johnny Blaze's armor wide enough to let something like mercy through — and mercy,  

Jack would learn much later, was not a weakness undercover work had trained out of him after all, but  

simply a thing he had buried so deep he had nearly convinced himself it was gone.

•  •  •



The deepest baptism came, that year, not from Pruitt or Vance or any of the men whose corruption 

Jack could at least name and report, but from an evening Jack spent at Victor Mendoza's own home on 

a private stretch of Gables Estates waterfront — an evening that taught him, more thoroughly than 

anything before it, exactly how far the water had risen around him.

Mendoza hosted a dinner, the kind of small, curated gathering he reserved for men he trusted at 

least provisionally — Ochoa, two of his senior lieutenants, a state senator's chief of staff whose name 

Jack was specifically instructed never to repeat outside that room, and Jack himself, seated near the 

foot of a table long enough to seat twenty, in a dining room with a chandelier that had cost more than  

most Miami police officers earned in five years.

"You are  wondering,  I  think,  how far  this  reaches,"  Mendoza said,  midway through the  meal, 

watching Jack  with  the  particular  patient  attention  that  Jack  had learned,  over  three  years,  meant 

Mendoza was testing something. "I can see it on your face, Johnny, though you hide it better than most. 

You are wondering if there is a floor to this. A bottom. Some level of this city that money cannot 

reach."

"I've stopped wondering," Jack said, which was, in its way, the truest thing he had said at that table  

all evening.

"Good.  Because  there  is  no  floor."  Mendoza  gestured,  an  economical  motion  that  somehow 

indicated the chandelier, the table, the chief of staff seated four chairs down pretending very hard not to 

be listening. "Judges. Bankers. City councils. I could show you further, Johnny, further than you have 

any need to see,  and you would find the same thing at  every level:  men who believe themselves 

separate  from what  men like  Ochoa  and I  do  on  the  street,  who tell  themselves  they  are  simply 

businessmen, simply public servants, simply keeping the wheels of a complicated city turning — and 

every one of them, if you trace the money far enough, is standing in the same water as the boy on the 

corner slinging rocks for pocket change. The only difference between them is the quality of the suit."

"Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light  
for darkness." — Isaiah 5:20

Jack drove home that night — to the Brickell Key apartment, not to Coral Gables, though some 

traitorous part of him had wanted, badly, to simply keep driving south past the county line and not stop 

until he reached his own front door — turning Mendoza's words over with a dread he could not entirely 

name. Not fear, exactly, though there was fear in it. Something closer to grief, though he would not  

have used that word yet, not in 1984, not for a version of himself that still believed grief was a luxury 

Johnny Blaze's life did not permit.

He  thought  about  a  boy  of  nine  going  under  cold  water  in  a  white  robe,  coming  up  into  a 

congregation's applause, believing, in whatever uncomplicated way a nine-year-old believes anything, 



that he had been washed of something. He thought about the water that had actually risen around him 

in the twenty years since — not the clean, deliberate water of that tank behind his father's pulpit, but a 

slower,  darker  tide  that  had  crept  up  through  banks  and  zoning  boards  and  dinner  parties  with 

chandeliers, until a man could no longer tell, most days, where the tide ended and his own skin began.

He was baptized in it now, however unwillingly. He understood that with total clarity for the first  

time that year. The only remaining question — one he did not yet have any framework to answer, one  

that would not find its answer for four more years, on a warehouse floor, with his own blood spreading  

warm across cold concrete — was whether a man could ever truly come up out of water that deep, or  

whether some baptisms, once entered, simply closed over a man's head for good.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 4



CHAPTER 5
The Rules of Undercover

Miami, 1985

"There is a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of  
death." — Proverbs 14:12

By his fifth year as Johnny Blaze, Jack Mercer had assembled, without ever writing a single word 

of it down, a private catechism of rules that governed every waking hour of his life underground — 

rules no academy had taught him, rules Donovan had never spelled out in any briefing, rules he had 

learned the way a man learns the location of a live wire: by nearly touching it, once, and remembering 

the shape of the pain precisely enough never to touch it again.

He thought of them, when he thought of them at all, simply as the rules. He did not write them  

down because a written rule was a piece of evidence, and evidence was exactly the kind of thing that  

got a man's other life discovered by the wrong set of eyes. But they lived in him regardless, load-

bearing, as real as any regulation in the department manual gathering dust in a desk drawer he had not 

opened in years.

•  •  •

Rule One: Never let them see you flinch.

He learned this rule in full on a Tuesday night in a warehouse off NW 20th Street, watching Victor 

Mendoza's chief enforcer, a silent, careful man named Julio whom everyone in the organization simply 

called "the accountant" for the particular precision with which he settled the organization's  unpaid 

debts, correct a supplier who had shorted a shipment by four kilos and lied about the count.

Jack would not commit to paper, then or ever, the precise details of what he witnessed in that  

warehouse. Some things, he had come to understand, did not need to be written to be remembered; 

some things, in fact, were remembered more completely for never having been written down at all, the 

mind returning to them unbidden at three in the morning with a clarity no page could have preserved 

better. What he could say, what he did say to Donovan four days later on the boat, in a voice flattened 

by the particular effort of not letting it shake, was that he had stood eight feet away from an act of 

deliberate cruelty carried out as calmly as a man might correct an error in a ledger, and that he had said 

nothing, done nothing, shown nothing on his face but the mild, unbothered interest Johnny Blaze was 

expected to show at any demonstration of Mendoza's organizational discipline.



"You did the only thing you could do," Donovan told him, which was true, and which helped less  

than Donovan probably hoped it would.

"I know that, Frank. Knowing it doesn't make it easier to have watched."

"Refrain thy voice from weeping, and thine eyes from tears: for thy work shall be  
rewarded, saith the LORD." — Jeremiah 31:16

He did not tell Donovan about the fragment of Scripture that had surfaced in him, unbidden, in the  

truck driving away from that warehouse — his father's voice, reciting it at some funeral from Jack's 

childhood he could no longer place, the words arriving now with a bitterness he doubted his father had 

ever intended them to carry. He was not weeping. Johnny Blaze did not weep, could not afford to, had 

trained the reflex out of himself so thoroughly that he sometimes wondered, in his more honest hours,  

whether the capacity for it still existed in him at all, buried under five years of rule one. But something 

in him had wanted to, standing in that warehouse, and the wanting itself — silent, invisible, entirely his  

own — became, that year, the whole of what remained of his conscience's protest against a life that no 

longer permitted it any louder voice.

•  •  •

Rule Two: A dealer calculates. An addict confesses.

This rule Jack learned more gently, and more often, from the small daily traffic of desperate men 

and women who moved through the fringes of Mendoza's operation — buyers, runners, the addicted 

who sometimes worked off a debt in kind rather than in cash. He learned to read the difference between 

the two kinds of lying that surrounded him constantly: the dealer's careful, deliberate untruths, built for  

a purpose and maintained with discipline, and the addict's looser, more desperate confessions, offered 

up without calculation because an addict in the grip of need had, by that point, very little left to protect.

He met a man that year named Curtis, twenty-six, a runner for one of Ochoa's mid-level lieutenants, 

who told Jack more about his own life in a single fifteen-minute conversation outside a stash house 

than most of Mendoza's inner circle had told him in five years — a childhood in Liberty City, a mother 

who'd died of the same product Curtis now moved, a habit that had started, as it so often did, with a  

doctor's prescription after a construction injury and ended somewhere neither Curtis nor anyone else 

could fully explain.

"I know how this ends," Curtis told him, unprompted, sitting on a curb with his hands shaking in  

the Miami heat in a way that had nothing to do with temperature. "I ain't stupid, Johnny. I seen how it  

ends for guys like me. I just don't know how to stop the part where it's already ending."



"Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest." — 
Matthew 11:28

Jack did not quote that verse to Curtis. He did not, that year, have any framework yet for offering it 

to anyone, including himself. He gave Curtis forty dollars he could not account for in any expense 

report and told him to get something to eat, and watched him walk away, and understood, with a clarity  

that unsettled him more than Julio's warehouse had, that the rule about dealers and addicts was true as  

far as it went, but incomplete — that beneath the calculation of every dealer and the confession of  

every addict ran the same underlying hunger, the same emptiness reaching for anything at all that might 

fill it, and that he had spent five years moving comfortably among both kinds of hunger without once 

examining how much of his own life ran on an emptiness he had simply learned to disguise better than 

either of them.

•  •  •

Rule Three: Everyone at the table is expendable, including you.

Mendoza taught  him this  rule  directly,  without  ever  intending it  as  a  lesson,  simply by living 

according to it so consistently that its truth became impossible to ignore. Jack watched, over that fifth 

year, three different men who had once sat close to Mendoza's inner circle disappear from it entirely — 

one reassigned to a lesser territory after a shipment went wrong through no clear fault of his own, one 

simply gone, no explanation offered or expected, one found, eventually, in a canal off Krome Avenue in 

a  state  the medical  examiner's  report  described in  language clinical  enough to obscure how much 

cruelty the description actually contained.

"You understand," Mendoza told him once, with the particular detached warmth he reserved for 

lessons he considered important, "that I do not keep men close to me because I love them. I keep men 

close to me because they are useful, and I remain generous with them for exactly as long as their 

usefulness exceeds their risk. The day that calculation reverses — for any man, Johnny, any man at all, 

including  you,  including  Ochoa,  including  men  who  have  been  with  me  twenty  years  —  the 

arrangement ends. This is not cruelty. This is simply arithmetic. Sentiment is a luxury for men who do 

not have to survive the way we survive."

Jack absorbed the lesson the way Johnny Blaze absorbed everything — outwardly unbothered, 

inwardly cataloguing it as one more piece of intelligence for Donovan's file — but he carried it home 

with him that night in a way the file itself never could have captured: the understanding that he was, at 

every  single  moment  of  every  single  day  for  five  years  running,  exactly  as  expendable  to  Victor 

Mendoza as any of the three men who had vanished, and that the only thing standing between Jack 

Mercer and a canal off Krome Avenue was the thin, continually renegotiated calculation of his own 

usefulness.



"Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the  
things of itself." — Matthew 6:34

It was a strange verse to surface in that context, and Jack turned it over for years afterward without 

ever quite deciding whether it had come to him as comfort or as accusation — whether the peace his 

father's Scripture offered was meant for a man living inside Mendoza's arithmetic of expendability, or  

whether that peace was only ever available to men who had left such arithmetic behind entirely, which 

Jack, in 1985, had shown no sign of being able to do.

•  •  •

Rule Four: The money is never the point. The money is armor.

He learned this rule slowly, over years rather than a single incident,  watching men accumulate 

wealth that outstripped any reasonable use they could make of it — houses they visited twice a year, 

cars they rotated through faster than they could learn to drive them well, watches and boats and jewelry 

that functioned, Jack came to understand, not as pleasure but as a kind of visible proof against a fear 

none  of  them ever  spoke  aloud:  the  fear  of  being,  underneath  the  suits  and  the  gold,  still  just  a 

frightened boy from a neighborhood that had taught him early and permanently that safety was never 

guaranteed to anyone who didn't buy it in advance.

He recognized the rule most clearly in himself, if he was honest, standing in his own closet on 

Brickell  Key  some  mornings,  running  a  hand  along  thirty  shirts  he  had  not  chosen  and  did  not 

particularly  want,  understanding  that  Johnny  Blaze's  wealth  was  armor  in  exactly  the  same  way 

Mendoza's was — a wall built against the fear of being, underneath it all, simply Jack Mercer: a man 

whose marriage was failing, whose son barely knew him, whose father had stopped being able to look 

at him without visible disappointment, and who had discovered, five years into an assignment that was 

supposed to end in eighteen months, that gold chains and leased Porsches were remarkably effective at 

keeping a man from having to feel any of that too closely.

"For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also." — Matthew 6:21

He thought  of  that  verse  more  than any other  that  year,  mostly because he could not  entirely 

disagree with it, and disagreeing with it would have required admitting where, precisely, five years of 

accumulated armor had actually relocated his own heart to.

•  •  •

Rule Five: Silence is not the same as safety.



This was the rule Rebecca Lawson taught him, indirectly, at their third real encounter — a chance 

meeting, this one, rather than an arranged briefing, at a marina where both of them happened to be 

conducting  entirely  separate  surveillance  on  entirely  separate  targets  who  happened,  as  so  often 

occurred in that overlapping city, to be doing business with each other on the same dock.

"You  people  never  talk  to  us  until  something's  already  gone  wrong,"  she  said,  not  unkindly, 

recognizing him this time — Donovan had, by then, finally allowed a narrow, carefully controlled  

channel of direct contact between the two of them, born out of three years of near-misses that had 

convinced even his caution that the alternative was more dangerous than the risk. "I understand why. I  

even respect it, some days. But silence isn't safety, Johnny. It just moves the danger to a place neither of 

us can see it coming from."

"You want me to just start handing over everything I know?"

"I want you to understand that the thing that's going to get one of us killed isn't the wrong word said 

too loud. It's the right word that never got said at all, because everybody in this city has decided silence 

is safer than trust." She said it plainly, without performance, in the flat unsentimental register Jack had 

come to associate with the very few people in his life he had learned, against every one of his other 

rules, to actually believe.

"Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free." — John 8:32

He did not tell her that a verse had surfaced in him, standing on that dock, or that it had arrived with 

a particular ache attached to it — the recognition that he had built an entire five-year architecture on the 

opposite premise, that lies, not truth, were what had kept him breathing this long, and that some part of 

him, deep enough down that he rarely let it surface even to himself, suspected the freedom that verse  

promised was not actually available to a man who had spent this many years mastering precisely the  

opposite discipline.

•  •  •

Rule Six: When violence starts, survival looks exactly like guilt.

The clearest illustration of this rule came in the autumn of that fifth year, during a dispute between 

two of Ochoa's mid-level lieutenants that erupted, with almost no warning, into gunfire in a nightclub 

parking lot on a Saturday night crowded with entirely uninvolved bystanders. Jack was twenty feet  

away when the first shots came, and his body did precisely what five years of training — both the 

department's and the street's — had built it to do: it went low, moved fast, put a car between himself  

and the exchange of fire,  and waited, controlled and calculating, for the shooting to stop before it 

moved again.



He would learn, three days later, that a young woman celebrating a birthday in that same parking lot 

had been struck by a stray round meant for neither combatant, and had survived only because an off-

duty paramedic happened to be among the crowd that scattered when the shooting started. He would 

learn that Ochoa's two lieutenants had settled their dispute, in the end, without either one dying, the 

whole violent episode reduced within a week to a rumor traded quietly among people who understood 

better than to ask questions out loud.

What stayed with Jack longest was not the gunfire itself but the particular, disorienting guilt of 

having survived it so competently — the understanding that the same cold, trained instinct that had 

kept  him  alive  through  five  years  of  exactly  this  kind  of  chaos  looked,  from  any  honest  angle,  

indistinguishable from the instinct of every other man in that parking lot who had also gone low, moved 

fast, and let a stranger's birthday celebration absorb a bullet meant for someone else. Survival in that  

world required a kind of selective blindness that Jack had gotten expert at deploying, and expertise, he 

understood driving home that night, was not the same thing as innocence, however much he needed it  

to be.

"Am I my brother's keeper?" — Genesis 4:9

He thought of Cain's question — the oldest evasion in Scripture, offered up by the first murderer as  

though the question itself might somehow undo the answer both men already knew — and understood, 

with a discomfort he could not entirely shake, how many nights over five years he had asked some 

version of the same question of his own conscience, and how consistently, when the shooting started 

and survival demanded it, he had answered it the same way Cain had.

•  •  •

Rule Seven: The rules do not take days off, and neither can you.

He learned the last and hardest rule of that fifth year on a Sunday afternoon in Coral Gables — one 

of only four home visits Donovan managed to arrange for him that entire year, each one shorter and 

more fragile than the last, like a bridge built from fewer and fewer boards the longer the assignment  

stretched on.

Emily had a friend over that afternoon, a woman from Luke's school Jack had never met, and he 

watched, standing in his own kitchen with a glass of iced tea he had not asked for,  the particular  

practiced ease with which his wife introduced him.

"This is Jack. He travels a lot for work." Not "my husband." Not "Luke's father." Just Jack, a fact 

offered with the flat, rehearsed economy of a woman who had learned to describe her own marriage in 

the smallest possible number of words, because any larger description risked opening a door she no  

longer had the strength to walk back through in front of company.



He understood, watching her laugh at something the other woman said, effortless and unguarded in 

a way she was never quite effortless or unguarded with him anymore, that some version of Rule Three 

had crept into his own home without his permission — that he had become, even to his own wife, a  

man whose usefulness and risk she now weighed instinctively, the way Mendoza weighed every man at 

his table, deciding moment to moment how much of herself was safe to extend toward someone who 

might simply vanish from her life again on forty-eight hours' notice.

"You're staring," Emily said, later, after the friend had gone, Luke already asleep, the two of them 

alone in a kitchen that had become, over five years, a room Jack no longer fully knew how to occupy.

"I'm trying to remember what it looked like before," he said, which was as close to the truth as he  

had come in longer than he could remember.

"Before what, Jack?"

"Before I learned how to be good at this." He did not fully explain what this meant, and she did not 

fully ask him to, both of them understanding, in the particular shorthand that five years of half-truths 

had built between them, that some doors were easier left shut than opened partway.

"Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also  
reap." — Galatians 6:7

He drove back into the city that  night turning the verse over with a dread he had gotten very  

practiced, by then, at not examining too closely — understanding, in the honest hour of a late drive  

across a dark causeway, that a man could not spend five years sowing rules built entirely for survival 

among killers and expect, at the end of it, to reap a marriage, a son, a father's blessing, anything at all 

that those rules had never once been designed to protect. The rules kept Johnny Blaze alive. He was 

beginning to understand, that year, exactly what they were quietly costing Jack Mercer in the process 

— and that the bill, whenever it finally came due, was not going to arrive with any more warning than  

Mendoza's arithmetic ever gave the men who disappeared from his table.

•  •  •

By the end of that fifth year, the rules had become so thoroughly load-bearing in Jack Mercer's 

daily existence that he could no longer fully separate them from his own personality — could no longer 

say with confidence, on his more honest nights, which parts of his flat, unbothered calm were Johnny 

Blaze's  tradecraft  and which parts  had simply become,  through five  years  of  repetition,  the  truest 

available description of who Jack Mercer actually was.

He had learned to survive among killers, addicts, and traffickers by becoming, in every visible and 

functional respect, a man who belonged among them — competent in their violence, fluent in their 

calculations,  expendable  by  their  arithmetic  and  entirely  at  peace  with  the  expendability.  He  had 



learned the rules perfectly. It would take him two more years, and a warehouse, and a bullet that should  

have killed him, to understand that the rules he had mastered so completely were themselves the way 

that seemed right to a man, and that the ways of death his father had warned him about all  those  

Sundays  ago  did  not  always  announce  themselves  with  gunfire.  Sometimes  they  simply  arrived, 

patiently, disguised as competence, disguised as survival, disguised as a man who had gotten so good at 

the rules of an entirely different  kingdom that  he had forgotten,  almost  completely,  that  any other 

kingdom still existed to return to.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 5

CHAPTER 6
Blood on the Pavement

Miami, 1986

"Whoso sheddeth man's blood, by man shall his blood be shed: for in the image of God 
made he man." — Genesis 9:6

The deal was supposed to take eleven minutes.

Jack had done the math on it beforehand, the way he did the math on everything by his sixth year  

underground — walk in, confirm the count, signal Ochoa's men to bring the product forward, watch the 

buyers confirm their own count, walk out. Eleven minutes, maybe twelve with traffic on the exchange 

itself, a routine mid-level transaction of the kind Jack had personally facilitated perhaps two hundred 

times since the night he'd first shaken Hector Ochoa's hand in a private room above a nightclub on 

Washington Avenue. Routine was the word Donovan had used, reviewing the operational plan on the 

boat three days earlier. Routine was the word that would come back to haunt every report filed about 

that afternoon for the following six months.

The buyer was a new face — a Tampa distributor named Reggie Diaz expanding his father's old 

territory, young and confident in the particular way of men who had inherited a business rather than 

built it, meeting Ochoa's people for the first time on a stretch of Northwest Seventh Avenue that Ochoa 

had used a dozen times before without incident. Diaz brought two men Jack did not recognize. Ochoa 

brought three, plus Jack himself, standing at the edge of the exchange in the unbothered, watchful 

posture Johnny Blaze had perfected over six years of exactly this kind of transaction.



Jack noticed Curtis first — the same Curtis from the year before, the runner with the shaking hands  

and the mother he'd lost to the same product he moved, standing near the mouth of the alley where the 

exchange was set to happen, apparently running an errand for one of Ochoa's lieutenants that had put  

him,  through nothing more  than  bad luck and a  low position  in  the  organization's  pecking order,  

directly in the path of what was about to happen.

He would think, for years afterward, about how much of that afternoon turned on positions that had 

nothing to do with guilt or innocence — where a man happened to be standing, rather than what he 

happened to deserve.

•  •  •

Ochoa had made small talk with Reggie Diaz for nearly three minutes before the count even began,  

the particular unhurried courtesy of men establishing a new business relationship they hoped would last 

years rather than one transaction — a courtesy Jack had watched play out a hundred times before and 

had learned to read, by then, as its own kind of ritual, as formal in its way as anything his father had  

ever performed at a pulpit.

"Your father moved careful," Ochoa said, clapping Diaz's shoulder with the easy familiarity of a 

man twenty years his senior. "Never took more territory than he could hold. You understand that lesson, 

or you learn it the hard way, like every son who wants to prove he's bigger than his father's caution."

"I understand it," Diaz said, with the particular overconfidence of a young man who had heard the  

lesson many times and had not yet been made to feel its weight. "I'm not looking to prove anything  

today. I'm looking to buy product and build something my father would've been proud to see."

Jack  stood  at  the  alley's  edge  during  this  exchange,  cataloguing  both  men  with  the  patient 

attentiveness five years of tradecraft had built into him — Ochoa's genuine, unhurried warmth, Diaz's  

thin veneer of confidence stretched a little too tight over something Jack recognized, having seen it in a 

dozen younger men before him, as a fear of failing to live up to an inheritance he had not yet earned the 

right to claim. He noted, too, the particular quality of the afternoon light angling down between the  

buildings, the smell of the alley's dumpsters warming in the heat, the ordinary Tuesday traffic noise 

from the avenue beyond — all of it the mundane texture of a transaction Jack had performed so many 

times that his mind had, without his full permission, begun composing the report he would eventually  

file to Donovan even before the exchange had properly begun.

He would remember, afterward, hating himself faintly for how bored he had been in those first  

three minutes. He would remember it as one more piece of evidence for a private indictment he was  

building against himself that he did not yet have full words for — the understanding that boredom, of 

all things, had become one of Johnny Blaze's most reliable emotional registers, a man so thoroughly 



acclimated  to  danger  that  danger  itself  had  started  to  feel,  in  its  ordinary  daily  doses,  almost 

administrative.

"Wherefore, if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away;  
behold, all things are become new." — 2 Corinthians 5:17

He did not think of that verse standing in that alley. He would think of it only years later, reading 

back over the arc of that Tuesday afternoon from the far side of everything that eventually happened to 

him, understanding only in hindsight how completely the opposite had become true of him by his sixth 

year underground — how thoroughly the old things had not passed away at all, but had simply learned 

to wear a newer, better-tailored disguise.

•  •  •

The first sign that the routine transaction was not, in fact, routine came four minutes in, when a 

gray sedan that had no business on that block rolled slowly past the mouth of the alley, slowed further, 

and did not continue on.

Jack clocked it immediately — the particular wrongness of a car moving exactly slowly enough to 

look casual and exactly slowly enough to be counting something, the way the driver's eyes tracked the 

alley rather than the road ahead. He had seen that same wrongness before, in a warehouse parking lot  

years  earlier,  in  the  arrival  of  Mendoza's  own security  detail  testing his  loyalty  at  an  airstrip.  He 

recognized it now the way a man recognizes weather about to break, and had perhaps three seconds to 

decide what to do with the recognition before the sedan's doors opened and the world he had spent six 

years  learning  to  survive  in  showed  him,  once  again,  exactly  how quickly  routine  could  become 

catastrophe.

"Down!" Jack shouted — the one unguarded, unrehearsed word Johnny Blaze allowed himself that 

entire afternoon, a word that came from some older, more honest part of him than the persona he had 

spent six years perfecting — and the alley erupted.

They were not police. They were not rivals settling an old score, not exactly, though the distinction 

would take weeks to fully untangle in the after-action reports Jack would eventually read: three men 

working for a Colombia-based crew that had heard, through channels nobody Jack knew ever fully 

traced, that a large cash transaction was moving through that alley that afternoon, and had come not to 

buy anything at all but to take it, cash and product both, from whichever side proved slower to react.

The math of eleven minutes collapsed into something measured in single seconds. Reggie Diaz's 

men went for their weapons first, which meant they died first, both of them, in the initial exchange of  

fire that filled the alley with a sound Jack's body remembered from a hundred training exercises and 

had never once, in six years, gotten used to hearing for real. Ochoa's own men returned fire, competent  



and disciplined in the way men who had done this before were competent and disciplined, and for eight  

or nine seconds the alley became a corridor of noise and muzzle flash that no one standing inside it 

could  have  described  afterward  with  total  accuracy,  because  no  one  standing  inside  it  was  doing 

anything but surviving.

"Their feet run to evil, and they make haste to shed innocent blood: their thoughts are  
thoughts of iniquity; wasting and destruction are in their paths." — Isaiah 59:7

Jack went for cover behind a dumpster at the alley's mouth, the same reflex that had kept him alive 

at the airstrip four years earlier, and from there watched the specific, terrible arithmetic of who lived 

and who did not begin resolving itself with no regard whatsoever for who deserved which outcome.

•  •  •

Curtis was hit in the second exchange of fire, a stray round meant for no one in particular, the kind 

of wound that the after-action report would later describe in the same clinical language Jack had once 

read describing a canal off Krome Avenue — as though clinical language could make any of it smaller  

than it actually was.

Jack saw him go down from behind the dumpster, saw him try to crawl toward the alley's mouth 

and away from the gunfire, saw the particular slow, wrong way his legs moved that told Jack, even at  

that distance, even in that chaos, that the wound was serious enough to kill him if nobody reached him 

soon.

This was the moment — Jack would return to it more times over the following years than to almost  

any other single moment in his seven years underground — when every rule he had spent five years 

assembling collapsed at once into a single, unbearable choice. Rule One said never let them see you 

flinch.  Rule  Three  said  everyone  at  the  table  was  expendable,  including  himself,  and  by  strict 

extension, including a low-level runner who was not, by any operational measure, anyone Jack Mercer 

had any obligation to save. Rule Six said survival looked exactly like guilt when the shooting started,  

and the safest, most disciplined thing Johnny Blaze could do, the thing five years of training had built 

him to do, was stay behind the dumpster until the shooting stopped and let the arithmetic of that alley  

resolve itself without his interference.

He went anyway.

He would not, in any report he ever filed, in any conversation he ever had with Donovan or with 

anyone else, fully explain why. He understood, breaking from cover with bullets still moving through 

that alley in patterns no one could fully predict, that he was doing something that violated every rule he  

had built his survival on, that he was risking six years of careful work and quite possibly his own life  



for a twenty-six-year-old runner who would, by any cold accounting Victor Mendoza himself might 

have made, not have been worth the risk.

"Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." — 
John 15:13

He was not thinking of that verse as he crossed the open ground of that alley in a low, fast crouch  

that put him, for four or five of the longest seconds of his life, directly in the path of crossfire from  

three separate directions. He would think of it only much later, turning the afternoon over and over in 

the privacy of his own mind, wondering what exactly had moved through him in that moment that had 

nothing to do with tradecraft or training or any rule he had ever consciously assembled — some older, 

more stubborn thing that had survived six years of careful burial and had chosen, in the one moment 

that mattered most, to surface anyway.

He got his hands under Curtis's arms and dragged him the remaining fifteen feet to the questionable 

cover of a parked car, applying pressure to a wound in the young man's abdomen with a competence 

that surprised even himself, some fragment of academy first-aid training surfacing through six years of 

disuse, and stayed there, exposed, talking to Curtis in a low, steady voice that had nothing of Johnny 

Blaze's careful unbotheredness left in it at all, until the gunfire finally, mercifully, stopped.

•  •  •

It stopped because the crew in the gray sedan, having taken two casualties of their own and having 

failed to secure either the cash or the product in the chaos, made the calculation that every rational 

actor  in  that  world eventually  made when a  job went  sideways:  that  survival  mattered more than 

completion, and retreated, tires screaming, back the way they had come.

The silence that followed was almost worse than the gunfire. Jack had heard that particular silence 

before — in a different warehouse, years earlier, in the aftermath of Julio's quiet cruelty — the specific 

quality of quiet that arrives after violence, thick with the sound of things that had just happened and 

could not be unhappened.

Ochoa was alive, miraculously untouched, already barking orders at his surviving men to clear the 

scene of anything that could not survive a police report. Reggie Diaz's two men were dead. One of 

Ochoa's own men was wounded, seriously but not fatally. And Curtis lay on the pavement with Jack's  

hands still pressed against a wound that both of them, by that point, understood was not going to close 

in time.

"Johnny," Curtis said — his voice smaller now, the fear in it strangely calmer than it had been on 

that curb a year earlier, talking about how this all ended — "I told you. Didn't I tell you? I knew how it 

ended."



"Not today," Jack said, which was a lie, the kind of lie Johnny Blaze had told a thousand times over 

six years, except that this time the lie cost him something it had never cost him before, because some 

part of him already knew, with the flat certainty of a man who had seen enough gunshot wounds to 

recognize the ones that did not resolve, that today was in fact exactly how it ended.

"To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven... A time  
to kill, and a time to heal." — Ecclesiastes 3:1,3

Curtis  died  four  minutes  later,  on  that  pavement,  before  the  ambulance  Ochoa's  people  had 

reluctantly  agreed  to  call  —  reluctantly,  because  ambulances  brought  police,  and  police  brought  

questions — could arrive to do anything more than confirm what Jack already knew. Jack held his hand 

through the last of it, in front of Ochoa and two of his surviving men, in a display of sentiment that 

violated every rule  he had built  his  survival  on,  and found,  in  the moment  itself,  that  he did not  

particularly care what any of them made of it.

•  •  •

The patrol officers who responded to the scene, once the ambulance's arrival made concealment 

impossible, included a face Jack recognized from four years earlier, though the recognition went only 

one direction: Officer Ben Wallace, older now, steadier, working a beat that had apparently brought him 

to this exact stretch of Northwest Seventh Avenue at the worst possible moment for Jack's cover.

Jack watched Wallace take in  the  scene with the same open,  present  attentiveness  he'd  shown 

kneeling over an overdose victim years earlier — cataloguing the two dead men, the wounded man 

being loaded into a second ambulance, Jack himself, blood-soaked to the elbows, sitting on a curb with  

the flat, thousand-yard stillness of a man who had just watched someone die in his arms.

"Sir, I need you to stay right there," Wallace said, approaching with the careful, controlled caution  

of  an  officer  uncertain  yet  whether  the  man  in  front  of  him  was  victim,  witness,  or  something 

considerably more dangerous. "Can you tell me what happened here?"

Jack gave him Johnny Blaze's account — vague, cooperative in exactly the calibrated way that 

avoided both suspicion and useful detail, the practiced performance of a man who had done this exact 

dance with patrol officers a dozen times over six years and had never once, until this afternoon, found 

the performance this difficult to sustain. He watched Wallace write down a version of events that was  

not quite true and not quite false, close enough to satisfy a report that would eventually be filed and 

forgotten among a hundred other unsolved shootings that year, and felt, watching the young officer's 

careful, earnest handwriting, an exhaustion that went deeper than anything six years of undercover 

work had produced in him before.



A quiet, coordinated intervention from Donovan's office — the kind of intervention that existed 

nowhere in writing and that Jack understood, without ever being told directly, involved Ray Collins's 

careful hand somewhere in the paperwork — ensured that Johnny Blaze's name never surfaced in any 

report beyond a vague notation about an uncooperative witness who had left the scene before a full 

statement  could  be  taken.  Jack  would  learn  only  much  later,  piecing  it  together  from  fragments  

Donovan let slip on the boat, that Ray Collins had personally walked the incident report through three 

different desks that week, smoothing its language, redirecting its focus, doing precisely the kind of 

quiet, competent favor that had made him, for six years, the one relationship in Jack's professional life 

that had never once given him reason for suspicion.

He would understand only much later still, with the particular sick clarity that arrived only after the  

warehouse, after everything, exactly how convenient it had been that Ray Collins happened to know 

precisely which report needed smoothing, and precisely how to smooth it — a competence that had 

nothing to do with loyalty to Jack Mercer and everything to do with protecting an arrangement Ray 

Collins had been quietly running for reasons Jack would not fully understand until it was almost too 

late to matter.

•  •  •

Donovan met him that night on the boat, off schedule, off protocol, because some things could not 

wait for the usual careful rhythm of their meetings.

"Tell me," Donovan said, and Jack told him — the sedan, the ambush, Curtis, all of it, in the flat, 

exhausted voice of a man who had used up every reserve of composure he had left for one single day.

"You broke cover to save him," Donovan said, when Jack finished. It was not quite a question.

"Yes."

"You understand what that could have cost us. Six years, Jack. Everything Reed's built on Whitaker, 

everything we've got on Vance and Pruitt, everything we might eventually get on Mendoza himself — 

all of it rests on nobody in that world ever seeing Johnny Blaze do something a real criminal wouldn't  

do. And breaking cover under fire to save a low-level runner who wasn't even your responsibility is 

exactly the kind of thing a real criminal doesn't do."

"I know that, Frank."

"Then why?"

Jack was quiet a long moment, looking out at the dark water, turning the question over with the  

same honesty he had turned over every hard question that year, unwilling any longer to give Donovan 

— or himself — an answer dressed up as anything cleaner than it actually was.



"Because I watched him die anyway," Jack said finally. "And some part of me needed to know that  

I'd at least tried not to let it happen the easy way. The way Rule Three says it's supposed to happen. 

Everybody expendable. Everybody a line item." He shook his head. "I'm tired, Frank. I'm tired of being  

a man who can watch that and not move."

"Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord." — Romans 12:19

Donovan did not have an answer for that, not that night, and Jack understood, watching the older 

man's face in the running lights of the boat, that some version of the same exhaustion had been quietly 

accumulating in Donovan too, across three years of Whitaker and Vance and Pruitt and every other 

name that went into a file and never came out again in the form of an actual conviction. Neither of 

them said so aloud. But something passed between them on that boat that night that had not been there  

before — the shared, unspoken recognition of two men who had each, in their own way, spent years 

discovering exactly how much a system could absorb before something in the men serving it simply 

broke.

•  •  •

Rebecca  Lawson  learned  about  the  shooting  through  her  own  channels  three  days  later,  and 

requested, through Donovan, one of the narrow, carefully controlled conversations the two of them 

were occasionally permitted by that point in the operation — a conversation that took place, this time,  

in a rented room above a laundromat on Flagler  Street  that  smelled permanently of detergent and 

steam.

"I heard a man died in that alley," she said, without preamble, studying Jack's face with the same 

patient attentiveness she'd shown him at their first briefing years earlier. "I heard somebody broke from 

cover to try to save him. That doesn't sound like standard tradecraft to me, Johnny. That sounds like a 

man whose cover is starting to cost him more than the department's willing to admit."

"Maybe it is."

"Is it worth it? Whatever's left at the end of this — is it going to be worth what it's costing you to 

get there?"

Jack did not have an answer for her either, not a clean one, not that afternoon. He gave her instead 

the only honest thing he had left to offer, sitting in a rented room above a laundromat with the smell of 

steam and soap around them both.

"I don't know anymore," he said. "I used to know. I used to be able to tell you exactly why every  

piece of it mattered. I watched a kid bleed out on a sidewalk three days ago because a bunch of grown 

men decided a bag of cash was worth more than his life, and I'm not entirely sure, sitting here, that the  

arithmetic I'm running my own life on is any cleaner than theirs."



"The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a  
contrite spirit." — Psalm 34:18

Rebecca did not offer him easy comfort, which was, Jack understood even then, exactly why he  

trusted her more than almost anyone else left in his life. She simply sat with him a while in the quiet of  

that room, two law enforcement officers from two agencies that had spent years refusing to fully trust 

one  another,  finding,  in  the  specific  wreckage  of  one  bad  afternoon,  something  that  functioned, 

however briefly, like the beginning of an actual alliance.

•  •  •

Victor Mendoza summoned him five days after the shooting, and the summons itself told Jack 

everything he needed to know about how seriously the organization had taken the loss of two of Diaz's  

men and the humiliation of having been robbed, however unsuccessfully, on its own claimed territory.

"You were there," Mendoza said, without preamble, in the same dining room with the expensive 

chandelier where Jack had once heard him declare there was no floor to how far corruption reached. 

"Ochoa tells me you saw the car before anyone else did. He tells me you were the first to react."

"I got lucky," Jack said. "I saw something wrong and I said something. That's all it was."

"Luck." Mendoza turned the word over the way he turned over everything, testing its weight before 

deciding whether to accept it. "I have found, in twenty-two years of this business, that the men who 

survive tend to describe their survival as luck, and the men who do not survive are never available to  

disagree with them. I am not interested in whether it was luck, Johnny. I am interested in finding the  

men who did this, and I would like your help doing it."

Jack understood, in that dining room, that he had arrived at a second impossible choice that week,  

one considerably harder to navigate than the first — because the first choice, breaking cover to save 

Curtis, had cost him only his own safety and the risk of exposure. This choice would cost something 

else entirely: if he helped Mendoza identify the crew responsible, men would die, likely within days, in  

a retaliation that would be swift, thorough, and utterly outside any court's ability to review it. If he 

refused, or slow-walked the help Mendoza was requesting, he risked exactly the kind of suspicion that 

had ended other  men's  usefulness  within  Mendoza's  organization — a  suspicion that  could,  given 

enough time to fester, cost him six years of work and quite possibly his life.

"I'll ask around," Jack said, which was the only answer available to him that did not immediately 

endanger either his cover or his conscience, though he understood, saying it, that the sentence bought 

him time rather than resolution.

"Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men...  
Avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is  

mine; I will repay, saith the Lord." — Romans 12:17,19



He reported the request to Donovan within the hour, from a payphone three blocks from Mendoza's 

house, keeping his voice as flat and controlled as he could manage. "He wants me to help find them, 

Frank. If I do, they're dead within a week. If I don't, or if I look like I'm dragging my feet, I've got a 

problem I don't know how to solve."

"Give him something," Donovan said, after a long pause. "Something true enough to satisfy him 

and useless enough that it doesn't actually get anyone killed by our hand, even indirectly. T-Bone might 

know a name or two on the street — feed Mendoza a name that's already dead, or already fled the state, 

or already so deep in someone else's territory that Mendoza's people won't be able to reach him without 

starting a war he doesn't want. Buy time. That's all we can do here, Jack. There's no version of this  

where you come out with clean hands. There's only a version where the hands get a little less dirty than  

the alternative."

It took T-Bone four days to find him a name — a low-level enforcer named Reyes, no relation to 

Salvatore, who had in fact been part of the crew that hit the alley and had, conveniently, already fled to 

Union City ahead of a separate and unrelated debt he owed to people considerably more dangerous than 

Mendoza.  Jack passed the name along with a manufactured account  of  how he'd come by it,  and 

watched, over the following weeks, as Mendoza's people spent considerable effort chasing a man who 

was already, by the time they started looking, three states away and functionally unreachable — a  

resolution that satisfied Mendoza's need for visible action without costing anyone a life Jack could have 

prevented by silence.

He understood, watching that manufactured resolution play out, that he had not actually avoided the 

moral weight of Mendoza's request. He had only redirected it, bought time with a lie dressed up as  

cooperation, and told himself that the difference between redirection and complicity was wide enough 

to live inside. He was no longer entirely sure, by that point in the assignment, that the difference was as  

wide as he needed it to be.

•  •  •

Jack drove home to Coral Gables that weekend, an unscheduled visit Donovan approved without 

argument, understanding better than anyone that some debts a man owed to his own family could not 

survive many more postponements.

He did not tell Emily about Curtis. He told her, instead, in the plainest language he had used with  

her in years, that he had seen something that week he did not think he would ever fully recover from, 

and that he was sorry, more sorry than he knew how to say, for all the years he had spent coming home 

from things like it and pretending, for her sake and for his own, that he had not been changed by any of 

it.



"You look different," she said, studying him across the kitchen table in a way she had not looked at 

him directly in longer than either of them could easily remember. "Not older. Just — further away. Like 

you're standing on the other side of something I can't see."

"I think I am," Jack said. "I don't know how to get back."

She did not have an answer for that either, and neither of them pretended, that weekend, that easy 

answers were still available to a marriage that had absorbed six years of exactly this kind of silence.  

But she reached across the table and took his hand, the way she had not done in longer than he could  

remember, and for a moment — brief, imperfect, entirely insufficient to the size of what stood between  

them — something like the beginning of the man he used to be flickered back into the space where  

Johnny Blaze usually stood guard.

"They that take the sword shall perish with the sword." — Matthew 26:52

He thought of that verse driving back into the city two days later, and did not know, that year,  

whether it was meant as a warning about the violence he had witnessed, or about the violence he had  

begun, almost without noticing, to carry inside himself as a permanent resident — a guest that had 

moved in gradually, over six years, and showed no sign any longer of planning to leave.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 6

CHAPTER 7
The Informant

Miami, 1986

"God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound  
mind." — 2 Timothy 1:7

T-Bone  Harris  called  for  an  emergency  meeting  three  weeks  after  Curtis's  funeral,  breaking a 

protocol he had never once broken in five years of careful, patient handling — no cutouts, no dead 

drop, no waiting for Jack's next scheduled pass through the bar on NW 2nd Avenue where they usually 

conducted their business. He called the emergency number Donovan had given him for exactly this 

contingency and had never expected to use, and when Jack met him two hours later in a rented motel 

room off the Tamiami Trail, he found a man he barely recognized.



T-Bone's hands had always shaken a little, the small tremor of a man who lived permanently a half-

step ahead of his own nerves. That night they would not stop shaking at all, and his eyes went to the 

door  every  ninety  seconds  with  the  specific,  animal  alertness  of  a  man  who  believed,  with  total 

conviction, that someone was already coming for him.

"I need you to listen to me before you say anything," T-Bone said, before Jack had even fully closed 

the door. "I need you to understand I did not go looking for this. I was moving boxes, Johnny. That's all  

I was doing. Ochoa's people needed extra hands clearing out a storage unit in Hialeah, paid cash, no 

questions, and I needed the money, and I opened the wrong box."

•  •  •

The wrong box, it turned out, contained eleven months of handwritten ledgers — not the sanitized, 

laundered records Walter Pruitt kept on Brickell Avenue, but the raw underlying accounting Mendoza's 

organization used to track its own money before Pruitt's bank ever touched it. Names. Dates. Dollar  

figures reconciled against specific shipments. And, threaded through the entries in a shorthand T-Bone 

had puzzled over for two days before he understood what he was looking at, a direct, unlaundered 

record connecting cash payments to a councilman's initials, a judge's initials, and a banker's account 

number  that  matched,  almost  exactly,  numbers  Jack  himself  had  once  reported  to  Donovan  from 

memory after his own evenings with Walter Pruitt.

"I know what I'm holding," T-Bone said, and his voice cracked on the word holding in a way that 

told Jack he had not slept properly since he'd found it. "I've been doing this a long time, Johnny. I know 

what evidence looks like when I'm standing next to it, because I've spent half my life staying two steps 

clear of it. This isn't some rumor on a street corner. This is the real thing. This is the thing that could  

take down Whitaker and Vance and Pruitt and Mendoza all at once, if the right person ever got their 

hands on it and lived long enough to hand it over."

"A faithful witness will not lie: but a false witness will utter lies." — Proverbs 14:5

Jack looked at the pages spread across the motel bed — actual ledger pages, torn carefully from a 

book T-Bone had not  dared keep whole,  folded small  enough to carry in  a  jacket  pocket  without  

printing a visible shape against the fabric — and felt something he had not felt in years of handling 

confidential informants: the specific, electric recognition of a case actually breaking open, rather than 

merely accumulating names in a file that never produced an arrest.

"Where's the rest of it?"

"Hidden. Somewhere only I know, and it's staying that way until I know you people can actually 

keep me breathing long enough to testify to any of it." T-Bone's eyes went to the door again. "You 

understand what I'm asking you, right? I'm not asking you to protect a snitch anymore, Johnny. I'm 



asking you to protect the only man alive who can put Victor Mendoza's whole empire in a courtroom at 

once. That's not the same job. That job gets men killed."

•  •  •

Jack brought it  to Donovan that same night,  on the boat,  off every normal schedule,  the same 

urgency that had governed the night of Curtis's shooting now compounded by something larger.

Donovan went very still, listening, in the particular way he went still only when he understood 

immediately that something had changed the entire shape of the case he had spent five years building.

"If even a fraction of what you're describing is real," Donovan said finally, "this isn't a Miami PD 

case anymore, Jack. This is Reed's corruption case and the DEA's cartel case and our money laundering 

case all converging on one set of documents held by one terrified informant who doesn't trust any 

agency involved enough to hand it over without a guarantee we can't actually make him."

"Can we protect him?"

"I don't know." Donovan's honesty, by that point in their relationship, had become the one constant 

Jack could still  fully rely on.  "I  don't  know who inside this  department,  or the DEA, or the U.S.  

Attorney's office, might hear about this within days of us moving on it. That's the whole poison of 

everything we've built for five years, Jack. The very people we'd need to trust to protect a witness like 

this are exactly the people we can't be sure aren't the reason he needs protecting in the first place."

"The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? the LORD is the strength  
of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?" — Psalm 27:1

Jack thought of that verse without quite knowing why, sitting on that boat with the weight of T-

Bone's terror still fresh in him, and understood, turning it over, that it named exactly the thing he did 

not currently have and did not know how to manufacture for a frightened, ordinary man hiding torn 

ledger pages in a motel room off the Tamiami Trail — a fear that could not simply be talked out of a  

person by promises from institutions that had, themselves, quietly taught that same person for years not 

to trust them.

•  •  •

They moved carefully over the following week, bringing in only the smallest possible circle — 

Donovan,  Jack,  and,  after  considerable  and  uncomfortable  deliberation,  Marcus  Reed,  whose 

corruption case against Whitaker had been grinding along in near-total isolation for three years and 

who received the news of T-Bone's ledger fragments with the particular stunned quiet of a man being 

handed, without warning, the exact thing he had spent three years failing to find on his own.



"I need to see the actual pages before I let myself believe this," Reed said, in the same rented office  

above the dry cleaner where Jack had first met him years earlier, still deliberately unremarkable, still  

carrying no trace of federal insignia anywhere within its walls. "I've chased phantom evidence on this  

case more times than I can count. I need to see it before I let this feel real."

Jack arranged the meeting — T-Bone, terrified but resolute, sliding three sample pages across a 

table in a room even more careful and unremarkable than the last, watching Marcus Reed's face change  

as  he  read  them with  the  slow,  disbelieving attention  of  a  man finally  holding,  after  three  years, 

something that might actually survive a courtroom.

"This is it," Reed said quietly, more to himself than to either of them. "This is actually it."

Rebecca Lawson was brought in two days later, over Donovan's initial objection and at Jack's own 

insistence — a decision that would matter more than any of them yet understood, though Jack could not 

have explained, in that moment, exactly why he trusted her enough to widen the circle at the single 

most dangerous point in the entire operation.

"If this is real," Rebecca said, studying the same three pages with the same careful attention Reed 

had given them, "it doesn't just take down Whitaker and Vance and Pruitt. It gives us the paper trail to 

finally connect Mendoza's organization directly to a specific set of laundered accounts, which is the one 

thing that's eluded every agency chasing him for a decade. This is the case, Frank. This is the case  

we've all been building toward without ever quite being able to see the shape of it."

•  •  •

Ray Collins found Jack in the equipment locker two mornings later, signing out a replacement wire 

kit with the same unhurried, off-hand manner he had used for six years — the manner Jack had once 

found reassuring and now watched, uneasily, for cracks.

"Heard T-Bone Harris dropped off the board," Ray said, not quite looking up from the sign-out 

sheet. "No contact logged in two weeks. That unusual for you two?"

Jack had rehearsed indifference in worse rooms than this one, in front of worse men than Ray 

Collins, and he produced it now without apparent effort. "He goes quiet for weeks at a stretch. Man's 

got a sister he actually likes seeing. I'm not going to lean on somebody who's finally staying out of 

trouble."

"Sure." Ray signed the sheet, slid it back across the counter, and held Jack's eyes a half-second 

longer than the exchange required. "Just funny. Whitaker's people asked me about him last week. Didn't 

say why. Didn't say how they even knew his name."



Jack kept his face perfectly still, the old training holding even as something cold moved through 

him. "Whitaker's people ask about a lot of names, Ray. Doesn't mean much."

"No," Ray agreed, already turning away, already sounding like a man who had simply been making 

conversation. "Guess it doesn't."

Jack watched him go and stood a long moment with the new wire kit in his hand, turning over a 

question he did  not  yet  have  the  courage  to  finish  asking himself:  how had anyone connected to 

Whitaker come to know T-Bone Harris's name at all, when the only people who had ever spoken it 

inside a room with Whitaker's reach were supposed to be men Jack trusted completely.

"Keep thy heart with all diligence; for out of it are the issues of life." — Proverbs 4:23

•  •  •

The threat arrived four days later, and it arrived exactly the way Donovan had feared it would — 

not through any confirmed leak, not through any single traceable failure, but through the simple, brutal 

mathematics of too many careful people knowing too dangerous a secret for too many days in a row.

T-Bone called the emergency line again, this time at three in the morning, his voice a whisper so 

tight with fear that Jack had to strain to make out the words.

"Somebody came by my sister's  place  tonight  asking about  me,"  T-Bone said.  "Not  cops.  Not 

anybody I know. Asking questions nobody asks unless they already suspect what I'm sitting on. I don't  

know how they know, Johnny, but somebody knows something, and I am not waiting around to find out 

how much."

"He that dwelleth in the secret place of the most High shall abide under the shadow of  
the Almighty... Surely he shall deliver thee from the snare of the fowler, and from the  

noisome pestilence." — Psalm 91:1,3

Jack moved that night with a speed and a directness that abandoned nearly every rule Johnny Blaze 

had built his survival on for six years — driving to T-Bone's actual apartment rather than any cutout 

location, extracting him personally rather than routing the extraction through any official channel that 

might itself be the leak, driving two hours north to a safe house Donovan had arranged through a 

retired detective who owed him a favor old enough that no current departmental record could trace the 

connection.

It was, Jack understood, doing it, the most exposed he had allowed Johnny Blaze to become in the 

entire  six  years  of  the  assignment  —  a  level  of  direct,  personal,  undisguised  action  that  any  of 

Mendoza's people, had they been watching, would have recognized instantly as something no cocaine 

broker had any business doing for a small-time street hustler. He did it anyway, driving through the 



dark with T-Bone shaking in the passenger seat, because the alternative was a dead informant and a 

case that would die with him.

"Why are you doing this?" T-Bone asked him somewhere past Fort Lauderdale, his voice steadier 

now, exhaustion beginning to blunt the sharpest edge of his fear. "Real talk, Johnny. A man in your 

position,  whatever your position actually is  — this isn't  the smart  play.  The smart  play is  you let 

somebody else handle this and you stay clean."

Jack drove a while before answering, the causeway lights and then the dark, unlit stretches of the 

turnpike sliding past in a silence that felt, for the first time in longer than he could remember, almost 

peaceful.

"I got tired of watching people I could have helped die because helping them wasn't the smart play," 

Jack said finally. "I did that once already this year. I'm not doing it again if I can help it."

"Whoso stoppeth his ears at the cry of the poor, he also shall cry himself, but shall not  
be heard." — Proverbs 21:13

•  •  •

They reached the safe house before dawn, and Donovan met them there personally, forgoing every 

one of his own careful rules about direct contact because some risks, by that point, had become smaller  

than the risk of losing the only witness who could break Mendoza's empire open at its financial root.

"You're safe here," Donovan told T-Bone, with the particular gravity of a man making a promise he  

was not fully certain he could keep. "For now. We're going to need you to testify eventually, Tommy, in 

front of people who are going to ask you hard questions about how you came to be moving boxes in a 

Hialeah storage unit  in  the first  place.  But  you did something tonight  that  very few men in your  

position would have had the nerve to do, and I intend to make sure it counts for something."

T-Bone, exhausted past the point of his usual nervous energy, managed something that was almost a 

smile. "Been running from something my whole life, Captain. Never thought the thing I finally stood 

still for would be a stack of paper."

Jack watched this exchange from the doorway, turning over, with a discomfort he could not entirely 

place, the particular quality of Ray Collins's absence from every stage of the operation that week — 

Donovan's uncharacteristic insistence on handling logistics personally rather than routing anything, 

even routine paperwork, through the one man who had handled exactly that kind of paperwork for six 

years without incident. He did not ask Donovan directly why Ray had been excluded. He understood, 

watching the older man's careful, deliberate silence on the subject, that some suspicions had finally 

grown large enough that even Donovan's decade of trust could no longer fully suppress them — though 

neither of them, that exhausted dawn, was yet ready to say so aloud.



"For he shall deliver thee in six troubles: yea, in seven there shall no evil touch thee." — 
Job 5:19

•  •  •

T-Bone's sister, Denise, learned only the barest outline of what had happened — a threat, a night 

drive, a promise that her brother would be kept somewhere safe for a while — because Donovan 

insisted, over Jack's mild objection, that the fewer people who understood the shape of the danger, the 

fewer people could accidentally hand it to someone who meant harm. Jack drove out to her small house 

in Liberty City two days later anyway, off the books, in a rented car that matched nothing Johnny Blaze 

had ever been seen driving, because he could not make himself simply leave a frightened woman to 

wonder alone.

She met him on the porch with her arms crossed and did not invite him in.

"You're the one he calls Johnny," she said. It was not a question. "He talks about you sometimes. 

Says you're about the only person in this whole business who's ever treated him like a man instead of a  

rat."

"He's not a rat," Jack said. "He's one of the bravest men I've met in six years of this job, and I mean  

that."

Something in her face loosened, just slightly, at that. "You keep him safe. Whatever he's got mixed 

up in, you keep him breathing through it. He's the only family I've got left that still calls."

"I intend to," Jack said, and meant it with a conviction that startled him a little, standing on that  

porch — the same conviction, he realized later, driving away, that had carried him through every rule 

he had broken that year for men the system had never valued the way it valued men like Walter Pruitt.

"Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless  
and widows in their affliction." — James 1:27

His father had preached that verse more than once from the small pulpit in the church Jack had 

stopped attending the day he pinned on a badge, and Jack remembered, standing on Denise Harris's  

porch with the Miami heat already pressing down at nine in the morning, that he had once resented the 

verse as a kind of soft, impractical piety — the words of a man who had never had to stand between a 

killer and the people that killer wanted silenced. He did not resent it standing there. He recognized it,  

instead, as a description of something he had been doing without a name for it for longer than he had 

realized.

•  •  •



Johnny Blaze still had to exist the next afternoon, whatever Jack Mercer had done in the hours  

before dawn, and so he drove to a marina bar on the Miami River where two of Ochoa's lieutenants  

were waiting with the easy, sunburned patience of men who had never once questioned that the world 

owed them exactly as much as they could take from it.

"You seen Tommy around?" one of them asked, midway through a conversation about nothing in 

particular, in the same tone he might have used to ask about a horse race. "Boxes guy. Used to pick up  

extra work when we needed hands."

"Can't say I keep track of every guy who's ever moved a box for you," Jack said, turning his glass 

slowly on the bar, letting the question pass through him without catching on anything. "Why, he owe 

somebody money?"

"Nah. Just  funny, him dropping out of sight right  when some paperwork went missing from a 

Hialeah unit." The lieutenant shrugged, already losing interest, already reaching for the next subject the 

way men like him always did when nothing had visibly landed. "Probably nothing."

Jack laughed at the right moment and ordered another round and felt, underneath the performance, 

the specific vertigo of standing in two entirely different stories at once — the story where Johnny Blaze 

was a careless, easy man who barely remembered which hustler had moved which boxes, and the story 

where Jack Mercer had spent the small hours of that same morning driving a terrified witness two 

hours north with his own hands shaking on the wheel. He had learned, across six years, how to stand 

inside both stories without either one showing on his face. He had not yet learned how to stop feeling, 

afterward, like the effort of it had cost him something that did not replenish itself the way exhaustion  

usually did.

He thought, driving away from the marina with the sun flattening off the river, of Maria Alvarez — 

the nineteen-year-old he had once quietly steered clear of an arrest that would have followed her the 

rest of her life, two years back, in a decision Ray Collins had processed without comment and without, 

so far as Jack had ever learned, telling anyone above him. He had not seen her since. He did not know,  

most days, whether the small mercy had actually mattered to the shape of her life, or whether she had 

simply found some other door back into the same trouble a month later. It was, he understood now, the 

particular burden of every quiet act of grace a man extended from inside a system built to keep count of 

everything except grace: you rarely learned whether it took root.

"Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days." — Ecclesiastes  
11:1

•  •  •



The ledger pages went into an evidence vault that existed on no organizational chart either Jack or 

Donovan fully controlled, cross-referenced against Reed's three years of shell-company mapping and 

Rebecca's parallel surveillance records, building, piece by careful piece, toward a case that all four of 

them now believed, for the first time since Jack had shaken Hector Ochoa's hand in a nightclub six  

years  earlier,  might  actually  reach a  courtroom rather  than simply accumulate  in  a  file  that  never  

produced an arrest.

Jack drove back into the city alone that morning, past the pastel hotels and the postcard skyline just  

beginning to catch the sunrise, understanding that something had shifted in him over the preceding 

week that he did not yet have full language for — the recognition that six years of watching a rotten 

system absorb name after name without ever producing a consequence had, without his fully noticing, 

begun to erode something in him that he had assumed was permanent: the flat, careful detachment that 

had let him survive as Johnny Blaze in the first place.

He had broken cover to save Curtis. He had broken every rule of tradecraft to save T-Bone. He 

understood, driving home in the gray early light, that a man could not keep breaking his own rules  

indefinitely without eventually discovering that the rules themselves had stopped being the truest thing 

about him — and he did not yet know, that morning, whether that discovery would prove to be the  

thing that finally destroyed him, or the first small, unrecognized step toward something he did not yet 

have any name for at all.

"Then shall the righteous answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee an hungred, and  
fed thee?... Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of  

these my brethren, ye have done it unto me." — Matthew 25:37,40

He did not think of himself as righteous, driving home that morning. He did not think of himself, 

most days, as anything other than a man wearing a dead hustler's name doing whatever the day in front 

of him required. But something in that verse snagged in him anyway, unbidden, the way fragments of  

his father's sermons had been snagging in him more and more often that year — the quiet, persistent 

suggestion  that  the  small,  unauthorized  mercies  he  kept  finding himself  unable  to  withhold,  from 

Curtis, from T-Bone, from a nineteen-year-old named Maria two years earlier, might matter in some 

ledger larger than the one Ray Collins had spent six years managing on his behalf.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 7



CHAPTER 8
Cartels and Kings

Cartagena, Colombia — 1987

"For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own  
soul?" — Mark 8:36

Victor Mendoza did not summon men to Colombia. He invited them, in the specific, unhurried way 

of a man who had long ago stopped needing to force anything, and the invitation that reached Jack 

through Hector Ochoa in the spring of 1987 arrived less like an order than like a verdict — six years of 

careful, patient work as Johnny Blaze finally being weighed, in full, by the one man whose approval 

had always sat above every other approval in the entire architecture of the case.

"He wants to meet the man who's been making Hector so much money and so little trouble," Ochoa 

said, over drinks at the Fontainebleau, in the loose, satisfied tone of a man delivering good news he 

expected to be thanked for.  "Six years,  Johnny. Six years and you've never once given anybody a 

reason to ask a hard question about you. That doesn't happen by accident. Victor wants to see the man 

behind it himself."

Jack understood, hearing it, that the invitation was both the single greatest opportunity the case had 

ever produced and the single greatest danger he had ever agreed to walk into — a private estate outside  

Cartagena, no backup within a thousand miles, no wire that any reasonable precaution would allow him 

to carry past men who searched guests as a matter of routine courtesy.

•  •  •

Jack told Rebecca before he told anyone else, the night before his flight, meeting her in the same 

rented office above the dry cleaner where the four of them had first reviewed T-Bone's ledger pages, 

because some part of him needed to say it out loud to somebody who would understand exactly what it 

meant rather than simply approve it as good tactics.

"Three days," Jack said. "No contact. No wire. If it  goes wrong down there, nobody's going to 

know until somebody finds out the hard way."

Rebecca did not answer right away, and Jack watched her do the thing she always did when a piece 

of information cost her more than she wanted to show — the small, deliberate stillness of a woman 

disciplining her own face in real time. "You don't have to go, Jack. Donovan would find another way in  

eventually. It might take longer, but he'd find one."



"Would he?" Jack asked, and did not entirely mean it as a challenge. "Six years, Rebecca. Nobody 

else gets this door. If I don't walk through it now, it closes, and it probably doesn't open again in either 

of our careers."

"I know that." She looked at him a long moment, and something passed behind her eyes that neither 

of them named, that year, though it would take on weight later that Jack did not yet have any way of  

anticipating. "I just don't like doing the math on what this case is worth against what it costs the one 

man it's actually asking to pay for it."

"Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." — 
John 15:13

Jack thought of the verse on the flight down the next morning, turning it over uneasily, aware that 

he was about to risk exactly that kind of laying-down for a case built, in the end, to put other men in  

prison rather than to save anyone in any way his father would have recognized as love — and unable, 

somewhere over the Caribbean, to entirely dismiss the thought that the shape of the sacrifice might 

matter less than the fact of it.

•  •  •

Donovan's face, when Jack brought him the invitation, showed a struggle Jack had rarely seen in 

him — the case-building instinct that recognized an opportunity six years in the making, set directly 

against the plain, unglamorous arithmetic of a man weighing whether he could live with sending an 

agent alone into a compound run by a man who had ordered killings on three continents.

"If you go, you go with nothing," Donovan said finally. "No wire. No weapon anybody would trust 

past his gate. No extraction team closer than a fishing boat we can't even guarantee will be in radio 

range. If it goes wrong down there, Jack, there is no story where I get you out of it."

"I know."

"I need you to actually know it. Not just say it." Donovan looked older, saying it, than Jack had 

ever seen him look. "Six years of this case rides on whether Victor Mendoza decides he likes you. 

That's not intelligence work anymore. That's a man's whole life sitting on another man's mood."

"Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding." — 
Proverbs 3:5

Jack thought of the verse without summoning it, the way fragments of his father's sermons had 

taken to arriving unbidden more and more often that year, and turned over, driving home that night, the 

uncomfortable fact that he had spent six years leaning entirely on his own understanding — his own 

nerve, his own timing, his own careful reading of dangerous men — and had never once, in all that 



time, considered that the version of trust his father had preached about might have any application to a 

man doing what Jack did for a living.

•  •  •

The estate outside Cartagena sat behind two miles of private road and a security detail that searched 

Jack's single bag three separate times before he ever reached the main house, and Victor Mendoza 

himself met him not in some cinematic show of power but on a wide, unhurried veranda overlooking 

the sea, dressed like a man who owned banks rather than cartels, which, by that point, he essentially 

did.

"Hector tells  me you're careful,"  Mendoza said,  in unaccented English,  pouring two glasses of 

something Jack didn't recognize without being asked. "Careful men bore me, usually. But careful men 

who are also profitable — those I find genuinely interesting. Sit."

Jack sat. Mendoza studied him for a long, unhurried moment with the particular attentiveness of a  

man who had built an empire, in part, on his ability to read exactly how much performance sat behind 

another man's eyes.

"Tell me something true, Johnny Blaze," Mendoza said. "Not something useful. Something true. I 

find that men who can only tell me useful things are usually the ones I eventually have to worry about."

Jack held the older man's gaze and reached, without entirely planning it, for something that was in 

fact true. "I grew up broke in a town that made sure I never forgot it.  I've spent every year since 

deciding I wasn't going to die broke, whatever that decided to cost me." It was, he realized as he said it,  

truer than almost anything Johnny Blaze had ever told anyone in six years of careful lying — the plain, 

unglamorous  fact  underneath  the  entire  cover  story,  the  seed  of  ambition  his  father's  poverty  had 

planted in him decades before any badge or any wire had complicated it.

Mendoza smiled, apparently satisfied. "That, I believe."

•  •  •

They talked for three hours that afternoon — cocaine as a business rather than a vice, distribution as 

a kind of logistics no different in kind from any shipping company, the particular contempt Mendoza 

held for men who moralized about a trade that, in his telling, merely supplied a demand America had 

manufactured for itself and then pretended to be shocked to discover.

"You think I am the disease," Mendoza said at one point, reading something in Jack's face he had 

not intended to show. "Everyone from your country thinks that, when they finally sit across from me. I  

am not the disease, Johnny. I am a symptom your own country produced and then decided it was easier  



to hate than to understand. Your congressmen snort what I sell. Your bankers launder what I earn. I did 

not build this appetite. I only learned, better than most men, how to feed it."

"For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride  
of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world." — 1 John 2:16

Jack said nothing to that, though the verse moved through him with an unexpected clarity, sitting on 

that veranda — the recognition, arriving almost against his will,  that Mendoza's argument was not 

wrong so much as it was radically incomplete, a true description of appetite offered as though it were 

also an excuse, and Jack understood, turning it over, that he had spent six years living inside exactly  

that same incomplete argument without ever naming it as such.

•  •  •

The test came at dusk, as Jack had half-expected it eventually would, though not in the form he had  

prepared for. Mendoza walked him down to a smaller building near the water where a man Jack did not  

recognize  sat  bound  to  a  chair,  bruised,  silent,  clearly  already  beaten  past  the  point  of  further  

information.

"This  one  sold  to  a  rival  before  he  sold  to  me,"  Mendoza  said,  conversationally,  as  though 

describing a minor accounting discrepancy. "I am told you have a reputation, Johnny, for being a man 

who does not enjoy this part of the business. Hector tells me this himself, in fact, as evidence of good  

judgment rather than weakness. I want to see which one it is."

Jack looked at the bound man and felt something in him go very cold and very still, the old training  

taking over even as some deeper part of him recoiled at what was being asked, plainly, without being 

spoken aloud — not to participate, necessarily, but to prove, by his reaction, exactly what kind of man 

he actually was.

"I don't do this," Jack said finally, choosing the words with the same care he had once chosen every 

word of Johnny Blaze's entire biography. "Not because I'm soft. Because I've seen what it costs a man's  

judgment, watching this too often. You want a partner who can think clearly when the numbers get 

complicated. You don't get that from a man who's spent the afternoon enjoying somebody else's pain."

Mendoza studied him a long moment, and Jack understood, in that silence, that his entire six years 

might be decided by whatever the older man read in his face in the next several seconds.

"Take him to Rafael," Mendoza said finally, waving a hand, already turning away, already losing 

interest in the bound man entirely. "Johnny is right. A hungry animal makes bad decisions. I did not 

build what I have by being an animal, whatever your countrymen prefer to believe about men like me."

"Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy." — Matthew 5:7



Jack walked back up to the main house beside Victor Mendoza with his pulse only now beginning 

to slow, and thought  of  that  verse with a bitterness he did not  entirely understand himself  — the 

recognition that he had just used something that looked, from the outside, almost like mercy, as a 

calculated performance to win the trust of a man who ordered killings as casually as other men ordered 

dinner, and did not yet know how to hold those two facts in his hands at the same time without one of  

them cracking.

•  •  •

That night Mendoza hosted what he called, without any apparent irony, a small gathering — forty  

guests, an orchestra flown in from Bogotá, enough champagne to float a boat, and a guest list that told 

Jack, walking the length of the terrace with a drink he had no intention of finishing, exactly how far 

Mendoza's reach actually extended beyond the cartel's own organization.

He recognized two faces before the night was through that he had not expected to recognize at all  

— a mid-level U.S. trade attaché he had once seen in a photograph in Marcus Reed's files, laughing 

easily near the bar with men who moved several million dollars a month in product, and a banker's aide 

whose face matched, closely enough that Jack filed it away with total certainty, one of the account 

numbers T-Bone Harris had pulled from a Hialeah storage unit.

Jack  said  nothing,  drank  less  than  he  appeared  to,  and  spent  the  evening  doing  the  quiet, 

unglamorous work that had defined six years of his life — watching, remembering, building a mental  

ledger no camera or wire could ever have captured, of exactly which respectable faces turned up at 

exactly which disreputable parties.

"The integrity of the upright shall guide them: but the perverseness of transgressors  
shall destroy them." — Proverbs 11:3

He thought, watching the trade attaché laugh at some private joke with a man who had personally 

overseen the murder of at least four informants that Jack knew of, that the verse described a mechanism 

rather than a mere sentiment — the plain, structural fact that a man's hidden compromises eventually 

produced their  own collapse,  whether or not anyone else ever discovered them, and he wondered, 

watching the party wind down toward two in the morning, how many more faces like that one existed 

in rooms Jack Mercer had simply never been invited into.

•  •  •

By the time Jack flew back to Miami three days later, he carried nothing that would ever appear in 

an evidence file — no photograph, no document, no recording — and yet he understood, landing, that 

he had just obtained something more valuable to the case than any single piece of paper T-Bone Harris 

had ever smuggled out of a Hialeah storage unit: Victor Mendoza's personal, considered trust, extended 



to a man Mendoza believed he had tested and found genuinely careful, genuinely useful, and genuinely 

his.

Donovan met him at  the marina with the particular  relief  of  a  man who had spent  three days  

assuming the worst and was only now allowing himself to stop.

"Well?"

"He trusts me," Jack said, and heard, saying it, an exhaustion in his own voice that surprised him. 

"More than he trusts almost anybody, Hector tells me. Which means we're closer to the top of this thing 

than this case has ever been in six years."

"That's the best news I've had all year." Donovan studied him a moment longer, with the particular 

attentiveness of a man who had known Jack long enough to read what sat underneath his words. "You 

don't look like a man who just got the best news of his career, Jack."

Jack looked out at the water a while before answering, turning over three days he did not yet have 

full language for — the bound man in the small building by the sea, Mendoza's argument about appetite 

and symptom, the strange, corroded satisfaction of having used something that looked like mercy as a  

tool rather than as what it actually was.

"I got closer to the top of the mountain," Jack said finally. "I'm just not sure anymore what it's going 

to cost me to keep standing on it."

•  •  •

Ray Collins caught him in the parking lot two days later, easy as always, asking about the trip with 

the same loose curiosity he brought to every conversation Jack had ever had with him. "Ochoa's people 

say you went to see the man himself  down in Cartagena.  Must have gone all  right — you're still 

walking around above ground."

"Went fine," Jack said, giving the answer the same unremarkable weight he gave every answer he 

handed Ray these days, watching for anything more than casual curiosity in the older detective's face 

and finding, as usual, nothing he could point to as proof of anything at all  — which was, he was 

beginning to understand, exactly the problem with suspecting a man skilled enough to have spent six 

years  appearing  entirely  trustworthy.  "Man  likes  to  talk.  Doesn't  like  being  bored.  Turns  out  I'm 

neither."

"Huh." Ray lit a cigarette, unhurried, watching the parking lot rather than Jack. "Funny business, 

trusting  a  man like  that  with  something this  big.  Must  be  nice,  being  the  one  guy in  this  whole  

operation nobody upstairs seems to worry about."

"Somebody's got to be," Jack said, and left it there.



"Yea, mine own familiar friend, in whom I trusted, which did eat of my bread, hath lifted  
up his heel against me." — Psalm 41:9

"Ray asked me the same kind of question three times now in six months," Jack told Donovan that 

same afternoon, in the quiet of the boat, turning the verse over privately without yet saying it aloud to 

anyone. "Always easy. Always off-hand. I can't put my finger on why it bothers me except that it keeps 

happening."

Donovan didn't answer right away, and when he did, his voice carried a weight Jack had not heard 

in it  before.  "Keep your finger off  nothing, Jack.  Just  keep noticing.  A man doesn't  ask the same 

careless question three times by accident."

•  •  •

Reed and Rebecca met him the next morning in the rented office, and Jack watched Reed's face 

change  as  he  described  the  trade  attaché  and  the  banker's  aide  by  name,  watched  three  years  of 

grinding, isolated work suddenly acquire two new threads it had never had before.

"You're certain it was him?" Reed asked, already reaching for a legal pad.

"Positive. I've stared at that account number enough times by now to recognize the face that goes 

with it." Jack watched Reed write, and felt, for the first time in longer than he could place, something 

like the plain satisfaction of a job actually working the way it was supposed to. "There's more of them 

down there  than we've ever  accounted for,  Marcus.  This  isn't  just  Whitaker  and Vance and Pruitt  

anymore. This is bigger than any of us have let ourselves say out loud."

Rebecca studied him across the table, quiet in the particular way she went quiet when she was 

reading more in a man's face than his words were offering. "You did good work down there, Jack. I 

mean that."

"I  know I did."  Jack looked at  his  own hands a moment before continuing. "I'm just  not  sure 

anymore that doing good work and doing the right thing are always going to turn out to be the same 

sentence."

•  •  •

That  night,  alone  in  his  apartment  with  the  ceiling  fan  turning  overhead,  Jack  found  himself 

remembering, uninvited, a Sunday from thirty years earlier — his father standing behind the plain pine 

pulpit of the little clapboard church in the town Jack had spent his whole boyhood trying to leave,  

preaching on the very verse that had opened, uninvited, in Jack's own mind on Mendoza's veranda three 

days before.



"There is no mountain worth your soul," his father had said that Sunday, to a congregation of 

maybe  forty  people,  none  of  them  wealthy,  all  of  them  tired  in  the  particular  way  that  poor, 

hardworking people were tired.  "The world will  always offer you a  mountain,  and the world will  

always tell you the view from the top is worth whatever it costs to climb it. Your soul is not for sale at 

any price the world is capable of naming, because your soul is the one thing the world did not make 

and therefore the one thing the world does not have the right to price."

Jack  had  been  perhaps  twelve  years  old,  sitting  in  the  third  pew beside  his  mother,  and  had 

understood almost nothing of what his father meant, that Sunday, beyond the vague, boyish sense that  

his father believed something large and important that Jack himself did not yet feel in his own chest. 

He  understood  it  better  now,  twenty  years  later,  lying  awake  in  a  Miami  apartment  with  Victor 

Mendoza's trust freshly won and something in his own chest that felt less like a boy's understanding 

and more like a bill quietly coming due.

"What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or  
what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?" — Mark 8:36-37

He lay there turning the verse over and over long after the fan had done nothing to cool the room, 

the same verse that had opened in his mind unbidden on Mendoza's veranda three days earlier, and 

understood,  for  the  first  time with  anything like  real  clarity,  that  the  question it  asked was not  a  

hypothetical one, offered from a safe distance by a man who had never been tempted by an actual  

mountain. It was, he suspected now, a description of exactly the trade he had spent six years quietly 

making, one careful compromise at a time, without ever once stopping to add up the total cost of the 

ledger.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 8



CHAPTER 9

The Thin Blue Lie

Miami, 1987

"For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be  
known." — Luke 12:2

The tip came from inside Mendoza's own organization, which was, Jack understood immediately, 

exactly why it mattered more than anything T-Bone Harris had ever pulled from a Hialeah storage unit.  

One of Ochoa's logistics men, loose-tongued after too much rum at a dockside bar, complained within 

Jack's hearing about a shipment delayed two nights running because "our friend on the water side" had 

gone on vacation without warning anyone.

"Our friend on the water side," Jack repeated, careful to sound bored rather than interested, turning 

his glass in slow circles the way he had learned to years earlier from men far more dangerous than a 

drunk logistics runner.

"Vice cop," the man said, waving a hand vaguely toward the Port of Miami. "Watches the schedule 

for us. Tells us which nights the dock gets a real inspection and which nights it's just a formality. Been 

doing it two years now, easy money for him, easy nights for us."

Jack said nothing more, finished his drink at the pace of a man entirely unbothered, and drove 

straight to the boat that same night with something cold sitting low in his stomach that had nothing to 

do with the rum.

•  •  •

"A cop," Donovan said, when Jack laid it out for him, and Jack watched something close behind the  

older man's eyes — not surprise, exactly, but the particular fatigue of a man confirming a fear he had 

carried, unspoken, for longer than he wanted to admit. "Not a councilman. Not a banker. One of ours, 

Jack."

"That's what the man said."

"Do we have a name?"

"Not yet. Just a description — vice detail, works nights, been on the water-side beat about two 

years." Jack turned that over even as he said it, watching Donovan do the same arithmetic in his own  

head. "That's not exactly a short list, Frank. But it's not a long one either."

"Be sure your sin will find you out." — Numbers 32:23



Jack thought of the verse driving home that night, turning over the particular unease it produced in 

him now compared to the comfort  it  had once offered him as a boy in his father's  church — the 

recognition, arriving with an edge he had not expected, that a verse about hidden sin being found out no 

longer felt like a promise made on his behalf. It felt, increasingly, like a description of a mechanism he 

was standing inside of himself, whether or not he had fully admitted that to anyone yet, including 

himself.

•  •  •

Marcus  Reed narrowed the  list  to  four  names  inside a  week,  cross-referencing shift  schedules 

against the two years of delayed inspections the logistics man had mentioned, and by the second week 

he had narrowed it further still, to a single name that made Jack go quiet for a long moment when Reed 

finally said it aloud.

"Sergeant Dale Petrie," Reed said, sliding a thin file across the table in the rented office above the  

dry cleaner. "Fourteen years on the force. Vice detail the last three. Nobody's ever filed a complaint on 

him. Nobody's ever had a reason to."

Jack knew Petrie — had worked two operations alongside him, had shared coffee and complaints 

about department politics with him, had considered him, in the unremarkable way a man considers 

most of his colleagues, simply another tired cop doing an unglamorous job for unglamorous pay.

"He's not somebody I would have picked out of a hundred," Jack said finally. "Which I guess is 

exactly the point."

Rebecca, reading the same file over Jack's shoulder, tapped a line near the bottom. "Small deposits. 

Eight hundred here, twelve hundred there, every few weeks for two years, structured just under the 

reporting threshold.  Whoever  taught  him to  launder  cash taught  him well.  It's  not  flashy.  It's  just  

steady."

"A false witness shall not be unpunished, and he that speaketh lies shall not escape." — 
Proverbs 19:5

•  •  •

Jack was assigned to work an unrelated stakeout with Petrie eleven days later — a coincidence of 

scheduling that felt, to Jack, considerably less like coincidence than the department believed it to be, 

though he never learned for certain whether Donovan had quietly arranged it. Two men in a parked 

sedan outside a  suspected stash house on NW 7th Avenue,  six hours  of  nothing but  idle talk and 

vending-machine coffee, was, Jack understood, exactly the kind of long, unguarded evening that made 

men say more than they meant to.



"You ever get tired of it?" Petrie asked, somewhere past midnight, watching the dark storefront 

across the street with the particular boredom of a man who had done this a hundred times before. 

"Fourteen years, and it's still the same story every night. Somebody's getting rich two blocks from here, 

and we're sitting in a Buick eating stale doughnuts, pretending we're the ones with the leverage."

"Some nights," Jack said, careful, watching Petrie's face in the dashboard light for anything more 

than idle complaint. "Pay doesn't exactly match the risk."

"No," Petrie agreed, and something in his voice, just briefly, carried a weight that told Jack he had  

touched closer to the man's actual life than he had intended. "It really doesn't."

Jack let the silence sit a moment before pushing, gently, the way he had learned to push men over 

six years without ever quite letting them feel pushed. "You ever think about doing something about 

that?"

Petrie glanced at him, and for one unguarded second Jack saw something pass behind the other 

man's eyes — not confession, not quite, but the specific flicker of a man who had, in fact, already 

answered that question for himself years earlier and was deciding, in real time, whether Jack might be  

the kind of man who would understand the answer rather than report it.

"Everybody thinks about it," Petrie said finally, looking back at the storefront. "Not everybody does 

anything."

"He that walketh uprightly walketh surely: but he that perverteth his ways shall be  
known." — Proverbs 10:9

Jack drove  home before  dawn with  that  verse  sitting  uncomfortably  alongside  the  memory of 

Petrie's face in the dashboard light, and understood, turning it over, that he had just watched a version 

of his own six years reflected back at him from a man on the wrong side of the same choice — the 

same tired,  unglamorous grievance about pay and risk, the same private argument a man built  for 

himself long before he ever acted on it, the only difference being which direction each of them had  

eventually let that argument carry him.

•  •  •

The wiretap Reed finally secured, after three additional weeks of quiet corroborating work, caught 

Petrie in a conversation with a dock foreman that left no room for the generous interpretation Jack had 

privately, uncomfortably, still been extending him.

"Same as last time," Petrie's voice said, flat and unremarkable on the recording, the voice of a man 

discussing something he had long since stopped finding remarkable himself. "Tuesday and Thursday, 

real inspections. Every other night, it's a walk-through. You tell your people that, and you tell them I 

expect the same arrangement as always."



Donovan played it once for the four of them in the rented office and then switched it  off, and 

nobody spoke for a long moment.

"Fourteen years," Reed said finally, quietly, more to himself than to the room. "Fourteen years of 

wearing the badge, and it comes down to eight hundred dollars every few weeks and a walk-through on 

the nights that matter."

"Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light  
for darkness." — Isaiah 5:20

Jack said nothing for a while, turning the verse over against the memory of Petrie's voice in the 

dark sedan — the specific, unhurried honesty of a man who had made his own peace with what he was  

doing long before Jack had ever sat beside him, and Jack understood, sitting in that room, that the 

hardest part of the case was not proving Petrie's guilt. It was recognizing how little distance actually  

separated a corrupt sergeant's  quiet  arithmetic from the quiet  arithmetic Jack had been running on 

himself, in a different currency, for six years running.

•  •  •

Ray Collins asked about the Petrie investigation only once, and only in passing, in the break room 

on a Tuesday afternoon with two other detectives present — a question so ordinary, so exactly the kind 

of question any detective might ask about a case moving through the building, that Jack could not 

afterward decide whether it had meant anything at all.

"Heard IA's finally looking hard at somebody in vice," Ray said, pouring coffee, not quite looking 

at Jack. "Been a long time coming, whoever it is. This department's needed a housecleaning for years."

"Wouldn't know," Jack said, matching Ray's easy tone exactly. "Not my case."

"No," Ray said, "I don't suppose it would be," and left it there, and Jack watched him go with the 

same unresolved unease that had followed every one of Ray's careless-sounding questions for the better  

part of a year now — no proof in any of it, nothing he could take to Donovan as anything more than a 

feeling, and yet a feeling that had, by that point, accumulated enough small weight of its own that Jack 

no longer knew how to set it down.

"Iron sharpeneth iron; so a man sharpeneth the countenance of his friend." — Proverbs  
27:17

He thought of that verse with a particular ache, driving home that night, remembering a version of  

friendship his father had once described from the pulpit — men made better by each other's honesty, 

sharpened rather than worn down by the people closest to them — and understood that he no longer 

knew, with any real confidence, which of the men closest to him in this case were sharpening him and 



which were simply waiting, patiently, for the right moment to prove they had never been his friends at 

all.

•  •  •

Word reached Councilman Whitaker's circle within forty-eight hours of the wiretap warrant being 

approved — not through any leak Reed could trace, but through the simple, ordinary machinery of a 

police department where paperwork moved through more hands than anyone liked to admit. Rebecca 

picked up the change in behavior first, watching Whitaker's driver take a different route to the office 

three mornings running, watching two calls placed from a pay phone Whitaker's aide had never used 

before.

"He's  spooked,"  Rebecca  told  Jack.  "Doesn't  know exactly  what  we have.  Knows something's 

moving, though."

"Petrie's not been named to anybody outside this room."

"Doesn't  matter.  A man who's built  his  whole career on staying just  far  enough back from the 

money can smell trouble before it ever has a name." Rebecca closed the file in front of her. "That's not 

good news for us, Jack. Scared men make careless mistakes, but scared men with Whitaker's kind of 

resources also start cleaning house. If he decides Petrie's a liability instead of an asset, Petrie might not  

make it to a witness stand at all."

"The wicked flee when no man pursueth: but the righteous are bold as a lion." — 
Proverbs 28:1

Jack thought of that verse turning over Rebecca's warning, understanding for the first time with real 

weight how much danger a case like this one created simply by moving forward — every arrest, every 

suspension, sending tremors up through a structure of corruption that had learned, over years, to protect 

itself by discarding whatever piece became too dangerous to keep.

•  •  •

Petrie was suspended pending investigation eight days later, quietly, without incident, escorted from 

the building by two men from Internal Affairs while the rest of the department pretended not to watch 

— and Jack, standing at his own desk fifty feet away, felt none of the satisfaction he had expected to 

feel at the sight of a dirty cop finally being made to answer for it.

"You did the right thing," Rebecca told him that evening, finding him still at his desk long after 

most of the floor had emptied out. "Whatever it costs you to feel that way about it. You did the right  

thing, Jack."



"I  know I  did."  Jack  looked  at  the  empty  space  where  Petrie's  desk  had  briefly  stood  before 

someone quietly cleared it. "I just keep thinking about the sedan. Fourteen years, and it took one long 

night of stale coffee for him to tell a stranger things he'd apparently never told his own wife."

"You weren't a stranger to him," Rebecca said. "You were the only person in that car who was 

actually listening."

•  •  •

Ochoa called the following week, his voice carrying an edge of genuine frustration Jack had rarely 

heard in him before. "Our friend at the port's been arrested. You hear anything about this? Bad enough 

losing the schedule. Worse if he starts talking to protect himself."

Jack kept his voice as unconcerned as the question required, standing in his own kitchen with the 

phone cord stretched taut across the room. "Word around the department's some sergeant got caught 

taking money. Nobody's said Mendoza's name yet, if that's what you're asking."

"That's exactly what I'm asking." Ochoa's frustration cooled, audibly, into something more careful. 

"Victor doesn't like surprises, Johnny. If this gets any closer to us, I need to know before it happens, not  

after."

"I'll keep my ears open," Jack said, and hung up the phone a few minutes later with his hand not  

quite steady — the plain, exhausting arithmetic of a man now standing guard on both sides of the same  

collapsing wall, expected by Ochoa to protect the cartel from exposure and expected by Donovan to 

expose exactly the kind of corruption Ochoa was frightened of.

"No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or  
else he will hold to the one, and despise the other." — Matthew 6:24

He sat with the verse a long time that night, turning over a truth he had managed to avoid facing 

directly for most of six years — that Johnny Blaze's loyalty to Ochoa and Jack Mercer's loyalty to the 

badge had always been headed toward exactly this kind of collision, and that Petrie's arrest had simply 

been the first place the two masters had ever stood close enough together for Jack to feel, physically,  

the strain of serving both.

•  •  •

Ben Wallace found Jack in the parking garage two nights after Petrie's suspension, waiting by his 

car with the specific, uncomfortable posture of a younger cop working up the nerve to say something 

he had been rehearsing.

"Can I ask you something?" Wallace said. "Off the record. Cop to cop."



"Go ahead."

"You ever worry it's you next? Not because you did anything. Just — how do you know, watching a 

guy like Petrie go down, that you'd have done any different, if it'd been you in his shoes fourteen years 

ago instead of now?"

Jack studied the younger man a moment, recognizing something in the question that went well past 

idle curiosity — the particular fear of a young cop watching an older one fall and wondering, for the 

first time, whether the uniform actually protected a man's character or simply gave it more time to 

erode before anyone noticed.

"I don't know that I wouldn't have," Jack said finally, and meant it more than Wallace could have 

understood. "I think the only difference between Petrie and any other cop in this building is how long 

he's had to make his peace with it, and how good he's gotten at not thinking about it out loud."

Wallace nodded slowly, apparently unsatisfied but unwilling to push further, and Jack watched him 

walk away with the specific unease of a man who suspected he had just failed to give a frightened 

younger colleague the one true reassurance the man had actually been asking for.

"Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall." — 1 Corinthians  
10:12

He  thought  of  that  verse  a  long  while  after  Wallace's  taillights  disappeared,  and  understood,  

standing alone in that parking garage, that he had just watched, without fully recognizing it in the 

moment,  the  small,  ordinary  beginning  of  some  other  man's  long  reckoning  with  the  exact  same 

question Jack had been circling, in his own way, for the better part of a year.

•  •  •

Rebecca found him still there in the parking garage twenty minutes later, on her way to her own car, 

and stopped when she saw his face.

"You look like a man carrying something he hasn't set down in a while," she said.

"Wallace asked me something tonight I didn't have a real answer for." Jack leaned against the hood 

of his car, tired in a way sleep had stopped fixing months earlier. "How do you know you'd have done 

any different than Petrie, given fourteen years and the right kind of pressure. I told him something true 

enough to satisfy him. I'm not sure it satisfied me."

Rebecca considered that a moment, the two of them alone under the flat fluorescent light. "Nobody 

knows that about themselves in advance, Jack. That's not a flaw in you. That's just what it means to be 

a person instead of a saint."

"Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ." — Galatians 6:2



"I don't know how to do that," Jack said, quieter than he meant to. "Six years of carrying things 

alone. I'm not sure I remember how a burden's supposed to work when somebody else is actually 

holding half of it."

"Then let somebody find out with you," Rebecca said, and did not elaborate further, and Jack did 

not ask her to, though he carried the offer home with him that night turning it over as carefully as any 

piece of evidence the case had produced in months.

•  •  •

"Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed."  
— James 5:16

Jack turned the verse over long after Rebecca had gone home, sitting alone at  his desk in the 

emptying squad room, and understood, for the first time with something like real discomfort, that the 

verse described an exchange he had spent six years perfecting the counterfeit of — drawing confession 

out of other men in a hundred parked cars and rented rooms, using it always as evidence rather than as  

the thing his father had actually meant by it, and had never once, in all that time, offered anything like 

his own confession in return to anyone at all.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 9



CHAPTER 10
The Price of Secrecy

Coral Gables, 1987

"Yet ye say, Wherefore? Because the LORD hath been witness between thee and the wife  
of thy youth, against whom thou hast dealt treacherously: yet is she thy companion, and  

the wife of thy covenant." — Malachi 2:14

Luke's first Little League game fell on a Saturday in October, and Jack had promised, three weeks 

running, that he would be there — a promise made each time with the particular sincerity of a man who 

genuinely believed it when he said it, and each time quietly renegotiated by an operation that did not 

care what a father had promised his eight-year-old son.

He missed it. Ochoa called an emergency meeting the same morning, nervous still in the aftermath 

of  Petrie's  arrest,  wanting  Johnny  Blaze  physically  present  to  reassure  a  jittery  supplier  that  the 

organization's Miami operation remained secure, and Jack sat in a marina bar reassuring men who 

trafficked poison for a living while his son stood at home plate, by all later accounts, looking toward an  

empty spot in the bleachers where his father was supposed to be.

•  •  •

He got home past ten that night, and found Emily sitting at the kitchen table with the lights off 

except for the single lamp over the sink, a posture Jack had learned, across seven years, to read the way 

he read every other dangerous room he walked into.

"He hit a double," Emily said, not turning around. "First real hit of the season. The whole team was  

cheering. He looked for you before he even looked at the coach."

"Emily —"

"I'm not going to yell at you, Jack. I'm too tired to yell at you." She turned then, and her face in the 

lamplight had none of the exhaustion he expected and all of something worse — a flat, settled calm that 

frightened  him more  than  anger  ever  could  have.  "I  called  a  lawyer  this  week.  I  haven't  signed 

anything. I wanted you to hear that from me before you heard it from anybody else."

The kitchen went very quiet, the particular quiet Jack had learned, over seven years of reading 

dangerous rooms, to recognize as the sound of something irreversible beginning.



"Hath not the LORD made you one? Wherefore one? That he might seek a godly seed.  
Therefore take heed to your spirit, and let none deal treacherously against the wife of  

his youth." — Malachi 2:15

"I'm not asking you to change tonight," Emily said, before he could answer. "I've asked you to  

change for four years, Jack, in every way I know how to ask, and every time you tell me it's almost  

over, the assignment's almost done, there's an end date coming. I don't think there's an end date. I think  

this is just what you are now, and I think I've been waiting for a man who doesn't come home anymore 

to notice that his family stopped waiting."

•  •  •

That night, lying awake long after Emily had gone silent beside him — not asleep, he knew, just as 

unwilling as he was to keep talking — Jack found himself remembering their wedding day nine years 

earlier, a small ceremony in his father's church, Emily laughing through her own vows because their 

dog had gotten loose in the sanctuary and had to be chased out by an usher mid-ceremony.

"For better or worse," Samuel had said, presiding over his own son's wedding, "for richer or poorer, 

in sickness and in health" — and Jack remembered how easy those words had felt to promise, standing 

in a borrowed suit with his whole future still an open question, no cartel money yet laundered, no name 

yet invented, no seven years of half-truths yet accumulated between them.

"Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife:  
and they shall be one flesh." — Genesis 2:24

He turned the verse over in the dark, remembering a version of himself who had meant it plainly,  

without qualification, and understood, lying in a bed that had begun to feel  like a rented room in 

somebody else's marriage, that he had spent seven years unlearning that single verse one operational 

necessity at  a time, cleaving instead to Johnny Blaze, to Ochoa, to Mendoza's trust,  to everything 

except the one flesh he had promised, in this same city, to become inseparable from.

•  •  •

He drove to his father's house the next afternoon, unannounced, the way he had not done in over a 

year, and found Samuel on the same porch step where he had once told his son, plainly, that he was  

afraid for him.

"Emily called a lawyer," Jack said, before he had even sat down.

Samuel took that the way he took most hard news these days — without visible shock, with the 

particular stillness of a man who had spent thirty years watching his congregation absorb loss and had 

learned that the kindest thing he could offer, most days, was simply not flinching.

"Are you surprised?" Samuel asked.



"I don't know what I am."

"I think you're surprised the bill finally came due," Samuel said, "after telling yourself for seven 

years that you were only borrowing against it a little at a time. That's not how debt works, son. Interest 

doesn't wait for you to feel ready to pay it."

"Marriage is honourable in all, and the bed undefiled: but whoremongers and  
adulterers God will judge." — Hebrews 13:4

"I haven't been unfaithful to her," Jack said, more sharply than he meant to, hearing the verse land 

somewhere he had not expected it to land.

"I know you haven't. Not in the way you mean." Samuel looked out at the yard a long moment. 

"But a man can be unfaithful to his family with his whole schedule, Jack, without ever touching another 

woman. Seven years of choosing a case over a kitchen table is its  own kind of treachery, even if 

nobody ever has to name it  in a courtroom. You've been faithful to your body and unfaithful with 

everything else a marriage actually needs to survive."

Jack said nothing for a long time, sitting on the same step where he had once, as a much younger  

man, told his father he wasn't afraid of anything the job could cost him.

•  •  •

Luke would not look at him that weekend, not directly, not for the entire forty-eight hours of the 

visit Donovan had carved carefully out of an unforgiving calendar — a small, silent refusal from an  

eight-year-old who had run out of other ways to say what he needed to say.

"You missed my game," Luke said finally, on the second afternoon, not as an accusation exactly, 

more as a simple, devastating fact laid on the table between them.

"I know. I'm sorry."

"You're always sorry." Luke did not look up from the model airplane he was assembling, his small  

hands working the pieces with a concentration that Jack understood, watching him, was its own kind of 

armor. "Mom says you have a job that's really important. I used to believe that. I don't anymore. I think 

if it was really that important, you'd tell us what it actually is instead of just saying sorry."

"Fathers, provoke not your children to anger, but bring them up in the nurture and  
admonition of the Lord." — Ephesians 6:4

Jack sat with his son a long while in silence after that, turning the verse over with something close 

to physical pain, understanding that he had spent seven years assuming the danger to his family was  

Victor Mendoza, was Ray Collins, was a bullet from some warehouse he had not yet walked into — 

and had never once fully reckoned with the possibility that the greatest danger to Luke had simply been 



his own repeated, ordinary absence, accumulating year over year into exactly the kind of provocation 

his father's God had specifically warned fathers against.

"I can't tell you what the job is," Jack said finally. "I wish I could. I promise you, when I can, I 

will."

"When?" Luke asked, and it was, Jack understood, the single most reasonable question anyone had 

asked him in seven years, and he had no honest answer to give it.

•  •  •

Just  before  Jack  left  that  Sunday,  Luke  appeared  in  the  driveway  holding  the  finished  model 

airplane, thrusting it toward him with the brusque, embarrassed haste of a child offering something he 

wasn't sure he wanted to admit mattered to him.

"You can have it," Luke said. "For your desk. So maybe you'll remember to come back sooner."

Jack took the airplane with both hands, the small plastic wings still faintly sticky with model glue,  

and did not trust his voice enough to answer right away.

"I'll keep it on my desk," he said finally. "Every single day."

Luke nodded, already turning to go back inside, already retreating behind the same careful distance 

he had maintained the entire visit — but Jack understood, driving away with the airplane wrapped 

carefully in a towel on the passenger seat, that his son had just extended him something perilously close 

to grace, offered by a boy too young to have any name yet for what grace actually was.

"A merry heart doeth good like a medicine: but a broken spirit drieth the bones." — 
Proverbs 17:22

•  •  •

He called Rebecca that night from a pay phone two blocks from the house, not entirely sure why 

she was the person he had reached for, except that she was, by that point, one of perhaps two people 

left in his life who knew enough of the truth to actually understand what he was carrying.

"Emily's talking to a lawyer," he said, without preamble, the moment she picked up.

Rebecca was quiet a moment on the other end of the line. "I'm sorry, Jack."

"Everybody keeps being sorry. Nobody's telling me what to do about it."

"I don't think there's a version of what to do about it that doesn't cost you something enormous," 

Rebecca said, carefully. "You can't tell her the truth without blowing seven years of work and possibly 



getting people killed. You can't keep disappearing without losing her and Luke both. I don't know how 

a man threads that needle, Jack. I'm not sure anybody could."

"For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? or  
what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?" — Matthew 16:26

Jack thought of the verse standing in that phone booth with the traffic passing behind him, the same 

question that had opened uninvited in his mind on Mendoza's veranda over a year earlier, arriving now 

in a new and more personal shape — no longer only a question about cartels and mountains, but a 

plainer, more domestic version of the same trade: what, exactly, was he gaining, and what, precisely, 

had he already spent to gain it.

"I don't know how to fix this," he said finally.

"I don't think tonight's the night you fix it," Rebecca said. "I think tonight's the night you just admit  

how bad it's actually gotten. Sometimes that's the only honest thing available to a person."

•  •  •

Donovan noticed the distraction within days, the particular attentiveness of an older man who had 

spent seven years learning to read Jack's moods the way Jack had learned to read a room. They sat on  

the boat that Sunday, the water calm, neither of them pretending to fish.

"You're somewhere else today," Donovan said. "Have been all week."

"Emily called a lawyer."

Donovan absorbed that in silence, the particular silence of a man measuring how much comfort he 

was actually qualified to offer. "I don't have a marriage left to give you advice from, Jack. Mine went 

the same direction yours is headed, twenty years ago, for close enough to the same reasons that I don't  

have the right to pretend I see this from outside."

"I didn't know that."

"Most people don't. I don't advertise it." Donovan reeled in a few feet of empty line. "I'll tell you 

the one thing I wish somebody had told me back then, for whatever it's worth to a man in the middle of  

it instead of twenty years past it. You don't get to choose whether this job costs you something at home.  

You only get to choose whether you're honest with yourself about the bill while there's still time to do 

anything about it. I wasn't. I told myself the case mattered more, right up until the day it was too late to  

tell myself anything else."

"Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap." — Galatians 6:7



Jack thought of the verse a long while after Donovan had gone quiet again, watching the gulls work 

the wake behind a passing boat, understanding that he had just been handed, plainly, the one piece of 

foresight that might have changed something, years earlier — and understanding, just as plainly, that 

Donovan's confession had come only after the same debt had already come due in his own life, which 

was, Jack suspected, exactly how the lesson always arrived for men like them: too late to prevent the  

cost, just in time to recognize its shape.

•  •  •

Emily did not ask him to move out that week, or the next, though the lawyer's name sat between 

them afterward like a third occupant of the house, present in every conversation whether or not either 

of them spoke it aloud.

"I'm not going to make you choose tonight," she told him, the last evening of that visit, standing in 

the doorway of Luke's room watching their son sleep, the nightstand bare where the model airplane had 

sat until that afternoon. "I've been the one waiting for seven years, Jack. I'm tired of being the only one 

who has to decide anything. But I need you to understand that I'm not threatening you. I called a lawyer 

because I needed to know what my life could look like if this doesn't change, not because I've already 

decided it has to end. There's a difference, even if it doesn't feel like much of one from where you're 

standing."

"Can two walk together, except they be agreed?" — Amos 3:3

"I don't know how to give you what you need and still finish what I started," Jack said, and heard, 

saying it aloud for the first time, how thin the excuse sounded even to his own ears after seven years of  

relying on it.

"Then I think you already know what that means for us," Emily said, quietly, without cruelty, "even  

if you're not ready to say it out loud yet."

•  •  •

That night, unable to sleep on the couch where he had taken to sleeping during these visits, Jack 

found his father's old Bible in a box of things Emily had never quite gotten around to putting in storage  

— the same worn leather cover from his baptism, his name inscribed inside the front cover in Samuel's 

careful hand. He had not opened it in years. He opened it now, at random, the way a desperate man 

reaches for anything, and let it fall open where it would.

"A time to keep silence, and a time to speak." — Ecclesiastes 3:7

He sat with that a long time in the dark living room, the borrowed silence of a house he no longer 

fully belonged in pressing in around him, and understood, without yet knowing what to do about it, that 



he had spent seven years mistaking one kind of silence — tactical, necessary, operationally sound — 

for the only kind available to him, when some entirely different silence, the deliberate withholding of  

himself from the two people who most needed him to speak, had been quietly killing something all  

along that no case file would ever record as a casualty.

•  •  •

He drove back into the city before dawn the next morning, the way he always did, past the pastel  

hotels and the postcard skyline just beginning to catch its first gray light, and turned over, the entire 

length  of  the  causeway,  a  single  unwelcome  recognition  he  had  spent  seven  years  successfully 

avoiding: that whatever Johnny Blaze had accomplished in that time — the cases built, the corruption 

exposed, the small mercies extended to men like Curtis and T-Bone and a nineteen-year-old named 

Maria — none of it had been free. It had all been paid for, quietly, out of an account he had never once  

agreed to open, drawn down a little further with every missed game and every half-true answer, until 

the balance remaining in his own house had shrunk to almost nothing at all.

"I will restore to you the years that the locust hath eaten." — Joel 2:25

He did not know, driving home that morning, whether that verse was a promise or simply a phrase 

his father had once used to comfort people whose losses were smaller and more ordinary than his own. 

He knew only that he wanted, with an ache he had not expected and did not entirely know what to do 

with, for it to be true — for there to exist some accounting, somewhere, larger than the one he had been 

keeping for seven years, in which the years a man spent absent from his own family might someday, 

somehow, be given back to him.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 10



CHAPTER 11
The Devil's Playground

Miami, 1988

"For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers,  
against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high  

places." — Ephesians 6:12

By the eighth year,  Jack had walked through so many rooms built  for  the specific  purpose of 

helping men forget themselves that he had stopped, mostly, seeing them as separate places at all. They 

were, he had come to understand, a single continuous room with different lighting — the nightclub 

bleeding into the casino bleeding into the room upstairs from the casino bleeding into the stash house  

three blocks over, all  of it  operating on the same current, all  of it  drawing from the same well of 

appetite Victor Mendoza had once described to him, without apology, on a veranda in Cartagena.

He had never named that current out loud, in seven years. He named it now, driving into the city on  

a January night in 1988, only because something in him — worn thin by Emily's lawyer, by Luke's  

careful distance, by a Bible he had reopened for the first time in a decade — had stopped letting him 

look away from what he was actually looking at.

•  •  •

The nightclub was called Vertigo,  a  name Jack had always found unintentionally honest,  three 

floors of mirrored glass and imported liquor on the edge of South Beach that Mendoza's organization 

owned  through  four  intermediary  companies  and  used,  on  any  given  night,  as  a  combination 

showroom, recruitment office, and confessional for men who had more money than judgment.

He stood near the upstairs bar that night watching the floor below — bodies moving under lights  

engineered to make every face look younger and every choice look smaller than it actually was, a haze 

of cocaine so casual that three separate men had offered him a bump before midnight as though passing 

a bowl of nuts at a dinner party — and understood, watching it, that the club sold exactly one product 

regardless  of  what  appeared  on  any  given  receipt:  the  temporary,  expensive  illusion  that  a  man's 

emptiness could be filled by something purchased rather than something given.

"You look like a man doing math instead of enjoying himself," Ochoa said, appearing at his elbow 

with two drinks he had not asked for.

"Just watching."



"That's your whole talent, Johnny. Watching." Ochoa handed him a glass he had no intention of 

finishing. "You know what I like about this place? Everybody who walks in here already knows what  

they are. Nobody's pretending. Down there —" he gestured at the floor with his own glass — "that's 

just honesty with better lighting."

"Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are these; Adultery, fornication,  
uncleanness, lasciviousness... drunkenness, revellings, and such like." — Galatians  

5:19,21

Jack thought of the verse without summoning it, watching a young woman who could not have 

been older than twenty-two disappear into a private room with a man three times her age and a great 

deal more money, and understood, turning Ochoa's phrase over, that it was both entirely wrong and 

uncomfortably close to true — that the club's honesty was real, in its way, but it was the honesty of a  

wound rather than the honesty of a confession, a place where appetite finally stopped pretending to be 

anything else and simply consumed whatever stood in front of it, without ceremony, without apology, 

and without any accounting for what it cost the people being consumed.

•  •  •

He saw Judge Leonard Whitaker himself that same night, seated in a roped-off section of the club's 

upper floor with two men Jack did not recognize, laughing at something with the easy, unguarded 

pleasure of a man who had never once had to fear being seen in a room like this one — because men 

like Whitaker, Jack understood, watching him, did not fear exposure the way ordinary men feared it.  

They  had  spent  careers  arranging  their  own  protection  in  advance,  layer  after  layer  of  plausible 

deniability, until a night at Vertigo cost them nothing more than a driver who knew to wait at a different 

door than the one photographers might use.

"Judge doesn't come here often," Ochoa said, following Jack's gaze. "Maybe four times a year.  

Always the same booth. Always gone before one in the morning. A careful man, our judge."

"Careful men still show up," Jack said.

"Careful men show up because they've learned exactly how careful they need to be," Ochoa said, 

"which is a different thing entirely from not showing up at all."

"Woe unto them that decree unrighteous decrees, and that write grievousness which they  
have prescribed... to turn aside the needy from judgment, and to take away the right  

from the poor." — Isaiah 10:1,2

Jack  thought  of  the  verse  watching  Whitaker  laugh,  unbothered,  in  a  roped-off  booth  built 

specifically to keep men like him separate from the consequences of the rulings that had once gutted 

Donovan's case, and understood, watching the distance between Whitaker's booth and the club floor 

below, that the entire architecture of the building itself was a kind of parable — the powerful elevated, 



curtained off, laughing above a floor of appetite they had helped create and never once had to walk  

through themselves.

Councilman  Vance  found  Jack  near  the  bar  not  long  after,  flushed  with  the  same  effusive,  

backslapping energy Jack remembered from the yacht fundraiser years earlier, Walter Pruitt trailing a 

step behind him with a drink in each hand.

"Johnny Blaze," Vance said, delighted, as though running into an old friend rather than a business 

acquaintance three degrees removed from anything resembling friendship. "Small world in this town, 

isn't it? Everybody who matters ends up in the same three rooms eventually."

"Seems that way," Jack said.

"Walter here was just telling me about a shipment he's helping move through the marina expansion 

permits I signed off on last spring." Vance clapped Pruitt on the shoulder, the same gesture Ray Collins 

used, the same gesture that had come, by that point, to feel to Jack like the universal handshake of men 

who had learned to dress corruption in the clothing of camaraderie. "Funny how it all connects, when 

you actually trace the lines. Judge upstairs keeping the courts quiet, banker moving the money clean, 

councilman signing the permits that make the money legitimate. And none of us ever technically breaks 

bread with Victor Mendoza directly. Beautiful system, really. Everybody's hands stay clean enough to 

shake in daylight."

"Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye make clean the outside of the  
cup and of the platter, but within they are full of extortion and excess." — Matthew 

23:25

Jack thought of the verse watching the two men laugh together, Pruitt's soft banker's hand still  

resting on Vance's shoulder, and understood that he was looking, in that single unguarded moment, at  

the actual mechanism Donovan had spent years trying to describe to him on the fishing boat — not a 

conspiracy exactly,  nothing so dramatic  as  men gathered in a smoke-filled room plotting evil,  but 

something quieter and more thoroughly embedded than that: an entire respectable class of men who 

had each individually decided that their own small piece of the arrangement was clean enough to live 

with, without any one of them ever having to reckon with the whole rotten structure their combined 

small pieces actually built.

•  •  •

The gambling house operated two floors above a legitimate cigar shop on Calle Ocho, unmarked, 

accessible  only  through  a  back  stairwell  and  a  series  of  introductions  Jack  had  spent  years 

accumulating, and it was there, more than in any nightclub, that Jack first understood the particular 

cruelty of a vice built entirely on hope.



He watched a man named Aristides lose forty thousand dollars over the course of one January 

evening — a contractor, by trade, with three children and a wife who believed, as far as Jack could tell,  

that her husband was working a night shift at a warehouse — and watched him return the following  

week,  and the week after  that,  chasing the same forty thousand with a fervor that  had long since 

stopped being about the money at all.

"He'll  be  back again  next  week,"  the  house  manager  told  Jack,  without  any particular  malice, 

simply reciting an observed fact the way a man might describe weather. "They always come back.  

That's the whole business, Johnny. Not the money on the table. The money that's going to walk back in  

the door next Friday convinced this time will be different."

"He that hasteth to be rich hath an evil eye, and considereth not that poverty shall come  
upon him." — Proverbs 28:22

Jack sat with that verse a long while, watching Aristides sign yet another marker he could not  

honor, and understood that the house's real product was not gambling at all but a counterfeit hope, 

manufactured and sold with the same cold precision Walter Pruitt applied to laundering money at the 

bank on Brickell Avenue — a hope engineered specifically to never actually pay out, because a house 

that let a man win enough to walk away satisfied would eventually run out of desperate men willing to 

keep feeding it.

He thought, watching Aristides finally stand to leave that night, of his own son's model airplane  

sitting on a desk in an apartment that no longer felt like a home, and understood, with a discomfort he 

had not expected, that the same hope that kept a gambler chasing his losses had kept Jack himself 

chasing  something  equally  illusory  for  seven  years  —  the  hope  that  one  more  case,  one  more 

conviction, one more small mercy extended to a man like T-Bone, might eventually balance a ledger  

that had never once, in seven years, shown any sign of balancing.

He found T-Bone waiting for him outside the cigar shop an hour later, having arranged the meeting 

earlier that week through the usual channels, and T-Bone took one look at Jack's face in the streetlight  

and read something there before Jack had said a word.

"You've been upstairs," T-Bone said. It wasn't a question.

"Watched a man lose forty thousand dollars he doesn't have."

"Aristides." T-Bone shook his head. "Man's been coming up those stairs every Friday for two years 

now. I used to run numbers for a smaller operation before Ochoa's people bought out everybody on this 

side of the Calle, and I'll tell you something, Johnny, that took me a long time to understand myself.  

Ain't nobody in that room actually gambling on the cards. They're gambling on becoming somebody 

different than who they already are. Cards are just the excuse."



"There is a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of  
death." — Proverbs 14:12

"You believe in that stuff?" Jack asked, surprised at himself for asking, surprised further that some 

part of him wanted to know the answer.

"My grandmother did. Read to me from that book every night till I was about nine, back before she 

passed  and everything  went  sideways."  T-Bone  looked  away,  down the  darkened  street,  in  a  rare 

moment of something like vulnerability. "I don't know what I believe anymore, if I'm honest. But I 

remember enough of it that some nights, watching what goes on up in that room, I think she probably 

had it more right than anybody I've met since."

•  •  •

It was in a house two blocks from the gambling operation, on the same January night, that Jack  

encountered Maria Alvarez again for the first time in three years — older now, twenty-two instead of 

nineteen, and unmistakably the same woman he had once quietly steered clear of an arrest that would 

have followed her for the rest of her life.

She did not recognize him at first, standing in a hallway that smelled of bleach and cheap perfume, 

until he said her name, quietly, in a voice he had not used with her since the night he'd let her walk free  

from a police car three years earlier.

"Johnny," she said finally, and something in her face moved between fear and something that might  

have been relief, or might simply have been exhaustion too old for a woman her age to be carrying.  

"You shouldn't be back here. This isn't the same business you knew me from."

"What happened?"

"Life happened." Her laugh had no humor in it at all. "I got clear of one trouble and walked straight 

into a different one, same as always. Ochoa's people own this house too, did you know that? Same 

money as the club, same money as everything. It's all one hand, Johnny. Doesn't matter which pocket 

you climb out of. It's still the same hand."

"Open thy mouth for the dumb in the cause of all such as are appointed to destruction."  
— Proverbs 31:8

Jack thought of the verse standing in that hallway, and felt something close to shame at how little  

he had actually followed up, in three years, on whether the mercy he'd extended Maria had ever taken 

root the way he'd hoped — the recognition that a single kindness, however sincerely offered, did not 

absolve a man of the obligation to keep watching, keep caring, keep opening his mouth again and again 

for people the system had already decided were beyond saving.

"I can get you out of this house," he said. "Tonight, if you want it."



"And go where?" Maria's eyes, when she looked at him, held none of the hope his offer was meant 

to produce. "You gonna give me a new name, Johnny? A new life? Because that's what it would take,  

and we both know that's not actually on the table. You're a nice man playing a bad man's part. I respect 

that more than you probably know. But I've learned not to build anything on an offer that can't actually 

survive daylight."

He had no honest answer for her, standing in that hallway, and she read the silence correctly, and 

touched his arm once, briefly, before disappearing back through a door he did not follow her through 

— leaving him with a debt he would carry, unpaid, for the remainder of the assignment.

•  •  •

The narcotics den operated out of a converted duplex in Overtown, three blocks from the same 

intersection where  Jack had once watched a  young man seize  on the  sidewalk while  Officer  Ben 

Wallace worked to save his life, and Jack understood, walking through it that same January, that the 

geography of the city's vice was not scattered at all but concentrated, layered, the same few square 

miles absorbing wave after wave of the same essential wound in slightly different forms.

Inside, a dozen people lay or sat in various states of departure from the present moment, the air  

thick with the specific chemical sweetness Jack had long since stopped being able to smell without his 

stomach turning, regardless of how many times Johnny Blaze's face had learned to remain unbothered 

by it.

A girl no older than sixteen sat against the far wall, eyes half-closed, a boyfriend or a handler — 

Jack could never quite tell which, in these houses, and suspected the distinction had stopped mattering 

to anyone involved — adjusting a needle with the practiced, tender carelessness of a man performing a 

routine he had performed a hundred times before.

"Woe unto him that giveth his neighbour drink, that puttest thy bottle to him, and makest  
him drunken also, that thou mayest look on their nakedness!" — Habakkuk 2:15

Jack thought of the verse watching that particular tenderness, understanding it as a description of 

something considerably darker than simple commerce — a system that had learned to dress predation 

in the clothing of intimacy, to make exploitation look, on its surface, almost like care, and he left that 

house that night with a physical need to be somewhere clean that he could not immediately satisfy, 

because there was, by that point in the city, almost nowhere left he could go that the same current did  

not eventually reach.

One of the men slumped against the far wall,  Jack realized with a slow, sick recognition, was 

Dexter  Willis,  a  name he  knew only  because  Curtis  had  mentioned  him once,  years  earlier,  as  a  



childhood friend who'd "gone a different way" than Curtis had managed to. Dexter did not recognize 

Jack. Dexter, by the look of him, was not recognizing much of anything that night.

Jack crouched beside him anyway, checking his pulse the way he had once checked Curtis's, back 

before any of this had cost either of them what it eventually would.

"You knew Curtis Reyes?" Jack asked, quietly, not expecting an answer and not receiving one.

He  stayed  a  few  minutes  longer  than  the  errand  required,  watching  Dexter's  shallow,  uneven 

breathing, thinking of Curtis's funeral eighteen months earlier, thinking of the particular arithmetic of a 

neighborhood where two boys could grow up on the same street and arrive, by two entirely different 

roads, at the same kind of ending — one in a coffin from a bullet meant for somebody else, the other  

slumped against a wall in a house Jack himself helped keep in business.

"The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a  
contrite spirit." — Psalm 34:18

He left money with the woman who ran the house, quietly, enough to make sure somebody called 

an ambulance if Dexter's breathing ever turned shallower than it already was, and understood, walking 

back out into the Overtown night, that it was one more small, insufficient mercy added to a ledger that 

never seemed to shrink no matter how many entries he added to it.

•  •  •

He  drove  to  Rebecca's  apartment  afterward,  unannounced,  at  an  hour  that  would  have  been 

inappropriate under any other circumstances, and she opened the door already reading something in his 

face before he had spoken a single word.

"Bad night?"

"I don't know how to describe it as anything else." Jack sat heavily on the edge of a chair he had 

never sat in before, in an apartment he had visited perhaps three times in as many years, all of them,  

until tonight, strictly professional. "I've spent seven years telling myself I was documenting a business. 

Nightclubs, casinos, houses. Line items in a case file. Tonight I watched Maria Alvarez working out of 

a brothel two blocks from a gambling house, and I watched a sixteen-year-old get a needle put in her 

arm by a man who called her sweetheart while he did it, and I don't have a case file category anymore 

that actually describes what that is."

Rebecca was quiet a long moment, sitting across from him with the particular stillness she reserved 

for the conversations that mattered most. "What do you think it is, if it's not a business?"

"I think Mendoza told me the truth once, on his veranda, and I think I've spent a year telling myself 

he was wrong about it, and I don't think he was." Jack looked at his own hands. "He said he wasn't the 



disease. Said he was just a symptom, feeding an appetite that already existed. I used to think that was  

just a rich man excusing himself. Tonight I think he actually believed it, and I think the horrifying part  

is that he might be right, and if he's right, then arresting Mendoza doesn't cure anything. It just changes  

who's standing at the counter."

"For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ  
our Lord." — Romans 6:23

Rebecca said nothing for a long moment after he spoke that verse aloud, surprising himself as much 

as her — the first time in seven years he had quoted Scripture to another living person rather than 

simply turning it over in the privacy of his own mind. "That's not something I've heard you say before."

"I don't know why I said it." Jack rubbed his eyes, exhausted in a way sleep no longer touched. "My 

father used to preach that verse. I spent twenty years thinking it was a nice sentiment for people who 

needed comforting. Tonight it felt like the only accurate description of everything I watched happen in 

three different buildings in the span of four hours."

•  •  •

Jack  reported  the  Whitaker  sighting  to  Reed two days  later,  watching the  federal  agent's  face  

change as he described Whitaker, Vance, and Pruitt standing together in a roped-off booth at a club 

Mendoza's organization owned outright.

"All three in the same room," Reed said, writing quickly. "Same night, same booth. That's not proof 

of a conspiracy by itself, but it's the first time in four years I've had all three names placed in the same  

physical space at the same time. That matters more than you'd think, Jack. Juries want to see men 

standing near each other.  Circumstantial  evidence about accounts and permits is  one thing.  A jury 

hearing that three men were laughing together in a nightclub owned by a cartel is a different thing 

entirely."

"You want me to try to get closer next time? Actually get something recorded?"

"I want you to stay exactly as careful as you've always been," Reed said. "But if it happens again — 

if you ever see all three of them together again — I want to know within twenty-four hours, whatever 

else is happening in your life at the time."

"Two are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labour. For if they  
fall, the one will lift up his fellow." — Ecclesiastes 4:9,10

Jack thought of the verse leaving Reed's rented office, understanding it, for the first time, not as a  

verse about marriage or friendship but as a plain description of exactly the kind of corruption he had 

just witnessed — men who had learned, methodically, over years, that falling together was safer than 



standing alone, propping each other up against a fall that any one of them, standing by himself, could 

never have survived.

•  •  •

He called his  father  two days  later,  the  first  time in  months  he  had called rather  than simply 

appeared unannounced on the porch step, and found Samuel, as always, unhurried, unshocked, willing 

to receive whatever Jack was carrying without flinching from the weight of it.

"I saw Maria Alvarez again," Jack said. "The girl I told you about once, years ago. Working out of a  

brothel now."

"Did you help her?"

"I  offered.  She  turned me down.  Said  an offer  that  can't  survive  daylight  isn't  worth  building 

anything on." Jack sat with the phone against his ear, looking out at a city that had never, in seven 

years, looked less like the postcard skyline it presented to tourists. "I don't know how to fix any of it,  

Dad. Not her. Not the girl with the needle. Not the gambler losing his kids' college money every Friday 

night.  It's  not  one dirty  judge or  one crooked cop.  It's  the whole  city,  and I've spent  seven years 

pretending I was fighting it instead of just cataloguing it."

"The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to destroy: I am come that they  
might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly." — John 10:10

Samuel let that verse sit a long moment on the line before responding. "You're not going to fix the  

whole city, son. No man's ever been given that job, not even the ones your Bible calls prophets. But 

you were given Maria Alvarez, once, for one night, and you did something true with it. You were given 

T-Bone Harris, and Curtis, and I imagine a dozen other names you've never told me. A man doesn't get 

handed the whole disease to cure. He gets handed the one person standing in front of him, and he gets 

to decide, every single time, whether he's going to look away or not."

"That's not enough. Not against what I saw tonight."

"It's not enough to fix the city," Samuel agreed. "It was enough for Maria Alvarez, for one night,  

three years ago. It might be enough again, if she ever lets you close enough to try. That's not a small 

thing, Jack, even if it feels small standing next to everything you can't touch."

•  •  •

Jack drove back into the  city that  night  past  Vertigo's  blazing facade,  past  the cigar  shop that 

concealed the gambling house above it, past the intersection where Ben Wallace had once knelt over a 

dying stranger on a public sidewalk, and understood, cataloguing the entire circuit the way he had 

learned to catalogue every dangerous room he had ever walked into, that he was looking, for the first 



time with any real clarity, at the actual shape of what seven years of undercover work had asked him to  

survive inside.

"And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness  
rather than light, because their deeds were evil." — John 3:19

He did not yet understand himself as a man who loved light more than darkness. He understood 

only, driving home in the small hours of that January morning, that he had spent seven years growing 

steadily more comfortable inside rooms he should never have been able to enter without his own soul 

registering  some  permanent  cost  — and  that  the  cost,  whatever  else  it  had  bought  the  case,  the 

corruption prosecutions, the small mercies extended here and there along the way, had been paid, every  

single time, out of an account that belonged to Jack Mercer, and that he had almost entirely stopped 

checking the balance of.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 11



CHAPTER 12
No Safe Place

Miami, 1988

"It is better to trust in the LORD than to put confidence in man. It is better to trust in the  
LORD than to put confidence in princes." — Psalm 118:8,9

The call came at 11:40 on a Thursday night in February, and Jack would spend the rest of his life 

grateful that Rebecca Lawson had been the one to make it, because thirty seconds either direction and 

there would have been no one left to make any call at all.

"Abort," she said, the moment he picked up, her voice flatter and more controlled than he had ever 

heard it, which was itself the most frightening thing about the call. "Abort now, Jack. DEA's running an 

intercept  on  the  same  warehouse  you're  walking  into  in  twenty  minutes.  Nobody  told  your  side. 

Nobody told mine. If you go in there as Johnny Blaze, my own people are going to see exactly what 

they expect to see — a cartel lieutenant walking product into a building they've been surveilling for six 

weeks — and they are not going to ask questions before they act."

Jack had already parked two blocks from the warehouse when his pager buzzed with the emergency 

code Rebecca and Donovan had drilled into him years earlier and never once needed until that moment. 

He called the number from a payphone with his back to the street, watching a pair of headlights that 

had not moved in the rearview mirror of his own car for the better part of ten minutes, headlights he 

had already begun, with the old animal instinct he trusted more than any badge, to read as trouble 

before Rebecca's voice ever confirmed it.

"Say that again," he said, when she finished, his own voice steadier than he felt.

"DEA. Tonight. That warehouse. Get out of the area now, Jack, and don't use your own car to do it."

He left the Porsche where it sat, walking three blocks in the opposite direction from the warehouse  

through a construction site he had scouted once, months earlier, purely out of the old habit of always 

knowing at least one way out of anywhere he might need to disappear from, and did not stop walking  

until he reached a bus stop a mile away where Donovan's own car, unmarked, was already waiting for  

him with the engine running.

"The name of the LORD is a strong tower: the righteous runneth into it, and is safe." — 
Proverbs 18:10

He thought of the verse only later,  replaying the walk in his mind long after it  was over,  and 

understood that he had, in the moment itself, run toward nothing more substantial than a parked car and 



a construction site's shadows — human, ordinary, entirely insufficient shelter against what might have 

been waiting for him, and yet sufficient, that night, to save his life regardless.

•  •  •

He had been forty minutes from a routine handoff, a shipment verification Ochoa had asked him to 

oversee  personally,  nothing  that  had  ever  registered  on  Jack's  own  internal  alarm  as  unusually 

dangerous — which was, he understood later, driving away from that warehouse with his hands finally 

beginning to shake, the entire and terrible point. The danger that night had not come from Mendoza's  

organization, or from any failure of Johnny Blaze's cover. It had come from the simple, structural fact 

that two separate agencies, each one certain of its own righteousness, had been permitted by an entire 

broken system to point loaded guns at the same building without ever once comparing notes.

"Can two walk together, except they be agreed?" — Amos 3:3

Jack had thought of that verse once before, at a briefing years earlier, watching Rebecca Lawson 

challenge Donovan across a conference table about exactly this failure. He thought of it again now with 

an entirely different weight, understanding that the failure Rebecca had warned about that day had not 

been fixed in the years since. It had simply been waiting, patiently, for the specific combination of 

circumstances that would finally make it lethal.

•  •  •

Donovan convened an emergency meeting on the boat at two in the morning, and Jack had rarely 

seen him this angry — not the controlled, weary frustration of a man managing a difficult case, but 

something closer to real fury, banked and dangerous.

"Somebody could have died tonight," Donovan said, to no one in particular, to the water, to the 

entire broken architecture of the case itself. "Not Mendoza's people. Not some corner dealer nobody 

outside his own family would grieve. Jack. My own asset. Killed by federal agents who had no idea he 

wasn't exactly what he appeared to be, because the two agencies supposedly hunting the same target 

couldn't manage to tell each other what nights they'd both decided to show up."

"How did Rebecca even know?" Jack asked.

"She's  been quietly cross-referencing DEA's operational  calendar against  everything she knows 

about your movements for over a year," Donovan said. "Unofficially. Against her own agency's rules, 

probably against yours too if anybody upstairs ever found out. She built her own early-warning system 

because she didn't trust the official one, and tonight that unofficial, unauthorized system is the only 

reason you're sitting on this boat instead of in a morgue."



"A prudent man foreseeth the evil, and hideth himself: but the simple pass on, and are  
punished." — Proverbs 22:3

Jack  turned  the  verse  over,  sitting  on  that  boat,  and  understood  that  the  entire  operation  — 

Donovan's,  Reed's,  the DEA's,  all  of  it  — had been built  for years  on exactly the wrong kind of 

confidence, the confidence of men who believed procedure and compartmentalization made them safe, 

when the truest safety that night had come from one agent's private, unauthorized decision not to fully 

trust the system she worked inside of.

•  •  •

Reed arrived at the rented office above the dry cleaner two days later carrying news that made the 

warehouse near-miss look, by comparison, almost survivable.

"I think my own field office has a leak," Reed said, without preamble, sliding into a folding chair 

with the particular exhaustion of a man who had not slept in longer than he wanted to admit. "Not a 

hunch this time. I found a query in our case management system, run eight days before the DEA's  

warehouse  intercept,  searching the  exact  address.  Run by somebody with  legitimate  access  to  the 

system. Somebody who had no operational reason to be looking at that address at all."

"You have a name?"

"I have three names with access privileges wide enough to have run that query," Reed said. "One of  

them is a man I've trusted for six years. One of them is somebody I've never fully trusted at all, for  

reasons that have never quite risen to anything I could act on. And one of them is a name I don't even  

want to say out loud yet,  because if  I'm right about it,  it  changes everything about how deep this 

actually goes."

"Say the name," Jack said.

Reed hesitated, turning his coffee cup a slow half-circle on the card table before answering. "I'm 

not going to say it yet. Not until I have more than an access log. But I'll tell you this much, because I 

think you deserve to hear it before I say anything else: it's not an FBI name at all. Access logs like ours  

get shared, cross-referenced, more than people realize, especially on joint task force cases. Whoever 

ran  that  query  had  FBI  system access  through  a  liaison  credential  — the  kind  issued  to  outside 

personnel working directly with our task force. There's exactly one Miami PD liaison on this case with 

that level of access."

Jack felt something go very still in his chest, hearing that, though he had already half-expected 

where the sentence was heading. "Ray Collins has FBI liaison access?"

"Ray Collins requested it eighteen months ago, for exactly this task force, and Donovan approved it 

personally, because at the time it made every kind of operational sense." Reed's voice was carefully  



flat, the voice of a man delivering news he understood would cost someone else more than it cost him 

to say it. "I'm not accusing him yet, Jack. I want to be very clear about that. But I'd be lying if I told  

you the shape of  what I'm looking at  doesn't  fit  the exact  same silhouette you've apparently been 

circling for years."

"Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temptation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the  
flesh is weak." — Matthew 26:41

Jack thought of the verse and found it, for once, oddly comforting rather than merely convicting — 

a description not of Ray Collins's failure alone but of every man in that rented office, himself included, 

each one weak in some particular way the spirit alone could not fully overcome, each one needing 

exactly the kind of watchfulness none of them had yet learned to sustain without eventually failing at it.

•  •  •

"For there is nothing hid, which shall not be manifested; neither was any thing kept  
secret, but that it should come abroad." — Mark 4:22

Jack  thought  of  the  verse  watching  Reed's  face,  understanding  that  two  entirely  separate 

investigations, run by two agencies that barely trusted each other, had now arrived independently at the  

same name — the particular vindication and horror of learning that the corrosive uncertainty eating at 

Miami PD for five years over Ray Collins had never been merely a private suspicion at all, but a fact  

patiently waiting, all along, for enough evidence to finally come abroad.

•  •  •

Ray Collins found Jack in the equipment room three days after that, signing out replacement wire 

equipment with the same unhurried, easy manner he had used for eight years, and asked, in passing, 

whether Jack had "heard anything about a DEA operation gone sideways last week."

"Heard there was some kind of near-miss," Jack said, careful, watching Ray's face the way he had 

learned to watch every face in every dangerous room he had ever entered. "Nothing more than that."

"Funny how these things happen." Ray signed the equipment log and slid it back across the counter. 

"Two agencies, same target, nobody talking to anybody else. Whole system's a mess, if you ask me.  

Been saying it for years."

Jack said nothing, watching Ray walk away with the same unremarkable, unhurried gait he had 

walked away with a hundred times before, and understood, standing alone in that equipment room, that  

he had just heard Ray Collins describe, with apparent casual sympathy, precisely the failure that had 

nearly gotten Jack killed — a level of specific, accurate knowledge about an operation that had been,  

by every account Jack had heard, tightly compartmentalized within a single agency.



"Yea, mine own familiar friend, in whom I trusted, which did eat of my bread, hath lifted  
up his heel against me." — Psalm 41:9

He drove home that night turning the verse over with a coldness that had nothing to do with the 

February air, understanding that he had now heard this same verse rise unbidden in his mind twice in 

eighteen months, both times in connection with the same unremarkable, well-liked man who had built  

Johnny Blaze's entire cover from the ground up — and understanding, too, that a coincidence repeated 

often enough eventually stops deserving to be called a coincidence at all.

•  •  •

T-Bone confirmed the same fear from an entirely different direction three days later, meeting Jack 

in a diner booth with the same nervous energy he had once carried into the ledger meeting two years  

earlier.

"Word on the street's saying somebody inside blew a DEA operation on purpose," T-Bone said, low, 

not meeting Jack's eyes. "Not by accident.  On purpose.  Somebody wanted that warehouse hit  that 

night, wanted Ochoa's people to walk into something federal, maybe to clear out competition, maybe 

just to prove they could still move pieces on a board bigger than anybody realized. I don't know which. 

I know the street's saying it wasn't an accident, and the street's usually righter about this stuff than any  

of you badges want to admit."

"A talebearer revealeth secrets: but he that is of a faithful spirit concealeth the matter."  
— Proverbs 11:13

Jack turned the verse over in the diner's fluorescent light, understanding that T-Bone, whatever else 

he was, had spent eight years being exactly the kind of faithful, concealing friend the verse described  

— a stark contrast, Jack now suspected with a coldness he could not shake, to whichever badge inside 

his own department had apparently decided secrets were currency to be spent rather than trusts to be  

kept.

•  •  •

He brought it to Donovan that same week, laying out, as carefully and unemotionally as he could 

manage, every small accumulated data point across five years — Ray's questions about T-Bone, Ray's 

questions about Petrie, Ray's exclusion from the T-Bone extraction, and now this: specific, accurate 

knowledge of an inter-agency failure that should never have reached him.

Donovan listened without interrupting, and when Jack finished, sat a long time in silence on the 

boat, looking out at water that offered him no answers.

"I don't want it to be him," Donovan said finally, and his voice carried a rawness Jack had rarely 

heard in it. "Nineteen years, Jack. Golf outings. His daughter's wedding. I stood up at his retirement 



dinner two years ago and told a room full of cops he was the most trustworthy man I'd ever worked 

with. If I'm wrong about that, I'm not just wrong about Ray. I'm wrong about my own judgment in a  

way that makes me question every other man I've ever vouched for in this department, including you."

"I'm not asking you to arrest him," Jack said. "I'm asking you to stop assuming he's safe."

"Cursed be the man that trusteth in man, and maketh flesh his arm." — Jeremiah 17:5

Donovan absorbed the verse without comment, though something in his face shifted, hearing it, and 

Jack understood that he had, without entirely planning to, begun quoting Scripture to Donovan the 

same way he had begun quoting it to Rebecca — a habit forming without his full consent, evidence of 

some deeper shift he had not yet named even to himself.

"I'm going to quietly restrict Ray's liaison access," Donovan said finally, the decision costing him 

visibly even as he made it. "Not remove it outright — that would tip our hand before we have anything  

solid enough to act on. Just narrow what crosses his desk going forward. Slow enough that he won't  

necessarily notice it as anything more than routine tightening after the warehouse scare. If I'm wrong 

about him, I've cost us nothing but some paperwork. If I'm right —"

He did not finish the sentence, and Jack did not ask him to.

•  •  •

Rebecca met him at the marina two nights later, off any official schedule, in the particular quiet that  

had settled between them since the warehouse call — not romantic exactly, not yet, but something that 

had moved past professional obligation into a register neither of them had fully named out loud.

"I keep thinking about how close it came," she said, watching the water rather than him. "Thirty 

seconds, Jack. If I'd made that call thirty seconds later, or if you'd left five minutes earlier than you did,  

I would have spent tonight identifying your body instead of sitting on this dock."

"I know."

"I don't think you do. Not really." She turned to look at him directly, something raw and unguarded 

in her face that she rarely allowed him to see. "I've built my whole career on trusting procedure, on 

trusting that if everybody just follows the rules, the system eventually works the way it's supposed to. I 

don't believe that anymore. I believe the system nearly killed you because it was doing exactly what it 

was designed to do, and the only reason you're alive is that I broke my own agency's rules to build  

something the system was never supposed to need."

"Except the LORD build the house, they labour in vain that build it: except the LORD 
keep the city, the watchman waketh but in vain." — Psalm 127:1



Jack thought of the verse standing on that dock, turning over, for the first time with real weight, the  

possibility that Rebecca's private, unauthorized vigilance — however extraordinary, however much it 

had already saved his life — was itself still only a human watchman, subject to the same fallibility as  

every official system it had been built to compensate for. It was not, he understood, a thought that  

comforted him. It was a thought that opened, instead, onto a much larger and more uncomfortable 

question  he  did  not  yet  have  any  framework  for  answering:  whether  any  watchman,  official  or 

unofficial, procedural or improvised out of one agent's private conscience, could actually keep a city — 

or a man — safe by human effort alone.

•  •  •

He did not sleep well in the weeks that followed, waking at odd hours with his heart going hard  

against his ribs over nothing he could name upon waking, and he found himself,  more than once, 

reaching for  his  father's  old Bible  in  the drawer where he had left  it  since Coral  Gables,  reading  

passages at three in the morning that he would have dismissed, a year earlier, as sentiment for people  

who needed comforting.

"When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they  
shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned;  

neither shall the flame kindle upon thee." — Isaiah 43:2

He read that verse three times one sleepless night in March, turning it over the way he had learned 

to turn over every verse that surfaced now, unbidden, in the middle of his days — not yet able to  

believe it the way his father believed it, not yet able to feel, in his own chest, the confidence the words 

described, but unable, either, to simply set the verse aside as empty comfort the way he once would  

have. Something in him had begun, slowly, without his full permission, to want it to be true — to want 

there to exist some safety larger than Rebecca's private vigilance, larger than Donovan's hard-won trust, 

larger than eight years of Johnny Blaze's increasingly exhausted vigilance, a safety that did not depend 

on any human system managing, for once, not to fail him.

He did not call it faith yet. He did not have a word for it at all. He understood only that a verse  

which had once meant nothing to him now arrived, at three in the morning, like something closer to an 

outstretched hand than a phrase in an old book — and that he no longer knew, lying awake in an  

apartment that no longer felt entirely like anyone's home, how much longer he could keep surviving on 

nothing  but  his  own vigilance  and  Rebecca's,  in  a  city  and  a  system that  had  just  demonstrated, 

conclusively, that neither one of them was ever going to be enough by itself.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 12



CHAPTER 13
Betrayal from Within

Miami, 1988

"Then one of the twelve, called Judas Iscariot, went unto the chief priests, and said unto  
them, What will ye give me, and I will deliver him unto you? And they covenanted with  

him for thirty pieces of silver." — Matthew 26:14,15

Reed proposed the trap in the rented office above the dry cleaner on a wet Tuesday in April, laying 

it out with the careful, methodical patience of a man who had built exactly this kind of test before and 

understood precisely how much could go wrong with it.

"It's called a barium meal in the trade," Reed said, spreading a single sheet of paper on the card  

table between them. "Same principle as the medical test it's named for. You feed a man something 

specific, something traceable, something only he could have swallowed — and then you watch to see 

where it turns up. If Ray Collins is clean, this piece of information dies with him and nothing happens. 

If he isn't, it surfaces somewhere it has no business surfacing, and we'll know within days instead of 

years."

"What's the bait?" Donovan asked.

"A fabricated operation," Reed said. "A raid on a stash house that doesn't exist, scheduled for a date  

two weeks out, routed through exactly one channel — Ray's liaison desk, and nowhere else. No paper  

trail outside that single desk. If Mendoza's people so much as blink at that address, we'll know the leak 

runs through Ray Collins and nobody else, because there won't be any other explanation available."

Rebecca had her own piece to contribute to the plan, delivered the same week from the DEA's side  

of  the  operation,  and it  dovetailed  with  Reed's  proposal  in  a  way that  made the  whole  apparatus 

considerably more airtight.

"If the bait  actually moves, I  can help confirm it  independently," she said, laying out her own 

contribution alongside Reed's paperwork. "I've got surveillance assets in Hialeah already, watching two 

other addresses on the same block for an unrelated case. If Mendoza's people start showing unusual 

interest in your fake stash house, my people will see it happening in real time, completely independent 

of anything Reed's watching from the FBI side. Two separate confirmations instead of one. That's the 

difference between a case that survives a defense attorney's first motion and one that gets thrown out in  

a week."



"You'd be running your own people on an operation you can't tell them the real purpose of," Jack 

said.

"I've been running operations my own agency doesn't fully understand for two years now, Jack," 

Rebecca said, with a dry look that carried more history in it than the words alone. "I'm getting fairly 

good at it."

"Two are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labour." — 
Ecclesiastes 4:9

Jack thought of the verse, recognizing it now as one he had already turned over once before, in an  

entirely different context, and understood that its truth kept resurfacing throughout the whole grinding 

architecture of the case precisely because it was true in every direction at once — in marriage, in 

friendship, in the quiet mechanics of catching a liar, wherever two honest witnesses stood in a place  

one alone could not have covered.

•  •  •

Jack sat with the plan a long while after Reed finished laying it out, turning over the particular 

coldness of what they were proposing — constructing an elaborate lie specifically to catch a man in the  

act of telling one, using the same tradecraft Jack had spent eight years perfecting as Johnny Blaze, only  

now aimed inward, at a colleague rather than an enemy.

"You understand what you're asking," Jack said finally. "If this works, we're not catching a stranger.  

We're  catching a man who golfed at  Frank's  daughter's  wedding. A man who's  shaken my hand a 

thousand times in a parking garage and called it friendship."

"I understand exactly what I'm asking," Reed said, without flinching. "I've run this kind of test 

twice before in my career, on men I'd worked alongside for years. Both times it worked. Both times it  

cost me something I didn't fully get back afterward — some capacity to trust a room full of colleagues  

the way I used to, before I learned how completely a familiar face can lie to you. I'm not going to 

pretend that cost isn't real, Jack. I'm only going to tell you that the alternative — letting a leak keep 

operating inside a task force this dangerous, indefinitely, because none of us can stomach the personal 

cost of confirming it — gets people killed a great deal more certainly than the test does."

"Prove all things; hold fast that which is good." — 1 Thessalonians 5:21

Jack thought of the verse sitting in that rented office, understanding it, for the first time, not as a 

comfortable platitude about discernment but as a description of exactly the uncomfortable, corrosive 

work in front of them — the recognition that loving truth sometimes required building an elaborate trap 

for the people you had least wanted to discover were lying to you.



•  •  •

They  constructed  the  fabricated  operation  with  obsessive  care  over  the  following  week  —  a 

nonexistent stash house on a real but carefully chosen street in Hialeah, complete with a manufactured 

surveillance log, a fake informant number, and a raid date precisely fourteen days out, all of it routed 

through Ray Collins's FBI liaison desk and no other channel Reed could account for.

Donovan wrote the memo himself, in his own hand, in the particular flat administrative language he 

had used for nineteen years to describe operations considerably more real  than this  one,  and Jack 

watched him do it with a discomfort that surprised him — the older man's jaw set, his pen moving with 

obvious reluctance across a page he clearly wished he did not have to write.

"Nineteen years," Donovan said again, not looking up from the memo, the same two words he had 

repeated at least a dozen times in the weeks since Reed's revelation, as though saying them enough 

times might somehow soften what they were about to do. "I keep thinking about the day I hired him. 

Young guy, sharp, good with paperwork in a way most cops never bother to get good at. I thought I was 

building a team that would last me the rest of my career."

"You might have been right about that," Jack said. "Just not in the way you meant."

Donovan looked up at that, something almost like a bleak humor passing across his tired face.  

"That's either the kindest or the cruelest thing anybody's said to me all year, Jack, and I honestly can't 

decide which."

•  •  •

Reed's financial investigation into Ray Collins, running quietly alongside the barium meal trap,  

surfaced its own answer to a question none of them had asked directly: not whether Ray was guilty, 

which the trap would settle soon enough, but why a nineteen-year veteran with an unblemished record 

had apparently decided, at some point none of them could yet pinpoint, that the badge was for sale.

"His youngest daughter has cystic fibrosis," Reed said, laying out banking records across the card 

table with the flat, uncomfortable precision of a man delivering information he took no pleasure in  

having  found.  "Diagnosed  six  years  ago.  Insurance  covers  maybe  sixty  percent  of  what  her  care 

actually costs, and that's before you count two experimental treatments her doctors recommended that 

insurance wouldn't touch at all. Ray's been quietly drowning in medical debt since before any of us 

started watching him for anything else."

Donovan sat with that a long moment, something in his face working through an emotion Jack 

could not fully name. "That doesn't excuse what he did."



"No," Reed agreed.  "It  doesn't  excuse it.  But  I've chased corruption for  eleven years,  and I've 

learned that almost nobody sells out everything they've built for the reasons you'd expect from a villain  

in a story. Usually it's smaller than that, and sadder than that, and a great deal more human than any of  

us want it to be when we're the ones standing on the other side of the betrayal."

"For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have  
erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows." — 1 Timothy  

6:10

Jack thought of the verse, recognizing it as one his father had quoted years earlier about Walter 

Pruitt's bank, and understood now that it applied with an even sharper, sadder precision to Ray Collins 

— a man who had not set out, so far as any of them could tell, to become a cartel's informant, but had 

simply followed one desperate compromise after another, for a daughter he loved, until the distance 

between the man who golfed with Donovan and the man who fed intelligence to Victor Mendoza had 

closed without Ray ever quite noticing the exact moment it happened.

•  •  •

Jack's  own role in the operation required a discipline that  tested every year of  Johnny Blaze's 

training at once — he had to behave, in every ordinary interaction with Ray Collins over the following 

two  weeks,  exactly  as  he  always  had,  sharing  coffee  in  the  break  room,  signing  out  equipment, 

exchanging the same easy, unremarkable small talk that had defined their entire relationship for eight 

years, all while carrying the full and terrible weight of what he now suspected and what the department 

was actively testing.

"You've been quiet lately," Ray told him, on the Thursday of the first week, leaning against the 

equipment counter with the same loose, unhurried posture Jack had watched him adopt in that same 

spot a hundred times before. "Everything all right at home?"

"Emily and I are working some things out," Jack said, which had the particular advantage of being 

entirely true and entirely beside the point. "You know how it is."

"I do know how it is." Ray's face, for just a moment, showed something Jack had rarely seen in it  

—  a  flicker  of  genuine,  unguarded  weariness  that  made  the  ordinary  comfort  of  eight  years  of 

friendship rise up in Jack's chest despite everything he now suspected. "Marriage is a hard business for  

men like us,  Jack. Always has been. You give the job everything it  wants,  and there's never quite 

enough left over for the people who actually deserve the best of you."

"Woe unto the world because of offences! for it must needs be that offences come; but  
woe to that man by whom the offence cometh!" — Matthew 18:7



Jack thought of the verse driving home that night, sitting with the specific discomfort of having just 

received something that felt, despite everything, like genuine sympathy from a man he now believed 

had spent years quietly endangering his life — and understood that the verse described exactly this 

impossible  complexity:  that  a  man  could  be  entirely  sincere  in  one  conversation  and  entirely 

treacherous in his conduct elsewhere, that betrayal did not require a villain who felt nothing, only a 

man capable of compartmentalizing his own conscience as thoroughly as Jack himself had learned to 

compartmentalize his.

•  •  •

Ray caught something in Jack's face two days later that nearly cost the entire operation its careful  

invisibility — a held glance a half-second too long, a stillness in Jack's posture that Ray, of all people, 

given eight years of practice reading Jack's own carefully constructed calm, was uniquely positioned to 

notice.

"You've been looking at me funny all week," Ray said, setting down a stack of paperwork on the 

corner of Jack's desk. "Something I should know about?"

Jack felt the old training take over, the same flat unhurried competence that had carried Johnny 

Blaze through eight years of far more dangerous scrutiny than this. "Just tired, Ray. Emily and I had a 

rough call last night. Nothing to do with you."

"Fair enough." Ray studied him a moment longer than Jack entirely liked, then seemed to accept the 

explanation, and let it go, and walked away — but Jack sat afterward with his heart going harder than  

he wanted to admit, understanding that the entire operation had just balanced, for one uncomfortable 

second, on Jack Mercer's ability to lie convincingly to a man who had spent nineteen years learning to 

read exactly that kind of lie for a living.

"Keep thy heart with all diligence; for out of it are the issues of life." — Proverbs 4:23

He thought of the verse driving home, recognizing it as one that had surfaced once before, in an  

entirely  different  context  involving  this  same  man,  and  understood  now that  it  named  something 

considerably larger than mere operational security — the recognition that Jack's own heart, guarded 

imperfectly for eight years behind Johnny Blaze's careful mask, had very nearly betrayed the whole 

operation not through any enemy's cunning but through the plain, human difficulty of concealing grief 

convincingly from a man who knew him too well.

•  •  •

The confirmation came on the eleventh day, not through Reed's wiretaps or through any careful 

federal surveillance, but through the oldest and least glamorous channel available to any of them: T-



Bone Harris, meeting Jack in the same booth at the same diner on Biscayne where he had once warned 

Jack, years earlier, not to trust anybody wearing a badge.

"Ochoa's people are talking about a raid," T-Bone said, low, his hands wrapped around a coffee cup 

he had not touched. "Hialeah. Two weeks out, they're saying. Moving product out of a stash house 

before some big federal operation hits it."

Jack sat very still, feeling something in his chest go cold and clear at once — the specific vertigo of  

hearing a lie he himself had helped construct come back to him wearing the shape of confirmed truth.  

"You're sure about the location?"

"Sure as I can be about anything on the street, Johnny. Word's moving fast, and it's moving specific  

— street name, cross streets, all of it." T-Bone studied his face, reading something there he did not fully 

understand. "Why? That address mean something to you?"

"It means everything," Jack said, and did not explain further, and T-Bone, to his considerable credit, 

did not ask him to.

"For there is no thing hid, which shall not be manifested; neither was any thing kept  
secret, but that it should come abroad." — Mark 4:22

Jack thought of the verse for the second time in as many months, understanding now with total,  

uncomfortable clarity that it had stopped being a comfort and become, instead, a description of the 

machinery he had just watched turn — a lie constructed in a rented office above a dry cleaner, fed 

through exactly one desk, surfacing eleven days later on a street corner in a form specific enough to  

leave no honest doubt about its origin.

•  •  •

He brought the confirmation to Donovan that same night, on the boat, and watched something in 

the older man collapse quietly inward — not dramatically, not with any visible outburst, but with the 

particular, devastating stillness of a man absorbing a wound he had spent weeks trying to convince 

himself he would not actually have to feel.

"Say it again," Donovan said, his voice very carefully controlled. "Say exactly what T-Bone told 

you."

Jack repeated it, word for word, and watched Donovan close his eyes for a long moment before 

opening them again, his face older than Jack had ever seen it.

"Nineteen years," Donovan said, and this time the phrase carried none of the disbelieving hope it 

had carried before, only a flat, exhausted grief. "I need you to understand something, Jack, and I need 

you to hear it exactly as I mean it. I am not surprised. I have not been surprised since Reed showed me 



that  access log.  But  knowing a thing and having it  confirmed are not  the same wound,  and I  am 

discovering that tonight in a way I did not expect to discover it."

"And it was not an enemy that reproached me; then I could have borne it: neither was it  
he that hated me that did magnify himself against me; then I would have hid myself from 

him: but it was thou, a man mine equal, my guide, and mine acquaintance." — Psalm 
55:12,13

Jack thought of the verse watching Donovan's face in the boat's dim cabin light, understanding it  

now as the truest possible description of exactly what the older man was suffering — not the ordinary,  

survivable pain of an enemy's attack, but the far deeper wound of discovering that the man who had 

walked beside him for nineteen years, who had known his habits and his blind spots and his particular 

way of trusting too completely, had used all of that intimate knowledge as the very instrument of the  

betrayal.

•  •  •

They could not arrest Ray Collins that week, or the week after, whatever the confirmation had cost 

each of them personally — Reed was adamant on this point, and Donovan, however much the delay 

clearly tormented him, did not argue.

"An arrest right now tells Mendoza's entire organization, within hours, that we've identified their  

inside source," Reed explained, in the rented office,  laying out the calculus with the same careful 

precision he had used to construct the trap itself. "Which means every operational detail Ray's ever 

passed them gets treated, retroactively, as compromised and burned. Which means Mendoza's people 

start asking themselves what else might be compromised. Which means, Jack, that they start looking 

harder at every single person inside their own organization who's ever had unusual access — including,  

eventually, you."

"So we wait."

"We wait, and we build the case properly, and we make sure that when we do move on Ray Collins,  

we move on the entire corruption structure at once — Ray, Whitaker, Vance, Pruitt, all of it, in a single  

coordinated action that doesn't give any one piece of the structure time to warn the others." Reed's face  

carried the particular grimness of a man asking for patience he understood was costing everyone in that  

room something significant to give. "I know that's not the answer any of you want. I don't have a better 

one."

"He that is slow to anger is better than the mighty; and he that ruleth his spirit than he  
that taketh a city." — Proverbs 16:32

Jack turned the verse over, understanding it now as something considerably harder than a simple 

call to patience — a description of a discipline he was not certain he actually possessed, sitting across a  



card table from men who were asking him to keep working alongside a friend he now knew, with total  

certainty, had been selling pieces of his life to a cartel for money.

•  •  •

He drove to his father's house that Sunday, needing, more than he had needed almost anything in 

eight years, to say the whole of it out loud to someone who was not bound by the same operational 

calculus that bound everyone else in his life.

"They confirmed it," Jack said, sitting on the same porch step where he had once confessed his fear  

of the assignment itself, a lifetime and a different man ago. "Ray Collins. Nineteen years of Frank 

trusting him. Eight years of me trusting him. He's been feeding Mendoza's people operational details 

for money, and we can't even arrest him yet, because arresting him too soon gets more people killed 

than waiting does."

Samuel absorbed that in the particular unhurried silence Jack had come, over the years, to recognize 

as his father's way of taking a wound seriously before responding to it. "You want to know how to 

forgive him," he said finally. "Or you want to know why anyone would ask you to."

"I  don't  know what  I  want," Jack admitted,  and it  was,  he understood as he said it,  the truest 

sentence he had spoken in months.

"For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you: but  
if ye forgive not men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses."  

— Matthew 6:14,15

"I'm not going to tell you to forgive him today," Samuel said, watching Jack's face carefully. "That  

would be cheap counsel, and you'd see through it in a second, and you'd be right to. But I will tell you 

this, son — Judas ate at the same table as the men he betrayed, right up until the night he walked out to  

do it. Nobody at that table suspected him until it was already done. That's not a comfort. That's just the 

truth about how betrayal actually works, in every generation, in every kind of table men have ever sat 

down around. It doesn't come wearing a villain's face. It comes wearing the face of somebody you've  

broken bread with for years."

•  •  •

Rebecca found him at the marina three nights later, and this time it was Jack who arrived unable to  

hide what he was carrying, and Rebecca who simply sat beside him in silence for a long while before  

either of them spoke.

"I keep running the numbers," Jack said finally, watching the black water. "Every operation Ray's 

had access to in eight years. Every informant whose location he might have known. Curtis. T-Bone. 



Every single person I've ever tried to protect, and I don't know, sitting here, how many of them were 

only ever safe because Ray happened not to find a use for that particular piece of information yet."

"You can't carry that math, Jack. Not all of it." Rebecca's voice was quiet, careful. "You'll drown in 

it if you try."

"How do I not carry it?"

"You don't get to not carry it," Rebecca said. "You just get to decide what you do with the weight 

once you're carrying it. Reed's building a case that's going to put Ray Collins away for the rest of his 

life, and Whitaker and Vance and Pruitt along with him, if we're patient enough and careful enough to 

actually get there. That's not nothing, Jack. That's the only kind of justice available to men in our 

position, and I've learned, watching you do this work for two years now, that it's usually worth more 

than it feels like in the moment you're standing closest to the wound."

"Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord." — Romans 12:19

Jack thought of the verse sitting beside her on that dock, and felt, for the first time since Reed's 

confirmation, something that was not quite peace but was at least the beginning of a place to set the 

weight down — the recognition that the reckoning owed to Ray Collins did not have to be a debt Jack 

personally collected, that there existed, somewhere beyond Reed's careful case-building and Donovan's 

exhausted patience, an accounting larger than any of them that did not depend entirely on Jack's own 

strength to see it through.

•  •  •

The thought that cost him the most sleep, in the weeks following Reed's confirmation, was the one 

he had not said aloud to Rebecca or to Donovan or even fully to his father: the possibility that Ray  

Collins's information might have reached Mendoza's people before the shootout that had killed Curtis 

two years earlier — that the operation which had gone wrong that night, the one Jack had spent two 

years quietly blaming on bad luck and a corner turned too fast, might not have been bad luck at all.

He raised it with Reed directly, unable to carry the question alone any longer.

"I don't have an answer for you," Reed said, gently, for a man whose usual register carried very  

little gentleness in it. "Ray didn't have liaison access yet, two years ago. That particular door wasn't  

open to him until eighteen months back. Whatever went wrong that night, I don't think it was Ray. I  

think it was just what it looked like at the time — bad luck, and a young man in the wrong alley."

"You're sure."

"I'm as sure as the paperwork lets me be," Reed said. "Which isn't the same as certain, Jack. I won't 

lie to you and pretend it is. But I don't think you need to carry Curtis's death on top of everything else 



you're already carrying. Some of what happened in this case was simply evil finding an opening. Not 

every wound traces back to the same wound."

"The LORD is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a  
contrite spirit." — Psalm 34:18

Jack thought of the verse, one that had surfaced once before in an Overtown drug den watching a 

dying man he barely knew, and understood it now as a mercy extended specifically to him — the 

recognition that even a case built entirely on exposing hidden evil could still, on occasion, offer a man 

back a small, unprovable relief rather than one more entry in an already unbearable ledger.

•  •  •

He saw Ray Collins twice more that month, in the ordinary unremarkable course of department 

business, and found, to his own considerable surprise, that something in him had shifted enough to 

make the encounters bearable rather than unbearable — not forgiveness, not yet, not anything he could 

have  named so generously,  but  something adjacent  to  it,  a  willingness  to  let  Ray remain,  for  the  

necessary weeks still required, an ordinary colleague rather than a wound Jack had to actively manage 

every time he walked past his desk.

"You seem better," Ray told him, near the end of that month, apparently reading something in Jack's 

demeanor that had nothing to do with its actual cause. "Whatever's going on at home. Seems like it's 

settling some."

"Working on it," Jack said, and felt, saying it, the particular strange vertigo of speaking something 

almost entirely true to a man whose every ordinary kindness now arrived wrapped in a betrayal Jack 

could not yet act on.

"Let not thine heart be glad when he stumbleth... Lest the LORD see it, and it displease  
him, and he turn away his wrath from him." — Proverbs 24:17,18

He thought of the verse walking away from that last conversation, understanding it as a warning he 

had not expected to need — the recognition that some part of him, sitting on the confirmed knowledge 

of Ray's betrayal, had already begun quietly anticipating the day of his exposure with something closer 

to appetite than justice, and that his father's God, whatever else Jack still did not fully understand about  

him, seemed to take a dim view of a man who let righteous anger curdle into something closer to relish.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 13



CHAPTER 14
The Biggest Sting

Miami, 1988

"For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth not down first, and counteth the  
cost, whether he have sufficient to finish it?... Or what king, going to make war against  

another king, sitteth not down first, and consulteth whether he be able with ten thousand  
to meet him that cometh against him with twenty thousand?" — Luke 14:28,31

The planning meeting that would eventually be known, inside four separate agencies, simply as 

"the Friday session" convened in a windowless federal conference room in downtown Miami on the 

first Friday in May, and Jack counted, walking in behind Donovan, more badges in a single room than 

he had seen gathered in one place in eight years of undercover work.

Marcus Reed sat at the head of the table with the particular composure of a man who had spent  

eleven years building toward exactly this morning. Rebecca Lawson sat across from him, flanked by 

two DEA supervisors Jack had never met. Two IRS criminal investigators sat quietly near the door, 

there for Walter Pruitt's banking records. An ATF liaison sat beside them, present because a case this 

large, involving a cartel this heavily armed, could not proceed without contingency planning for what  

happened if Mendoza's people decided to fight rather than surrender. And Donovan sat at Jack's side, 

representing Miami PD in a room that had spent years distrusting Miami PD more than any other  

agency present, for reasons none of them needed to say aloud.

•  •  •

"This  is  the  largest  coordinated  narcotics  and  public  corruption  operation  this  city  has  ever 

attempted," Reed said, without preamble, standing at a whiteboard covered in names, addresses, and 

arrows connecting one to another in a diagram that had taken, Jack understood looking at it, the better 

part  of  eight  years  to  fully  construct.  "Simultaneous  arrests,  coordinated  to  the  minute,  of  Judge 

Leonard  Whitaker,  Councilman Alan Vance,  bank vice  president  Walter  Pruitt,  and  Detective  Ray 

Collins of Miami PD, executed at exactly the same hour as a joint DEA-ATF interdiction of Victor 

Mendoza's  entire  Miami  distribution  network,  including a  direct  assault  on  the  warehouse  facility 

believed to be the organization's primary processing and storage site."

"Why simultaneous?" one of the DEA supervisors asked, though the question had the rhetorical 

quality of a man confirming rather than genuinely asking.



"Because every name on this board has spent years learning to protect every other name on this 

board," Reed said. "Arrest one without the others and you give the remaining pieces hours, maybe 

days, to destroy evidence, flee, or in Ray Collins's case, warn Mendoza's organization that the entire 

structure is compromised. Arrest all of them in the same sixty-minute window, and none of them has 

time to do anything but be arrested."

"Two are better than one... and a threefold cord is not quickly broken." — Ecclesiastes  
4:9,12

Jack thought of the verse sitting in that conference room, recognizing the particular truth in it that  

Reed's entire plan depended on — that the corruption they were dismantling had survived as long as it  

had precisely because its pieces reinforced each other, and that breaking it, in turn, required exactly the 

kind  of  coordinated,  mutually  reinforcing  effort  the  verse  described,  only  now  turned  toward 

dismantling rather than building.

•  •  •

The remainder of the morning dissolved into the granular, unglamorous work Jack had learned, 

across  eight  years,  to  recognize  as  the  actual  substance  of  any operation this  size  — the  part  no 

television program ever bothered to depict, because it consisted almost entirely of logistics rather than 

drama. Reed walked the room through a command post that would be established in a rented office two 

blocks from the warehouse, staffed around the clock for the seventy-two hours preceding the operation. 

Six entry teams were assigned callsigns rather than names — Falcon, Osprey, Heron, and three others 

Jack made himself memorize despite the strange, dislocating sensation of hearing his own extraction 

plan  discussed  in  the  same  flat  procedural  tone  as  everyone  else's.  A dedicated  radio  frequency, 

encrypted and monitored exclusively by Reed's command post, would carry the single coded phrase 

that  told  every  team simultaneously  that  the  operation  had  gone  live.  Rebecca's  DEA supervisors 

walked  through  the  extraction  corridor  that  would  open  the  instant  Jack  gave  any  one  of  three 

prearranged  signals,  a  route  mapped  and  remapped  across  four  separate  contingency  scenarios 

depending on which door of the warehouse he happened to be nearest when the raid began.

"Without counsel purposes are disappointed," Reed said at one point, almost to himself, closing a 

folder of contingency diagrams thick enough that Jack understood it represented weeks rather than days 

of work by people whose names he would likely never learn, "but in the multitude of counsellors they 

are established."

"Without counsel purposes are disappointed: but in the multitude of counsellors they are  
established." — Proverbs 15:22

Jack recognized the verse before Reed finished attributing it, surprised to hear scripture surface 

unprompted from a federal agent who had never once, in eight years of working together, given Jack 



any reason to suspect he carried faith of his own — and understood, turning it over through the rest of  

the  briefing,  that  the  verse  described  with  uncomfortable  precision  exactly  what  that  windowless 

conference  room represented:  not  one  man's  courage,  however  much  of  that  the  operation  would 

eventually require of him, but dozens of quiet hours of shared counsel from people who would never 

appear in whatever account of the operation eventually got written down.

•  •  •

The  warehouse  raid  itself  occupied  the  largest  and  most  contentious  portion  of  the  morning's 

discussion, and Jack listened to it with a specific, private dread none of the other men in that room 

could have fully understood, because none of them yet knew that Johnny Blaze would need to be 

standing inside that same warehouse, in some operational capacity, when the raid actually began.

"Mendoza himself  is  expected in Miami that week," Reed explained, "for what our informants 

describe as a routine quarterly accounting of the distribution network's finances — the kind of meeting 

he holds personally, in the flesh, precisely because he trusts almost nothing to paper or telephone. If our 

timing is right, we take him personally, on American soil, rather than waiting for an extradition fight 

that could drag on for years and might never actually succeed."

"And Johnny Blaze?" Donovan asked, the question Jack had been waiting for someone else to ask 

so he would not have to ask it himself.

"Johnny Blaze needs to be inside that warehouse when we move," Reed said, and something in his 

voice, for the first time all morning, carried real weight rather than mere procedural precision. "Not 

because we're asking him to be a hero. Because if he's not there, and Mendoza notices his absence on 

the one day that matters most, eight years of cover dies in an instant, and worse, it dies in a way that 

tells Mendoza's people exactly what's coming before it arrives. Jack's presence that day isn't an extra.  

It's part of what keeps the whole operation's cover intact until the exact moment we need it to break."

"Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." — 
John 15:13

Jack thought of the verse for the second time in two years, recognizing it now not as an abstraction 

about sacrifice in general but as a description of the specific, concrete thing being asked of him in that 

conference room — to walk, one more time, into the single most dangerous room Victor Mendoza's 

organization could produce, not for glory, not even primarily for the case, but because eight years of 

other people's safety had come to depend on his willingness to keep standing exactly where the danger 

was thickest.

•  •  •



Rebecca caught him alone in the hallway after the meeting broke for lunch, her face carrying none 

of the careful professional composure she had maintained at the table.

"You don't have to do this," she said, low, urgent. "There are other ways to maintain cover for one  

more day. Reed's smart enough to find one if you push him."

"Is there?" Jack asked. "Or is that just what you need to believe right now so you don't have to 

watch me walk into that building?"

Rebecca's jaw tightened, and for a moment Jack thought she might simply walk away rather than 

answer honestly, which would have been, he understood, entirely within her rights. She did not walk 

away. "Maybe both," she said finally. "Maybe I need both things to be true at once, Jack, because the 

alternative is sitting with the fact that I'm about to help send you into the most dangerous building 

either one of us has ever walked toward, and calling it operational necessity instead of what it actually 

feels like, which is considerably closer to sending you to die."

"Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strengthen  
thee; yea, I will help thee." — Isaiah 41:10

Jack thought of the verse standing in that federal hallway, understanding it, for the first time, not as  

a comfort offered from a safe distance but as something he badly wanted to be true about his own 

specific circumstance — a promise of presence that  did not  depend on Reed's  careful  planning or 

Rebecca's private vigilance or even his own eight years of hard-won competence, a strength that might 

exist, if his father was right about any of it, entirely apart from every human contingency the room full  

of badges had spent all morning trying to account for.

•  •  •

He drove to Coral Gables that  Sunday, the last  visit  the operational  calendar would allow him 

before  the  date  Reed had settled  on,  and found Emily  in  the  kitchen and Luke,  nine  now,  doing 

homework at the same table where Jack had once watched him sound out his first books aloud.

"You're leaving again," Emily said, not quite a question, reading something in his face she had 

learned, across eight years, to read with uncomfortable accuracy.

"Soon. I don't know exactly when I'll be back after this one." Jack chose the words as carefully as 

he had chosen every word of Johnny Blaze's biography, aware of how thin the reassurance sounded 

even as he offered it. "It's a big case, Emily. Bigger than anything I've worked before. I need you to 

know that if something happens —"

"Don't." Emily's voice cracked, just slightly, on the single word. "Don't finish that sentence in my 

kitchen with our son twelve feet away doing his math homework, Jack. I can't hear the rest of it right  

now."



He did not finish it. He crossed the kitchen instead and held her, feeling her resist for a moment 

before finally, exhaustedly, allowing it, and understood, standing there, that whatever the lawyer's letter 

still sitting somewhere in a drawer eventually decided about the shape of their marriage, some thread 

between them had not yet fully broken, whatever else eight years of secrecy had cost it.

"Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ." — Galatians 6:2

He thought of the verse holding her,  recognizing it  as one Rebecca had once offered him in a 

parking garage, and understood, for the first time, that he had never once actually let Emily carry any 

part of his burden in eight years of marriage — had protected her, he had told himself, by keeping her 

ignorant of the weight, when the truer effect had simply been to carry it entirely alone and call the  

loneliness protection.

•  •  •

Luke looked up from his homework as Jack finally moved to leave, and studied him for a long 

moment with an expression that had lost some of the sharp, wounded distance of the year before — not 

resolved, not healed, but softening, in the particular way a wound softens when it has stopped actively 

growing.

"Are you coming to my game next week?" Luke asked, and there was, Jack understood, something 

almost like hope in the question, cautiously extended after so many disappointed askings before it.

"I'm going to try harder than I've ever tried at anything," Jack said, which was, he recognized even 

as he said it, both entirely true and entirely insufficient as a promise, "but I need you to understand that  

if I can't make it, it won't be because I didn't want to."

Luke nodded slowly, the model airplane still visible on the shelf behind him where Jack had kept 

his promise to display it, and said nothing further, and Jack understood, driving away, that he had just  

told his son the truest and hardest thing he had told him in eight years — not a comfortable lie dressed 

up as reassurance, but an honest accounting of the limits of his own control.

"A father of the fatherless, and a judge of the widows, is God in his holy habitation." — 
Psalm 68:5

He turned the verse over the entire drive back into the city, understanding it with a discomfort he 

had not  expected — the recognition that  if  the coming operation went  as wrong as some private, 

unacknowledged part of him feared it might, this verse described exactly the promise Luke would need 

to lean on, a father's care that did not depend on Jack Mercer's survival to remain real.

•  •  •



Donovan called an additional, smaller meeting three days before the operation, just the two of them 

on the boat, in the particular quiet Jack had come to associate, over eight years, with the conversations 

that mattered most.

"I've been doing this job thirty-one years," Donovan said, watching the gray water without really 

seeing it. "I've sent men into dangerous rooms more times than I can count. I've never once sent a man 

into a room this dangerous while also knowing, with total certainty, that one of my own detectives sold 

out every piece of information he could get his hands on for eight years. I keep asking myself if there 

was another way to build this case that didn't require you walking back into that warehouse one more 

time, and I keep arriving at the same answer Reed gave us in that conference room, and I hate that 

answer, Jack. I want you to know that. I hate it, and I don't have a better one."

"I know."

"Ray's access has been restricted for months now," Donovan continued, "but restricted isn't the 

same as severed, and I won't insult you by pretending I'm fully confident he hasn't found some way to 

learn  more  than  we  intended  him to  learn.  If  something  about  this  operation  has  leaked,  despite 

everything we've done to prevent it, that warehouse is the single most dangerous place on earth for you 

to be standing when it happens."

"When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they  
shall not overflow thee." — Isaiah 43:2

Jack thought of the verse, the same one that had arrived unbidden months earlier during a sleepless 

night with his father's old Bible open on his chest, and understood that it had followed him now into the 

single conversation where he most needed something larger than Donovan's exhausted apology and his 

own eight years of hard-won competence to actually hold.

"I'm  not  asking  you  to  be  fearless,"  Donovan  said,  watching  him  carefully.  "I've  never  once 

believed fearless was a real thing, in thirty-one years of this work. I'm asking you to walk in there 

anyway, afraid, the way every genuinely brave man I've ever known has always done it."

•  •  •

T-Bone found him two nights later, in the same stretch of empty lot behind the auto shop where 

they had first spoken years earlier, materializing out of the dark with the same unhurried, watchful 

economy of movement that had kept him alive on the street longer than most men in his line of work.

"Heard things been moving," T-Bone said, without preamble, which was, Jack had learned, always 

how T-Bone opened when the thing he had to say mattered more than usual. "Mendoza brought in extra 

men this week. Not his regular crew. New faces, out-of-town faces, the kind you bring in when you 



don't fully trust the people already on your payroll to handle something big. And dogs. Two of them, 

working the warehouse perimeter after dark, which wasn't happening a month ago."

Jack absorbed that with the specific, controlled stillness he had spent eight years perfecting. "You're 

telling me security's tighter than we planned for."

"I'm telling you somebody spooked him," T-Bone said. "Don't know if it's you, don't know if it's 

something else entirely, don't know if it's nothing but a man like Mendoza getting careful the way 

careful men get careful for no particular reason at all. But I wasn't going to let you walk into that  

building without knowing what I know, whatever it's worth."

"Why do you keep doing this?" Jack asked, the question he had never quite let himself ask across 

the years of information T-Bone had passed him, small piece by small piece, at considerable personal 

risk and no evident personal gain. "You don't owe me anything, T-Bone. You never did."

T-Bone considered that for a long moment, looking past Jack at the dark lot rather than at Jack 

himself. "Grandmama used to say a man shows you what he's made of by what he does for people who 

can't ever pay him back for it," he said finally. "I don't figure you can pay me back for this, Johnny.  

Don't figure you're supposed to. Figure that's about the whole point of doing it."

"A friend loveth at all times, and a brother is born for adversity." — Proverbs 17:17

Jack thought of the verse walking back to his car alone, recognizing it now as a description not of  

the friendships he had built inside either world he had spent eight years straddling, but of the one man  

who had somehow occupied a category outside both — neither fully inside Jack's cover nor fully 

outside the dangerous world that cover required him to inhabit, and yet more faithful across the length 

of the operation than almost anyone whose badge matched his own.

•  •  •

He spent the night before the operation at his father's house, unable to bring himself to sleep alone  

in an apartment that had stopped feeling like anyone's home years earlier, and found Samuel waiting for 

him on the porch, as though some old, wordless instinct had told him his son was coming before Jack 

himself had fully decided to make the drive.

"Big day tomorrow," Samuel said, not quite a question.

"The biggest," Jack said, and sat down heavily on the step, feeling, for the first time in longer than 

he could remember, something close to the plain physical exhaustion of a much younger, much less 

complicated man. "Eight years, Dad. It all comes down to about sixty minutes tomorrow afternoon, 

across half a dozen locations, more badges than I've ever seen in one room, and I have to be standing 



inside the single most dangerous building on that list when it starts, because if I'm not there, the whole 

thing falls apart before the sixty minutes even begin."

Samuel absorbed that in his familiar unhurried silence, and then, instead of speaking immediately,  

went inside and returned a few minutes later with the same worn Bible Jack remembered from his own 

childhood, considerably older now than the one Jack himself had left in a Coral Gables drawer.

"I'm not going to tell you it'll be fine," Samuel said, sitting back down beside him. "I don't know 

that, and I won't insult you with a promise I can't actually keep. But I want to read you something 

before you go tomorrow, and I want you to actually hear it, not just let it pass through you the way 

scripture's been passing through you all these months, arriving and leaving without ever quite landing."

"The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want... Yea, though I walk through the valley of  
the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they  

comfort me." — Psalm 23:1,4

Samuel  read  the  whole  psalm slowly,  in  the  same  unhurried  cadence  Jack  remembered  from 

countless Sunday mornings he had spent, as a boy, only half listening — and found, sitting on that 

porch step the  night  before  the largest  operation of  his  career,  that  he  was listening now with an 

attention he had not given his father's voice in over a decade.

"I don't know if I believe it the way you believe it," Jack said, when his father finished.

"You don't have to believe it perfectly tonight," Samuel said. "You just have to carry it with you 

tomorrow, the way a man carries a rope he's not yet sure will hold his weight, until the moment finally 

comes when he has no choice but to find out."

•  •  •

He did not sleep, in the end, not really — lay instead in the narrow bed of his childhood room, 

listening to the house settle around him in the particular way old houses settled, and found himself, 

somewhere past three in the morning, doing something he had not done with any seriousness since he  

was a boy kneeling beside this same bed under his mother's watchful supervision.

He did not have the words for it, not the practiced, formal words his father could produce without  

apparent effort, decades of Sunday mornings behind them. What he had instead was something closer 

to an admission, offered into the dark of a room that still smelled faintly of the same detergent his  

mother had used before she passed, addressed to a God Jack still was not entirely certain was listening, 

or if listening, entirely certain still wanted to hear from a man who had spent eight years building his  

entire life around a lie.

I don't know how to do this right,* he thought, not quite praying and not quite not  
praying, the distinction mattering less at three in the morning than it might have  



mattered in daylight. *I don't know if you're there the way my father thinks you're there,  
or if any of this actually reaches you, or if I've got any right left to be asking you for  

anything at all after everything I've done and every lie I've told to do it. But if you are  
there — if any part of what he's spent his whole life believing is true — I could use  

whatever help you've got tomorrow. Not for me. For Emily. For Luke. I don't need to  
come out the other side of that warehouse looking like a hero. I just need to come out.

"Not as I will, but as thou wilt." — Matthew 26:39

The verse arrived unbidden, the way they had all been arriving unbidden for months now, and Jack 

recognized it — his father's voice reading it aloud some Easter morning decades earlier, a man in a  

garden the night before his own death, asking for another way and receiving, instead, only the strength 

to walk forward into the one that had already been chosen. Jack did not know, lying in the dark, 

whether he believed the rest of what that story claimed. But he understood, for the first  time with 

something other than academic distance, what it might cost a man to say those words and mean them, 

and found himself repeating the phrase quietly to the ceiling, once, twice, a third time, until something 

in his chest that had been wound tight since the conference room finally, marginally, eased.

He rose before dawn, dressed in the dark rather than wake his father, and stood for a moment in the  

hallway outside Samuel's door, listening to the old man's steady breathing, before letting himself out 

into the gray Miami morning to drive toward whatever the day had actually been sent to hold.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 14



CHAPTER 15
The Warehouse

Miami, 1988

"For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the night.  
For when they shall say, Peace and safety; then sudden destruction cometh upon them...  

and they shall not escape." — 1 Thessalonians 5:2,3

Reed's command post came alive at 4:47 that afternoon, two hours before the operation's scheduled 

go time, radios checked and rechecked, watches synchronized to the second against a master clock 

nobody in the room fully trusted but everybody had agreed, for lack of a better option, to trust anyway.  

Jack stood in a back room of the rented office two blocks from the warehouse, buttoning a silk shirt 

over a body that had not fully recovered, he understood now, from eight years of wearing it like armor, 

and felt Donovan's hand land once, briefly, on his shoulder before withdrawing.

"Falcon team's in position," a radio crackled. "Osprey holding."

"Heron, confirm."

"Heron confirmed, holding two blocks north."

Jack listened to the calm, procedural rhythm of it, the same rhythm Reed had built across weeks of 

planning, and thought of his father's porch three nights earlier, the worn Bible, the psalm read slow and 

unhurried into the dark. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death. He had said the 

words back to himself twice already that afternoon, testing them the way a man tests a rope before 

trusting his weight to it.

•  •  •

Ray Collins sat alone in his car in a parking garage four miles from the command post, both hands 

on the wheel though the car was not moving, and stared at a payphone across the empty concrete deck 

as though it might do something on its own if he watched it long enough.

He had known, by that morning, that the walls were closing. A records clerk he'd once done a favor  

for had mentioned, in passing, an unusual volume of interagency requests routed through Reed's office 

that week — nothing specific, nothing that named him, but enough for a man who had spent eight years 

reading the small print of his own exposure to understand that the accounting had finally come due. He  

had two choices left, as far as he could tell, sitting in that garage with his hands not moving on a wheel  

that was going nowhere: run, and confirm every suspicion anyone had ever quietly formed about him, 



or make one last call, buy himself whatever goodwill a warning still might purchase from men who did 

not forgive incompetence any more readily than they forgave betrayal.

He chose the call. He told himself, walking across the concrete to the payphone, that he was only 

trying to survive the day, the way he had told himself some version of that same sentence for eight 

years running. He gave the voice on the other end of the line an address on Northwest Twelfth Street — 

a real building, a real warehouse, empty for the better part of a year, the one address he was certain the 

task force itself had also been given as a staging point, so that whichever direction the day went, his  

story would hold.

"So Judas... went unto the chief priests, and said, What will ye give me, and I will  
deliver him unto you? And they covenanted with him for thirty pieces of silver." — 

Matthew 26:14,15

He did not think of the verse. He had not thought of scripture in any serious way since he was a boy 

in a pew he could no longer clearly picture, and the comparison, had anyone offered it to him standing 

at that payphone, would have struck him as overwrought — a small, tired man protecting a mortgage 

and a daughter's medical bills, not a betrayer in any biblical sense. But the shape of the thing was the  

same shape it had always been, the oldest transaction there was, a trusted man selling what trust had 

given him access to, for a price that would never once, in the end, turn out to be worth what he paid for  

it.

•  •  •

The arrests came within the same nine-minute window, four separate teams converging on four 

separate men who did not yet know that the day had already arrived.

Judge Leonard Whitaker was taken from his own chambers, mid-morning, in the middle of signing 

an order he would never finish signing, two federal agents standing quietly at the door until the bailiff 

cleared the room. He did not resist. He asked, in a voice that had commanded courtrooms for eleven 

years, whether he might be permitted to call his wife, and was told, not unkindly, that he would be 

permitted to call her from the car.

Councilman Alan Vance was taken from a groundbreaking ceremony for a waterfront development 

project he had championed for two years, shovel still in his hand, a photographer's flash catching the 

exact moment his face changed from practiced civic warmth to something considerably older and more 

frightened. Reporters who had come to cover the ceremony got a very different story than the one their  

editors had assigned them.

Walter Pruitt was taken from the bank itself, from behind the same mahogany desk where he had 

once quietly waved through wire transfers that should have triggered a dozen different alarms, led out  



past tellers who would spend that entire afternoon telling and retelling the story to each other in low,  

disbelieving voices.

Ray Collins's  arrest  team reached his desk at  Miami PD nineteen minutes after the others had 

already secured their targets, and found only a coffee mug still faintly warm and a note to the watch 

commander saying he was running down a lead and would check in by radio. He did not check in by 

radio.  Donovan,  standing  in  the  doorway  of  Ray's  empty  cubicle  with  the  note  in  his  hand,  felt  

something in his chest go cold and final in a way that eight years of suspicion had somehow never quite 

prepared him for.

"For it was not an enemy that reproached me; then I could have borne it... But it was  
thou, a man mine equal, my guide, and mine acquaintance. We took sweet counsel  

together." — Psalm 55:12,13,14

Donovan did not know the verse. He would not have called it scripture even if someone had read it 

to him at that exact moment. But he understood its plain meaning without needing the words for it,  

standing in a cubicle that still smelled faintly of the same coffee he had shared with Ray Collins a  

thousand mornings across eleven years, and the understanding sat in him like a stone he would carry,  

he already knew, for the rest of his career.

•  •  •

Emily Mercer woke a little after one in the morning with no clear reason for waking, sat up in the 

dark of a house that had felt, for years now, more like a waiting room than a home, and found herself  

listening to a silence that seemed, for no reason she could name, to be listening back. She did not know, 

could not have known, what hour Jack had told her the operation would reach its most dangerous point. 

She knew only that something in her chest had gone tight and cold in a way it had not gone in eight  

years of nights spent not knowing where her husband was or what name he was wearing while he 

wasn't there.

"For the thing which I greatly feared is come upon me, and that which I was afraid of is  
come unto me." — Job 3:25

She did not think of the verse; she had never been the one in the family who reached for scripture in 

the dark. But she rose anyway, walked the length of the hallway to Luke's room, and stood a long 

moment in his doorway listening to her son breathe, as though some part of her understood, before any 

phone call could confirm it, that she was about to need to remember, in detail, exactly how that sound 

felt.

•  •  •



Two miles downriver, T-Bone sat parked in his car in the shadow of a defunct boat repair shop, 

watching the produce company's warehouse through a gap in a chain-link fence, because two nights of 

turning it over in his mind had left him unable to simply go home and wait for morning like a man with 

no stake in how the night went. He had told Johnny everything he knew. He had not told him he 

intended to sit close enough to see it through.

When the shooting started — a sound he recognized instantly and completely, a sound that had 

punctuated more of his life than he generally let himself remember — he did not start the engine and 

drive  away,  though  every  piece  of  hard-won  street  sense  he  owned  told  him  that  was  the  only  

reasonable thing left to do. He sat, instead, gripping the wheel, and found himself doing something he 

had not done with any seriousness since he was a boy on his grandmother's knee, mouthing words he 

had  absorbed  by  osmosis  across  a  hundred  half-listened  Sunday  mornings,  offered  now toward  a 

warehouse he could not see into and a man he could not help.

"For he shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways." — Psalm 
91:11

"Come on, Johnny," he said aloud, to no one, to the windshield, to whatever might be listening. 

"Come on now. Grandmama's God, if you're anywhere close to real — don't you let that man die in 

there alone."

•  •  •

At the command post, the first sign that something had gone wrong arrived not as an alarm but as  

an absence — Falcon team radioing in from Northwest Twelfth Street to report a warehouse that was, 

by every visible measure, exactly what the file had said it  would be: empty, dark, undisturbed, no 

meeting, no cash, no cartel, nothing.

"Say again, Falcon," Reed said, and something in his voice had gone very quiet.

"Negative contact. Building's clean. No vehicles, no personnel, structure's been vacant — looks like 

months, maybe longer."

Reed's eyes found Rebecca across the command post, and Rebecca, who had spent three sleepless 

nights quietly cross-referencing Ray Collins's confirmed address against her own surveillance logs and 

finding the two accounts increasingly difficult to reconcile, was already moving toward the door.

"I don't believe that address ever had anything to do with tonight," she said, grabbing her radio off 

the table. "I've had eyes on a produce company's shipping containers off the river for three weeks, and 

the traffic pattern doesn't match an empty building. I'm taking my team down river road. Now."

"Rebecca—"



"He's out there alone right now believing backup is two blocks from the real site," Rebecca said,  

already through the door, "and it isn't. I am not waiting for a confirmation that isn't coming."

"Time and chance happeneth to them all." — Ecclesiastes 9:11

There would be time, much later, for Reed to reflect on how thin a margin the entire operation had 

come down to — an eleven-year investigation nearly undone in its final hour by one man's last act of  

self-preservation,  saved  only  by  one  woman's  refusal  to  fully  trust  an  address  she  could  not 

independently verify. In the moment, there was no time for reflection at all. There was only Rebecca's  

team, five agents and two vehicles, peeling away from the staging area toward a stretch of river road 

that did not appear on any operational map Reed's careful, eleven-year plan had ever drawn.

•  •  •

Inside  the  real  warehouse  —  the  one  that  actually  mattered,  the  one  built  around  shipping 

containers registered to a produce company that had not shipped a single mango in eleven years — 

Jack stood in the middle of the concrete floor wearing Johnny Blaze's name like a second skin, and 

watched Victor Mendoza's jaw tremble in a way that told him, eleven minutes before he could have 

explained why, that everything had already gone wrong.

"You're late," Mendoza said.

"Traffic on the Palmetto," Jack answered, and smiled the smile that had opened rooms no badge 

could open, though something behind Mendoza's eyes — recognition and calculation, arriving together 

— told him the smile was no longer buying what it once bought.

Six men stood behind Mendoza in a loose crescent, strangers, too-clean shoes for men who worked 

warehouses, and Jack understood, cataloguing them the way eight years of training had taught him to 

catalogue a  room in  half  a  second,  that  Mendoza's  normal  crew was  gone.  Cops,  he  thought.  Or 

somebody's cops. Or somebody pretending to be somebody's cops. In this city you couldn't always tell  

the difference until the shooting started, and sometimes not even then.

"I  built  this  business  on  patience,"  Mendoza  said,  walking now,  unhurried,  loafers  whispering 

against the concrete. "Twenty-two years, Johnny. And I have never once been in a hurry, because the 

men who hurry are the men who go to prison, or the morgue, or —" he lifted one hand, palm up, a 

small courtly gesture — "worse. They go to prison and they talk."

"I don't talk," Jack said. "Ask anybody."

"I did ask anybody." Mendoza stopped eight feet away, close enough that Jack could smell his 

cologne, orange and cedar, incongruous in a room that stank of machine oil and river rot. "A very 

reliable friend of mine, a man who wears a badge for a living, tells me there is a rat somewhere close to  



me. Somebody who has been in my house. Who has eaten at my table. Who has held my daughter at 

her quinceañera and kissed her cheek like an uncle."

"He that hateth dissembleth with his lips, and layeth up deceit within him... though his  
hatred be covered by deceit, his wickedness shall be shewed before the whole  

congregation." — Proverbs 26:24,26

Jack thought of the verse for a fraction of a second, an odd, floating fragment surfacing in the 

middle of the single most dangerous conversation of his life, and understood, even as he kept his face  

perfectly still, that it described both men standing on that concrete floor at once — Ray Collins's deceit  

finally being shewed, and his own, though Jack no longer thought of his own deception in quite the 

same register, the two of them entangled in the same eleven-year lie until one final morning finally 

pulled them apart.

"Johnny Blaze doesn't exist," Mendoza said, very quietly, almost kindly, the way a father corrects a 

child. "There is no Johnny Blaze. There is only a policeman, wearing a dead man's name, standing in  

my warehouse, waiting for his friends to come save him."

Jack's mind did what eight years of training had built it to do: it kept his face still while everything 

underneath it moved at the speed of falling. Ray. It had to be Ray.

"Federal agents are on their way," Jack said, because desperate men reach for whatever floats. "You 

fire one shot in here and this whole block lights up—"

"No one is coming," Mendoza said. "Your federal agents are three miles from here, watching an 

empty warehouse on Northwest Twelfth, because that is the address your friend gave them. You did not 

choose your team carefully enough, Detective Mercer."

There it  was.  His  real  name,  spoken aloud,  in  a  dead man's  cologne,  in  a  warehouse with no 

windows low enough to  jump from and  no  doors  he  could  reach  before  six  strangers  closed  the 

distance.

"Though a host should encamp against me, my heart shall not fear: though war should  
rise against me, in this will I be confident." — Psalm 27:3

He did not feel confident. He would think, much later, that the verse arriving at that exact moment  

felt  almost  like  a  cruelty  rather  than  a  comfort,  a  promise  offered  to  a  man standing  in  the  one  

circumstance where it seemed least likely to hold. But it arrived anyway, unbidden, the way they had 

all been arriving for months, and some small part of him that had nothing left to lose decided, in the  

half-second before the world tore open, to hold onto it regardless of whether it felt true.

•  •  •



He would never be entirely sure, afterward, who fired first. He believed it was one of Mendoza's 

strangers, jumpy, hearing something in the rafters that wasn't there — or perhaps hearing exactly what 

was  there,  because  Rebecca's  five  agents,  unconvinced  by  Ray  Collins's  whispered  address,  had 

reached the river road by then and were flooding through a side entrance nobody had told them to use.

The first shot cracked the air like a dropped sheet of glass, and after that there was no first shot  

anymore, only noise, a continuous rolling wall of it, muzzle flashes strobing the dark in white and 

orange, men shouting words that meant nothing because no one could hear anything but the gunfire 

itself.

Jack went down behind a stack of wooden pallets because his body remembered how to do that 

even while his mind was still catching up to the fact that the world had ended. Concrete dust exploded 

off a pillar to his left. Something screamed off the pallet six inches above his head and buried itself in  

the wall with a sound like a fist through drywall.

"FEDERAL AGENTS, DROP YOUR—" someone was shouting, and then the voice cut off, not 

finished, not trailing away, simply stopped, and Jack understood without looking that a man had just 

died mid-sentence eight feet away from him.

He came up firing because there was nothing else left to do, because Johnny Blaze's gun was in 

Jack Mercer's hand and it did not know or care which name was pulling the trigger. He saw Mendoza 

go down — not dead, diving, rolling behind an oil drum with the speed of a much younger man, still  

shouting orders in Spanish that his remaining people were too busy dying to obey. He saw one of the  

strangers — DEA, it would turn out, undercover the same as Jack, another good man wearing another 

man's borrowed name — take two rounds center mass and fold straight down like a marionette with the  

strings cut.

"The sorrows of death compassed me, and the pains of hell gat hold upon me: I found  
trouble and sorrow." — Psalm 116:3

And then something took Jack's leg out from under him, a blow like a car bumper at speed, and he 

was on the concrete before he understood he'd been shot, and the second round found his side a half-

second later, and the third — he would learn much later, from a surgeon who kept using the word 

"miraculous" in a tone that suggested he didn't quite believe his own word choice — missed his heart  

by less than an inch, deflected by a rib that shattered so that its jagged edge, and not the bullet, nearly  

finished the job.

•  •  •

He was on his back. He remembered that clearly — the specific gray of the corrugated ceiling forty 

feet above him, a real live pigeon flapping in panicked circles up in the rafters, unable to find the gap in 



the roof it had come in through. He remembered thinking, with the strange sideways clarity that arrives 

sometimes in the worst moments of a life, that the bird was going to outlive him.

The gunfire did not stop, not at first. It rolled on, distant now, muffled, as though someone had put a 

wet towel over his ears, and men's shapes moved across his narrowing field of vision the way shadows 

move across a wall when a truck passes with its headlights on — huge, fast, gone. Someone stepped 

over him. Someone else nearly stepped on his outstretched hand and didn't seem to notice it was a hand 

at  all.  In the chaos of  a  warehouse gunfight  at  one in the morning,  of  a  dozen different  agencies 

converging on one another in a dark none of them controlled, Jack Mercer — Johnny Blaze — was 

simply one more body on the floor, indistinguishable in the strobing dark from the men who were  

actually dead.

No one checked him. No one had time.

He lay there and felt  his own blood pooling warm beneath him, spreading out across the cold 

concrete in a shape he could not see but could feel,  expanding, and with each second the warmth 

reached a little further from his body and the cold reached a little closer to the center of it. Eight years  

he had lied for a living. Lied to traffickers, lied to judges he suspected and judges he didn't, lied to his  

own wife about where he'd been and who he'd been. He had lied so long, so completely, that some 

nights even he no longer knew for certain which parts were the lie and which were the man underneath 

it. And here, now, flat on his back on a warehouse floor with a pigeon flapping uselessly against a roof 

it couldn't find, there was no lie left to hide behind. There was no cover story. There was no Johnny 

Blaze.

There was only Jack. Whoever that was. Whatever was left of him.

"What does it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?" — 
Mark 8:36

His father's voice arrived into that emptied, stripped-down silence the way a light arrives in a room 

the instant a switch is thrown — not loud, not competing with the gunfire or the sirens now wailing 

somewhere blocks away, simply there, as though it had always been there and only now had Jack gone 

quiet enough, and low enough, and empty enough, to notice it. He had heard his father preach that 

verse a hundred times as a boy, bored, swinging his legs against a pew too tall for his feet to reach the 

floor. He had not thought about it in decades. He did not know, lying on that concrete with his life 

running out of him, why it  came to him now of all  moments,  except that perhaps it  was the only 

question left that mattered, the only ledger left to balance, now that every other account had come due 

all at once and shown itself, in the final tally, to be worth exactly nothing.

"Many are the afflictions of the righteous: but the LORD delivereth him out of them all."  
— Psalm 34:19



He did not feel righteous, lying there. He felt, more than anything, like a man who had spent eight 

years constructing an elaborate lie that had finally, predictably, come due in blood on a warehouse 

floor. But the verse arrived anyway, uninvited, indifferent to whether he felt he deserved it, and some 

small, stubborn part of him — the part that had repeated his father's psalm to the ceiling three nights 

running until something in his chest eased — chose, in the little consciousness he had left, to hold it  

rather than let it go.

•  •  •

The sirens were close now. Someone was shouting his name — his real name, Jack, not Johnny — 

and for one absurd, floating moment he almost didn't answer to it, before he remembered, distantly, that 

it was in fact his own. Boots on concrete, closing fast. A shape leaning over him, blocking out the 

ceiling and the useless circling bird, a woman's voice, Rebecca's voice, cracking in a way he had never  

once heard it crack across two years of working cases together.

"Stay with me, Jack — stay with me, I need eyes, look at me — MEDIC! I NEED A MEDIC 

OVER HERE NOW —"

He wanted to answer her. He wanted to tell her it was all right, or that it wasn't, or something, 

anything, some last useful sentence a dying man was supposed to have ready. But the only words 

moving through what was left of him were not his own at all. They were his father's, decades old, worn  

smooth as river stone from years of repetition, arriving now not as memory but as something closer to 

an offered hand.

Beneath that question rose something that was not quite a prayer, because he did not yet have the 

first idea how to pray, but was perhaps the raw material prayer is made from — a single wordless cry 

flung upward out of a man who had run out of every other thing to trust: his instincts, his badge, his 

gun, his cover, his eight years of surviving on nothing but his own nerve.

None of it could save him now. He knew that the way he knew the concrete was cold and the blood  

was warm and the pigeon still could not find its way out.

The last thing Jack Mercer heard, before the gray ceiling closed in from every side at once and the 

warehouse and the sirens and Rebecca Lawson's cracking voice all folded down into a single point of  

light and then no light at all, was not gunfire.

It was quiet enough, at the very end, to hear something else entirely.

Whether it was an answer, or only the silence where an answer might one day come, he would not 

know for certain until much later.

•  •  •



End of Chapter 15

                    Part Two: Finding the Truth
                                              From Death to Life



CHAPTER 16

Between Heaven and Earth

Miami, 1988

"I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago... how that he was caught up into  
paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter." — 2  

Corinthians 12:2,4

The trauma bay at Jackson Memorial filled with a particular controlled violence Jack would never 

remember firsthand and would only ever piece together later, in fragments, from people who had been 

there and still could not fully explain what they'd witnessed: a gurney crashing through double doors, a 

trauma surgeon named Alvarez calling out numbers that meant nothing to anyone who hadn't spent a 

career learning their meaning, a nurse cutting away a silk shirt that had cost, in another life, more than 

she made in a week.

"BP's crashing—"

"I've got no pulse, starting compressions—"

"Get me two more units, O-neg, now—"

Rebecca stood against the far wall of the trauma bay because Reed had pulled rank to get her that 

far and no farther, her badge doing what her friendship couldn't, and watched a team of strangers fight 

for a man's life using a language of numbers and acronyms that reduced Jack Mercer, for the length of  

eleven furious minutes, to a body rather than a person she loved in whatever complicated, unnamed 

way two years of shared danger had taught her to love him.

His heart stopped once on that table, restarted, and stopped again four minutes later, and it was in 

the second gap — the four minutes and thirty-one seconds that would appear on his chart afterward in a 

clinical  shorthand no family member should ever have to learn to read — that  Jack Mercer went  

somewhere the machines in that room had no way of measuring.

•  •  •

He did not experience it as darkness, though darkness was the only word he would ever manage to 

offer anyone who later asked him to describe it. It was not the absence of light so much as the absence 

of everything light usually needed something to fall on — no walls, no floor, no ceiling, and yet he was  

not falling, was not floating, was simply present in a way that felt, somehow, more solid than his own 

body had ever felt to him in thirty-nine years of living inside it.



"Out of the depths have I cried unto thee, O LORD." — Psalm 130:1

He did not know, standing in that formless gray quiet — if standing was even the word for what he 

was doing — whether he was crying out or only remembering, decades later, a version of himself who 

once had. The depths did not feel like torment. They felt, more than anything, like the profound and 

total stillness of a man who has finally stopped running, whether or not he had ever intended to stop.

•  •  •

His father's voice found him there the way it had found him on the warehouse floor, except now 

there was no gunfire to compete with it, no wet-towel muffling, nothing at all standing between Jack 

and the sound except eleven years of a locked door Jack himself had built.

He saw — or remembered, or both, the distinction meaning less with each passing moment — his 

father  kneeling  beside  a  narrow  bed  in  a  house  three  hundred  miles  from  wherever  Jack's  body 

currently lay, an old man in flannel pajamas with his hands folded on a worn quilt, speaking a name 

into the dark of an ordinary Tuesday the way he had spoken it every single night for eleven years,  

whether or not any part of Jack could have known it was happening.

"Jack Mercer. My son. Wherever he is tonight, whoever he thinks he has to be tonight — 
Lord, keep him. Bring him home. Not to my house, Lord — to yours."

Jack had never heard those exact words. He would never be able to prove, waking from whatever  

this  was,  that  his  father  had  spoken  them on  any  particular  night  in  any  particular  year.  But  he 

understood them anyway, standing in that gray formless place, with a certainty that had nothing to do 

with proof and everything to do with something closer to recognition — the way a man recognizes his  

own name spoken in a language he did not know he still remembered.

"The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much." — James 5:16

He thought of every prayer he had ever half-listened to as a boy, swinging his legs against a pew 

too tall for his feet to reach the floor, bored, restless, waiting for the benediction so he could get outside 

into the Florida sun — and understood now, with the strange sideways clarity  of  a  man standing 

somewhere outside of time, that some of those prayers, offered decades ago by a man who had no idea 

whether they were landing anywhere at all, might have been quietly, patiently working on him the 

entire eleven years he had spent pretending not to hear them.

•  •  •

He was shown — though shown was not quite the right word either, nothing in that place arrived 

through anything as simple as eyes — the whole shape of the eight years at once, the way a man 



standing at the top of a canyon sees, all in a single glance, the entire winding river he spent a decade 

walking one bend at a time without ever quite understanding where it led.

He saw the money. Duffel bags of it, more than he had ever counted, more than he would ever need, 

sitting now in that gray light with all the weight and substance of dry leaves.

"Vanity of vanities; all is vanity... What profit hath a man of all his labour which he  
taketh under the sun?" — Ecclesiastes 1:2,3

He saw the respect — Mendoza's own grudging admiration, the deference of men who ran empires 

built on other people's ruin, the particular currency of fear-laced esteem that had once made him feel, 

walking into any room in that underworld, like the most powerful man in it. It weighed nothing at all  

now. It had perhaps weighed nothing then, and he had simply never been still long enough to notice.

"Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee: then whose shall those things  
be, which thou hast provided?" — Luke 12:20

He saw Ray Collins's face in the warehouse light, and understood — with a clarity that did not 

excuse what Ray had done but somehow, strangely, did not condemn him with the pure fury Jack might 

once have summoned either — that Ray had built his entire betrayal on the same foundation Jack 

himself had built eight years of deception on: the conviction that a man could serve two masters at 

once, so long as he was clever enough, careful enough, patient enough, to keep the two accounts from 

ever quite meeting.

"No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or  
else he will hold to the one, and despise the other." — Matthew 6:24

He saw Emily's face the day he'd told her, in the kitchen, that he might not be back. He saw Luke's  

face the day the model airplane finally came home. He saw Rebecca in a parking garage, and Donovan 

on a boat at dusk, and T-Bone in an empty lot offering information he could never be repaid for. And he 

understood, all at once, in that timeless gray suspension, that these were the only parts of the whole 

eight years that had ever actually weighed anything at all — not the money, not the respect, not even 

the case itself, but the handful of people who had loved him, imperfectly and at real cost, across all of 

it.

"And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity."  
— 1 Corinthians 13:13

•  •  •

And then, unbidden, a face he had not let himself remember clearly in over a decade — his mother,  

not as she had been in her last hard years but as she had been in an ordinary kitchen thirty years earlier,  

flour on her hands, humming something tuneless while she waited for bread to rise, young in a way 



Jack himself had never actually seen her except in a single photograph his father kept in a drawer. She 

did not speak. She did not need to. Jack understood, standing in that gray suspended place, that some 

part of him had been waiting his whole life to be looked at exactly the way she was looking at him now 

— without accounting, without the ledger of the last eight years attached to it at all.

"But when he was yet a great way off, his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran,  
and fell on his neck, and kissed him." — Luke 15:20

He had heard his own father preach that parable more times than he could count, standing in the  

pulpit describing a son who had taken everything he could carry and spent it on a life that left him, in 

the end, with nothing — and Jack had always assumed, as a boy, that the sermon was about someone 

else, some hypothetical sinner conveniently distant from a preacher's own family. He understood now, 

in the timeless gray quiet, that his father had never once in eleven years stopped picturing that same 

parable with Jack's own face standing in the far country, and had never once stopped watching the road  

for the shape of a son coming home.

•  •  •

"He is chastened also with pain upon his bed... his soul draweth near unto the grave,  
and his life to the destroyers. If there be a messenger with him, an interpreter, one  

among a thousand... then he is gracious unto him, and saith, Deliver him from going  
down to the pit: I have found a ransom." — Job 33:19,22,23,24

He did not see a face in that place, did not hear a voice distinct from his father's remembered one, 

and would never claim, telling this part to anyone afterward, more than his own honesty allowed him to 

claim. But he felt, in the total stillness of that formless gray, something that was not quite an answer 

and not quite a question either — an offer, perhaps, though he could not have said of what, extended 

toward a man who had spent eight years convinced that everything of value had to be earned, fought 

for, lied for, bled for, and who now, for the first time in longer than he could remember, was being 

offered something he had done absolutely nothing to deserve.

He did not take it. Not yet. He would understand later, trying to explain this to his father in words 

that still felt too small for what had actually happened, that he had not been ready in that moment to 

take anything, because taking implied a kind of surrender he had spent eight years training himself 

never to make, not even here, not even now, with nothing left to protect and no cover left to maintain.

But he did not refuse it either. And in the space between the offer and his own inability to answer it,  

he felt, for the first time since he was a boy who still believed without effort, something that might  

have been the beginning of a door standing open.

"Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I  
will come in." — Revelation 3:20



•  •  •

The return, when it came, arrived the way a diver returns to the surface after staying under too long 

— not gently, not gradually, but as a violent reclaiming of weight and pain and the specific gravity of a  

body that did not want, particularly, to keep functioning.

"—got a pulse, we've got sinus rhythm, stay with me—"

Sound arrived first, distorted and enormous, machines shrieking their steady electronic relief. Then 

light, unbearably bright, a ring of fluorescent tubes overhead instead of the gray formless nothing he 

had just been standing in. Then pain, so total and so immediate that it drove out, for several seconds, 

every other sensation he had, including the memory of where he had just been.

"He's back," someone said, disbelief and exhaustion tangled together in the same breath. "Doctor 

Alvarez — he's back."

Rebecca, watching from the wall Reed had pinned her against, felt her knees actually buckle, and 

did not fully register that Donovan had crossed the room in time to catch her elbow until she was 

already leaning on it.

•  •  •

Donovan sat alone with Jack for twenty minutes sometime after three in the morning, in the gap 

between one nurse's rounds and the next, and found that he had nothing prepared to say to a man who  

could not hear him, which did not stop him from saying it anyway.

"I trained him," he said quietly, to the machines and the tubes and the pale, still face that barely  

resembled the man he had sent into that warehouse. "Eleven years, Jack. I trained Ray Collins the same 

way I trained you, and I never once saw what was underneath it, and now I've got one man in a coma 

and another man in the wind, and I keep asking myself which failure was mine to prevent."

"There is a friend that sticketh closer than a brother." — Proverbs 18:24

He did not know the verse, would not have called himself a man given to scripture even in his own 

private grief, but he found himself thinking, sitting in that plastic chair with his elbows on his knees 

and his own hands loosely folded, that whatever Ray Collins had turned out to be, the boy on that bed 

had turned out to be the opposite — a man who had kept faith, at unbearable cost, when keeping it  

would have been so much easier to abandon. Donovan did not pray, not exactly. But he sat with that 

thought a long while before finally rising to let the next nurse through.

•  •  •



Emily arrived a little before dawn with Luke asleep against her shoulder in the hospital parking lot,  

roused only when she carried him through the sliding doors into fluorescent light, and found Rebecca 

waiting in a corridor with red-rimmed eyes and a look on her face that told Emily everything before a  

single doctor said a word.

"He's alive," Rebecca said quickly, before panic could fully take hold. "He's alive, Emily. It was 

close. It is still close. But he's alive."

Luke, blinking awake against his mother's shoulder, looked past both women through a window 

into a room where his father lay tethered to more machines than a nine-year-old had ever seen attached 

to one body, and did not cry, which frightened Emily more than tears would have. He simply stared,  

absorbing it the careful, watchful way he absorbed everything now, filing it away in whatever private 

ledger a boy his age kept for the things his father's job had cost him.

"God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble." — Psalm 46:1

Emily did not know the verse by chapter and number, but she recognized its shape from a lifetime 

of half-attended church services, and found herself,  standing in that corridor with her son's weight  

against her hip and her husband's life hanging by threads on the other side of a window, reaching for it  

anyway, the way a person reaches in the dark for whatever solid thing happens to be closest to hand.

•  •  •

Word of the rest of it reached the hospital in fragments over the following two days, passed along 

by agents coming off shift, by Reed himself during a brief, exhausted visit to the waiting room. Victor  

Mendoza had been taken alive, dragged out from behind the oil drum with a bullet wound of his own in 

one shoulder, already composing, by the time federal agents cuffed him, the first sentences of a defense 

his lawyers would spend the next three years failing to make persuasive to any jury. Two of his six 

strangers  were  dead.  Three  others,  including  the  wounded  DEA agent  who  did  not  survive  the 

ambulance  ride,  would  be  honored  at  services  Jack  would  not  be  well  enough  to  attend.  Judge 

Whitaker,  Councilman Vance,  and Walter  Pruitt  sat  in  separate  federal  holding cells,  each already 

retaining the sort of lawyer a guilty man retains when he has stopped hoping for innocence and started 

hoping only for leniency. Ray Collins remained gone, a name on a warrant, a face on a bulletin nobody 

expected to circulate for long before somebody, somewhere, finally recognized it.

"Be sure your sin will find you out." — Numbers 32:23

Reed  said  the  line  himself,  standing  in  that  waiting  room with  his  tie  loosened  and  his  eyes 

bloodshot from three sleepless days, not as scripture but as a plain observation from a man who had 

spent eleven years watching it prove true in exactly Ray Collins's case and a hundred others besides. 

Rebecca, hearing it secondhand from Donovan, found she could not yet decide whether she hoped the 



verse would prove true quickly,  or  whether some small,  unworthy part  of  her  simply wanted Ray 

Collins to disappear so completely that Jack would never have to sit across a courtroom from the man 

who had nearly gotten him killed.

•  •  •

Jack drifted in  and out  across  the  following hours  in  a  haze  too thick for  anything like  clear  

memory, aware only in pieces: a nurse's hand adjusting a line in his arm, Rebecca's voice somewhere 

close, saying his name the way she had said it on the warehouse floor, a machine's rhythmic beeping 

that he would, months later, still sometimes hear in the particular quiet just before sleep.

"I cried unto thee, and thou hast healed me... thou hast brought up my soul from the  
grave: thou hast kept me alive, that I should not go down to the pit." — Psalm 30:2,3

He did not know, surfacing and sinking and surfacing again through that first long night, whether 

what he had experienced in the gap between his heart stopping and starting again had been real in any 

sense a courtroom or a surgeon would recognize, or whether it had been nothing more than a dying  

brain's last elaborate mercy to itself.  He would spend years, off and on, turning that question over 

without ever fully resolving it to his own satisfaction.

He woke fully for the first time two days later, to fluorescent light and the smell of antiseptic and  

his father's hand already resting on the rail of his hospital bed as though it had been there the entire  

time, which, Jack would learn, it very nearly had.

"Dad." His own voice came out cracked, unfamiliar, a stranger's rasp. "How long."

"Two days you've really been here with us," Samuel said, not releasing the rail. "Longer than that, I  

expect, if you count the parts of you I don't fully understand and won't pretend to. Emily's been here. 

Luke too, though I sent him home with her last night — a hospital's no place for a boy to sleep,  

however much he didn't want to leave."

Jack lay quiet a moment, gathering the strength the simple act of speaking seemed to cost him now. 

"I saw something, Dad. Or I think I did. I don't know what to call it."

Samuel did not ask him to explain further, not yet, which was itself its own kind of answer. "You 

don't have to know what to call it today," he said. "You've got time now you weren't supposed to have, 

by every account the doctors gave me. Whatever you saw, wherever you were — I expect it'll still be  

worth talking about next week, and the week after that, for about as long as you need."

"Weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning." — Psalm 30:5

Jack closed his eyes, not in retreat this time but in something closer to rest, and let his father's hand 

stay exactly where it was on the rail of the bed, and understood, drifting toward the kind of sleep that  



heals rather than the kind that nearly kills, that whatever had happened to him in that gray formless  

place between one heartbeat and the next, he had, for the first time in eleven years, come home to find 

someone still standing at the door.

He knew that something in him that had been locked for eleven years was no longer entirely locked. 

He did not know yet what to do with the door standing open. But he knew, for the first time since he 

had volunteered to disappear into another man's name eight years earlier, that he no longer wanted it  

closed.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 16 

CHAPTER 17
The Prayer That Changed Everything

Miami, 1988

"That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine  
heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart  

man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto  
salvation." — Romans 10:9,10

The weeks that followed taught Jack a kind of patience eight years of undercover work had never  

once required of him. Undercover work rewarded a man for moving, for talking, for staying three steps  

ahead of whatever room he was standing in. Recovery rewarded nothing but stillness, and Jack — flat  

on his back for the better part of a month, tethered to lines and monitors, relearning how to walk the 

length  of  a  hospital  corridor  one  exhausted  step  at  a  time  —  discovered  that  stillness  was  a 

considerably harder discipline than anything Donovan or Reed had ever asked of him.

"Again," the physical therapist said, not unkindly, watching him grip the parallel bars with both 

hands and white knuckles. "Small steps. You're not running from anybody today, Detective Mercer."

"Let us run with patience the race that is set before us." — Hebrews 12:1

He thought of the verse leaning against the bars, breathing hard after four feet of hallway, and 

found something almost comic in it — eight years of running toward danger, and now the hardest race 



of his life measured out in single, halting steps toward nothing more dramatic than a nurses' station and  

back.

•  •  •

Lying awake one of those long recovery nights, unable to sleep for the ache in his leg, Jack found a  

memory surfacing he had not thought about in over twenty years — himself at fifteen, sitting in the 

back pew of his father's church on a Wednesday evening Bible study, arms crossed, having come only 

because his mother had made attendance a condition of borrowing the car that weekend.

His  father  had  been  teaching  that  night  on  the  rich  young  ruler,  a  man  who  had  kept  every 

commandment since his youth and still walked away sorrowful when Jesus asked him to sell what he  

had and follow. Fifteen-year-old Jack had thought, sitting in that pew, that the story was foolish — that 

a smart man kept what he'd built rather than giving it away on the strength of somebody else's say-so 

— and had said as much to his father in the car afterward, expecting an argument.

"Maybe you're right," Samuel had said instead, surprising him. "Maybe it does look foolish, giving 

up what you can hold in your hand for a promise you can't. I'll tell you this, though, son — someday 

you're going to hold something in your hands that turns out to be worth a great deal less than you 

thought, and when that day comes, I hope you remember there was a different offer on the table the 

whole time."

Jack had forgotten that conversation so completely he would have sworn, until this exact hospital 

night two decades later, that it had never happened at all. He understood now, turning it over in the  

dark, that his father had been patient in ways Jack had never once given him credit for — not the  

patience of a man who assumed his son would simply come around, but the patience of a man who kept 

planting the same seed in the same soil for eleven years running, trusting a harvest he might never 

personally see.

"He which soweth sparingly shall reap also sparingly; and he which soweth bountifully  
shall reap also bountifully." — 2 Corinthians 9:6

•  •  •

Rebecca  came  by  most  evenings  that  first  month,  still  in  her  work  clothes,  still  carrying  the 

particular exhaustion of a woman helping close out the largest case of her career while also, quietly,  

making sure a man she'd nearly lost kept eating his dinner.

"I went to church Sunday," she told him one evening, not quite meeting his eyes, arranging flowers 

someone from her office had sent into a plastic hospital pitcher because no one had thought to bring a 

vase. "First time in about six years. I couldn't tell you exactly what made me do it, except that I spent  



about  forty  minutes  in  a  trauma  bay  watching  your  heart  stop  twice,  and  it  turns  out  that  does 

something to a person's Sunday habits."

"What was it like?"

"Uncomfortable," she said, and almost smiled. "Mostly I sat there doing math. Trying to figure out 

the odds of everything that had to go right for you to still be alive to annoy me about it. The math didn't  

work, Jack. Not by anything I know how to calculate."

"With God all things are possible." — Matthew 19:26

Jack did not say anything to that, not yet, though the verse arrived and sat with him the rest of the  

evening after she left, another small stone added to a foundation he could feel forming beneath him 

whether or not he had consciously agreed to build it.

•  •  •

Donovan visited less often, carrying each time a fresh weight that had nothing to do with Jack's  

recovery and everything to do with a name that still had not surfaced on any hotel register, any border 

crossing, any informant's whispered tip.

"Nothing," Donovan said, dropping into the chair beside Jack's bed on one of his shorter visits,  

looking older than Jack had ever seen him look. "Ray's gone. Really gone. Might be Mexico, might be 

South America, might be six feet under a bridge somewhere for all anybody actually knows. I keep 

waiting to feel some kind of closure about it and it just doesn't come."

"You didn't do anything wrong, Frank."

"I trained him," Donovan said again, the same two words he'd said to an unconscious Jack weeks 

earlier,  as  though repetition might  eventually make the guilt  smaller  instead of  larger.  "Same as  I 

trained you. I keep asking myself what I missed."

"Judge not, that ye be not judged." — Matthew 7:1

Jack did not offer the verse aloud — it felt, even now, like something he was still only borrowing 

rather than something he had any right yet to hand to another man — but he thought of it watching 

Donovan's shoulders, understanding for the first time how heavily his own captain had been carrying a  

judgment against himself that nobody else in that hospital room was actually asking him to carry.

•  •  •

T-Bone showed up on a Thursday afternoon wearing a collared shirt Jack had never once seen him 

wear, clearly borrowed for the occasion of visiting a man in a hospital, and stood awkwardly in the 

doorway for a moment before Jack waved him in.



"Wasn't sure they'd let somebody like me past the front desk," T-Bone said, settling into the chair 

with the particular caution of a man unused to hospital furniture. "Told them I was family. Figure that's  

not exactly a lie, all things considered."

"Not exactly," Jack agreed. "I heard you were parked down by the river that night."

T-Bone's expression didn't change, but something in his shoulders did. "Heard the whole thing start 

from two miles off. Didn't know if you made it till Reed's people put the word out three days later. Sat  

in that car a long while not knowing, Johnny. Longer than I want to think about."

"It's Jack," he said. "Just Jack, now. I think I'm done with the other name."

T-Bone studied him a moment, the same watchful economy he brought to reading a room full of 

strangers, and something in his face shifted toward understanding before Jack had said anything more 

specific. "You found something in that warehouse," he said. "Or it found you."

"Something like that." Jack hesitated, then decided the whole reason for telling anyone was to stop 

hesitating. "I asked God to forgive me, T-Bone. Really asked, this time. Not the way I used to say the 

words as a kid without meaning any of it."

T-Bone was quiet a long moment, and when he spoke again his voice had dropped into something 

Jack had never heard from him before, low and unguarded. "Grandmama used to tell me the same thing 

could happen to anybody, no matter what side of the street they grew up standing on. I never fully let  

myself believe her. Man does the things I've done to survive out there, it's easier to figure the door's 

closed to somebody like him."

"Whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved... For there is no  
difference between the Jew and the Greek: for the same Lord over all is rich unto all  

that call upon him." — Romans 10:12,13

"It's not closed, T-Bone," Jack said. "I don't think it was ever closed. I think I just spent eight years  

too proud to knock on it."

T-Bone didn't answer that directly, but he sat with Jack a long while longer than the visit strictly 

required, and when he finally rose to leave, he paused at the door and said, quietly, almost to himself, 

"Might have to call Grandmama tonight. Tell her she was right about something for once," and Jack 

heard, in the small, private smile that followed, the sound of a seed that had been planted a very long  

time ago, in a very different pew, finally beginning to take root.

•  •  •

It was his father, in the end, who finally sat down one gray Tuesday afternoon with the same worn 

Bible from the porch three states — or three miles, Jack could no longer entirely separate the dream 



from the memory — from wherever home had been that night, and asked the question as plainly as he  

had ever asked anything in eleven years of careful, patient waiting.

"Do you want to know what I actually believe happens to a man, Jack? Not the version I preach on  

Sunday mornings to people who already agree with me. The version I'd tell you if this were the only  

conversation we ever got to have."

"Yes," Jack said, and found he meant it more than he had meant almost anything in longer than he 

could remember.

Samuel opened the Bible not to Psalm 23 this time, worn soft with reading, but to a page near the 

middle that Jack had never once, in a childhood full of Sunday mornings, actually sat still long enough 

to hear explained.

"For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God." — Romans 3:23

"Not some men," Samuel said. "Not the men in that warehouse, not Ray Collins, not the worst of 

the men you spent eight years pretending to be one of. All. Me included. You included. There's no 

ledger where one man's sin outweighs another's enough to matter, not where this verse is concerned — 

the line isn't between good men and bad men, Jack. It's between everybody, on one side, and God's own 

perfect holiness on the other. And every one of us falls short of that line by exactly the same infinite 

distance, whether we fall short by a little or by a lot."

"For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ  
our Lord." — Romans 6:23

"The wages," Samuel went on, "is what a man's earned. What he's owed, fair and square, for the life 

he's actually lived. And you know something about wages, don't you — eight years of learning exactly 

what a man earns for the choices he makes, good and bad both. But the second half of that verse isn't  

wages at all. It's a gift. Nobody earns a gift, Jack. That's what makes it a gift instead of a payment."

•  •  •

Jack lay quiet a long moment, turning that over the way a man turns over a coin he isn't sure is real.

"I don't know how to just — accept something I didn't earn, Dad. Eight years, everything I had, I 

built by outworking every other man in the room. I don't know how to stop doing that."

"For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of  
God: Not of works, lest any man should boast." — Ephesians 2:8,9

"Nobody does, at first," Samuel said. "That's the whole point of grace, son. If you could earn it,  

you'd have every right to boast about earning it, and the boasting would be the whole problem all over 



again — a man standing in front of God pointing at his own resume instead of falling on his knees. 

Grace only works because it can't be earned. That's not a loophole. That's the entire mechanism."

Jack thought of Mendoza's world, the endless careful math of favors owed and debts collected, 

every relationship a transaction eventually coming due — and understood, for the first time, that he had 

spent eight years living inside a system built entirely on the opposite principle of what his father was  

now describing, and that some part of him had assumed, without ever examining the assumption, that 

God's economy must work the same way Mendoza's did.

"For  God so loved the  world,"  Samuel  said quietly,  "that  he  gave his  only begotten Son,  that 

whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life."

"For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever  
believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life." — John 3:16

"Whosoever, Jack. Not whosoever's earned it. Not whosoever's kept himself clean enough, honest 

enough, brave enough. Whosoever believeth. That's the only qualification there's ever been."

•  •  •

"What about what I've done?" Jack's voice came out rougher than he intended, eight years of things 

he had never said aloud to anyone finally pressing up against the back of his teeth. "What about the  

lies, Dad? Eight years of lies, to everyone, to Emily, to Luke, to you. What about the men I watched die  

in that warehouse because none of us moved fast enough? What about the man I might have become, if  

that gunfire had gone one inch different in any direction?"

"If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us  
from all unrighteousness." — 1 John 1:9

"That's the verse for exactly that question," Samuel said, not flinching from any part of what Jack 

had  just  said,  which  was  itself,  Jack  understood,  its  own  kind  of  answer.  "Not  if  we've  earned 

forgiveness. Not if we've made up for the damage first. If we confess. That's the whole transaction 

God's asking for — not payment, just honesty. You bring him the truth of what you did, all  of it,  

without the badge to hide behind and without Johnny Blaze's name to wear instead of your own, and he 

does what he's always done for every honest man who's ever brought him the truth. He forgives it. All 

of it. Completely."

"That simple."

"That simple," Samuel said. "Not easy. I never said easy. The simplest things a man can do are 

sometimes the hardest, because they require him to stop doing all the complicated things he's built his  

whole life around instead."



•  •  •

"Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest." — 
Matthew 11:28

Jack lay in the fading afternoon light of that hospital room for a long while after his father finished 

speaking,  turning  the  verse  over  the  way  he  had  turned  over  every  other  one  that  had  surfaced, 

unbidden, across the past two years — except this  one did not  feel like a fragment arriving from 

nowhere. This one felt like an invitation, extended directly to him, in a room where there was finally 

nothing left to hide behind: no cover story, no gold chain, no cigar he had no intention of lighting, no  

badge,  no gun,  no eight  years  of  competence standing between him and the plain fact  of  who he 

actually was.

He thought of every account that had ever come due in his life — the three million dollars that 

never changed hands, the debts Ray Collins had tried and failed to outrun, the ledger of favors and 

threats that had run Mendoza's entire empire for twenty-two years — and understood, lying there, that 

he had spent his whole adult life fluent in exactly one language, the language of what a man owed and 

what a man was owed in return, and that his father was now describing an entirely different currency, 

one Jack had never once used because he had never believed, until this exact moment, that it was real.

"I don't know the right words," Jack said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. "I don't know 

how you're supposed to do this. I never learned it. I was in the room every Sunday, and I never actually  

learned it."

"There aren't right words," Samuel said, and reached over to take his son's hand, the way he had not  

done since Jack was a very small boy afraid of a Florida thunderstorm. "There's just true ones. Say  

what's true. God's heard every eloquent prayer men have ever composed for him, Jack, and none of 

them move him any more than the simplest honest one a broken man manages to get out."

•  •  •

Jack  closed  his  eyes.  The  hospital  room fell  away  by  degrees  — not  into  the  formless  gray 

suspension of the operating table, not into anything so dramatic as what he had experienced in the gap 

between two heartbeats, but into something quieter, more ordinary, and somehow more solid than either 

of those, precisely because it required nothing from him but honesty.

God, he thought, and then, haltingly, aloud, because some part of him understood that this one, 

finally,  needed to be spoken rather than merely thought,  the way a confession loses its  power the 

moment a man keeps it silent and private and safe. "God. I don't know if I'm doing this right. I don't  

think I've talked to you honestly since I was about nine years old, and even then I'm not sure I meant it.



"I lied to everybody for eight years. I lied to my wife. I lied to my son so many times I stopped 

being  able  to  tell  which  version  of  myself  was  actually  lying  and  which  one  was  just  — gone, 

underneath it. I told myself I was doing it for a good reason, and maybe some of it was, but I liked parts 

of it too, God. I liked the money. I liked the power. I liked walking into a room and having men who 

ran empires built on other people's ruin look at me like I mattered. I built a whole life on being needed 

by people who should never have trusted me, and I let it cost me my own family, one absence at a time, 

until I nearly didn't have a family left to come home to.

"I don't know how to undo any of that. I don't know how to make it right with Emily, or with Luke,  

or with the men who didn't walk out of that warehouse, or even with Ray, wherever he is, because some 

nights I still don't know if I hate him or pity him more.

"But I'm done pretending I can earn my way out of what I've done. I heard what Dad said, about 

grace, about your Son, about a gift I never deserved and can't pay back no matter how many more years 

I run this hard at trying. I don't have anything left to offer you except the truth, so here it is, all of it, 

and I'm asking — not because I've earned an answer, because you just told me through my own father 

that earning isn't how any of this works — I'm asking you to forgive me. All of it. And I'm asking Jesus  

to be the Lord of whatever's left of me, because Johnny Blaze already died in that warehouse, God, and 

I don't want Jack Mercer to spend whatever time you give him back building the exact same kind of lie  

all over again."

"Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away;  
behold, all things are become new." — 2 Corinthians 5:17

He did not hear a voice. He did not see a light, not the way he had in the gap between his heart 

stopping and starting on that operating table weeks earlier. What he felt instead was simpler than any of 

that, and somehow larger — a weight lifting off a place in his chest he had not fully realized was 

carrying weight at all, the particular, total relief of a man who has spent eight years holding his breath  

without knowing it, finally, fully, exhaling.

•  •  •

He opened his eyes to find his father still holding his hand, tears standing openly in the old man's  

eyes in a way Jack had seen perhaps twice in his entire life — once at his mother's funeral, and now.

"Well?" Samuel asked, his voice thick.

"I  think  I  just  did  it,"  Jack  said,  and  found  that  his  own  face  was  wet,  and  that  he  did  not  

particularly care. "I think — Dad, I think I actually just did it."

"Likewise, I say unto you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one  
sinner that repenteth." — Luke 15:10



Samuel laughed — an unguarded, unpastoral sound Jack had rarely heard from the pulpit, the sound 

of a man eleven years of careful patience finally, suddenly, extravagantly rewarded — and gripped his 

son's hand hard enough that it pulled at the IV line taped to the back of it, and neither of them cared  

about that either.

"Welcome home, son," Samuel said. "Whatever house you thought you were locked out of all these 

years — welcome home."

•  •  •

"Dad." Jack's voice steadied some, though his hand had not let go of his father's. "How do I know it  

actually worked? I don't feel any different than I did an hour ago, except lighter, maybe. What if I wake 

up tomorrow and it's gone, the way everything else in my life this year has kept slipping through my 

hands the second I thought I finally had hold of it?"

Samuel turned a few pages, unhurried, until he found the passage he was looking for, worn soft at 

the corner the way certain pages of that Bible always seemed to be.

"These things have I written unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God; that  
ye may know that ye have eternal life." — 1 John 5:13

"He wrote it down so you wouldn't have to guess, Jack. Not so you'd feel a certain way and then 

wonder tomorrow if the feeling was real. So you'd know, the same way you know your own name, 

whether or not the feeling ever shows back up at all. Feelings come and go with a man's blood sugar 

and his sleep and how his leg happens to be aching on a given afternoon. This doesn't rest on any of  

that. It rests on what he already promised, and he's not a man who breaks his word."

"That's  going to  take  some getting used to,"  Jack said.  "Believing something because it's  true 

instead of because I feel it."

"Welcome to the whole rest of your life," Samuel said, and there was real warmth in it, no rebuke at 

all. "It gets easier. Not because the feelings get more reliable — they don't, not for anybody, preacher or 

otherwise. It gets easier because you learn, over time, to stop needing them to carry the weight they 

were never built to carry in the first place."

•  •  •

He did not become, in the hours that followed, a different man in any way a chart or a doctor could  

have measured. His body still ached in the same places. His leg still would not bear his full weight 

without the parallel bars. The manhunt for Ray Collins was no closer to an ending that afternoon than it 

had been that morning. But something underneath all of it had shifted, the way a foundation shifts 

before a house above it shows any visible sign of the change, and Jack understood, lying back against 



the pillows with his father's hand still loosely holding his own, that whatever came next — Emily,  

Luke, the department, the trial, the rest of whatever life he had left — he would be walking into all of it 

for the first time in eleven years as a man who was no longer only Jack Mercer, and no longer at all  

Johnny Blaze, but something his father had a much older name for, and had been quietly, faithfully,  

patiently praying to see for exactly as long as Jack had been alive to need it.

"Old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new."

He said the second half of the verse once more to himself, testing it the way he had tested every 

other verse that had arrived, unbidden, across the last two years of his life — except this time, for the 

first time, it did not feel like something arriving from outside him at all.

It felt like something finally, fully, his own.

•  •  •

Emily called that evening, as she did most evenings, to check on him before Luke's bedtime, and 

something in Jack's voice must have carried further than he intended, because she went quiet on the 

other end of the line for a long moment before asking what had happened.

"I prayed today, Emily. Really prayed. Asked God to forgive me — for all of it. For the lying. For  

the years I wasn't there. For the parts of that other life I let myself enjoy more than I ever should have."

He heard her breathe out, slow, on the other end of the line, and could not tell, across the distance of 

a phone cord and eight hard years, whether it was relief or wariness or some complicated mixture of 

both. "I don't know what to do with that yet, Jack," she said finally, honestly, which was itself more 

than he had any right to expect. "I want to believe it means something's actually different. I've wanted  

that for so long I don't fully trust myself to recognize it if it's real."

"I don't expect you to trust it yet," Jack said. "I wouldn't, in your position. I just wanted you to be 

the first person outside this hospital room to hear it from me instead of from somebody else."

"Be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for  
Christ's sake hath forgiven you." — Ephesians 4:32

Neither  of  them said  much  else.  But  something  in  the  quality  of  the  silence  before  she  said 

goodnight felt, to Jack, different than the silences that had accumulated between them across the last 

several years — less like a wall, and more like a door that had not yet opened, but was no longer quite 

so firmly locked either.

•  •  •



Luke got on the phone last, the way he always did, for the brief ritual exchange of a few sentences 

before his mother took the receiver back to say her own goodnight.

"Are you coming home soon?" Luke asked, the same question he had asked in some form almost 

every call for a month.

"Getting closer every day," Jack said. "I want you to know something, though, bud. When I do 

come home — I'm going to try to be different. Better. Not perfect, I don't think I know how to do 

perfect. But different, in the ways that actually matter to you."

Luke was quiet a moment, nine years old and unpracticed at knowing what to do with a promise  

that  sounded,  for  once,  like  it  might  actually  mean  something.  "Okay,"  he  said  finally,  cautious,  

unwilling to spend more hope than he could afford to lose again. "I'd like that."

It was not much. Jack understood, hanging up the phone a few minutes later, that it would take 

considerably more than one hospital-bed phone call to rebuild eight years of a boy's carefully guarded 

expectations. But it was, he thought, a beginning — the first honest promise he had made his son in 

longer than either  of  them could probably calculate,  and the first  one,  he intended, that  he would 

actually be able to keep.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 17

CHAPTER 18
A New Man

Miami, 1988

"Seeing that ye have put off the old man with his deeds; And have put on the new man,  
which is renewed in knowledge after the image of him that created him." — Colossians  

3:9,10

They released him on a Tuesday morning in late June, six weeks after the warehouse, with a cane 

he despised and a folder of instructions for a physical therapy regimen he despised nearly as much, and 

Jack Mercer walked out through the sliding glass doors of Jackson Memorial into a Florida sun so 

bright it  made his eyes water, and understood, standing there blinking in the heat, that he had not  

actually expected, six weeks earlier, to walk out of that building at all.



Emily was waiting at the curb with the car, and Luke was in the back seat, and for a moment none 

of the three of them quite knew how to begin the ordinary business of driving home, as though the last  

six weeks had rewritten some basic grammar of how a family was supposed to function and none of 

them had yet been handed the new rules.

"Behold, I make all things new." — Revelation 21:5

Jack thought of the verse settling into the passenger seat beside his wife for the first time in longer  

than he wanted to calculate, and understood that making all things new did not mean erasing what had 

come before it — the empty seat at a hundred dinners, the missed recitals, the eight years of a marriage 

worn thin as a rope left too long in salt water — but meant, instead, building something different on top 

of ground that still remembered exactly how it had been damaged.

•  •  •

The house in Coral Gables felt smaller than he remembered and larger than he expected, both at  

once — smaller because eight years of his own absence had let Emily and Luke build a life inside it  

that did not, strictly speaking, have much room left for him; larger because he found himself noticing, 

for the first time in a decade, the specific ordinary details of it: a chip in the kitchen tile from some 

argument he'd missed the story of, a height chart penciled on the pantry doorframe that stopped, he 

noticed with a small private ache, three years earlier, as though Luke's growing had simply stopped 

being worth recording once his father stopped reliably being home to see it.

"I want to start marking it again," Jack said, standing in front of that doorframe his first evening 

home, running his thumb along the topmost pencil line. "If that's all right with both of you."

Luke, hovering in the doorway with the particular caution of a boy who had learned not to invest 

hope too quickly, said nothing, but did not leave the room either, which Jack had learned, across six 

weeks of careful, halting phone calls, to recognize as its own kind of answer.

•  •  •

He asked Emily to sit with him at the kitchen table three nights after he came home, the same table 

where he had once told her, standing in that same kitchen, that he might not be coming back from the  

operation at all, and found that the asking itself cost him something he had not anticipated — a specific, 

unfamiliar vulnerability that eight years of undercover work had trained almost entirely out of him.

"I want to tell you everything," he said. "Not the parts I've already told you. All of it. And I want  

you to be able to ask me anything, and I'm not going to manage the answer the way I used to manage 

everything. I'm just going to tell you the truth, even when it's ugly, especially when it's ugly, because I 

think that's the only way either one of us finds out if there's still something worth rebuilding."



Emily studied him a long moment across the table, and Jack understood, watching her, that she was 

testing the offer the way a person tests ice before trusting their full weight to it. "All right," she said 

finally. "Start with the parts you liked. Not the ones you were forced into. The ones you actually liked."

"Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: And see if there  
be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting." — Psalm 139:23,24

He told her, then, plainly, without the careful editing eight years of instinct wanted to apply — the  

money, yes, and the respect, and the particular intoxicating pleasure of being a man other men feared 

and deferred to, a version of himself that had, if he was honest, been more comfortable in some rooms 

than the version sitting across from her now had ever managed to be in his own kitchen. He told her 

about nights he'd told himself the work required him to stay later than it actually had, because some 

part  of  him had  not  wanted  to  come  home  to  a  marriage  that  had  started,  even  before  the  case 

demanded it,  to feel like a duty rather than a refuge.  He did not  spare himself  in the telling,  and 

watched Emily's face move through several things he could not fully name before settling, finally, into 

something that was not forgiveness yet but was, he understood, at least an honest willingness to keep 

listening.

"That's  more  truth  than  you've  given me in  eight  years  combined,"  she  said  quietly,  when he 

finished.

"I know," Jack said. "I'm sorry it took nearly dying for me to manage it."

"Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed."  
— James 5:16

•  •  •

Emily did not offer forgiveness that first night, and Jack, to his own surprise, found he did not 

resent her for withholding it. He understood, driving nothing but his own honesty forward that evening,  

that trust rebuilt in a single confession was not trust at all, only relief mistaken for repair, and that the  

actual work of restoring eight years of damage would need to be measured in months and small daily 

choices rather than in one good conversation at a kitchen table.

"I will restore to you the years that the locust hath eaten." — Joel 2:25

He thought of the verse often across the weeks that followed, not as a promise that the lost years 

would simply reappear,  but  as  a description of  the kind of  God his father had spent  eleven years 

describing to him — one who did not merely forgive damage but actively, patiently, rebuilt what had 

been eaten away, given enough time and enough honesty to work with.

He showed up, that summer, in ways he had never once managed across eight years of undercover 

work. He drove Luke to baseball practice three afternoons a week, sitting in the same folding chair 



every time, learning the names of Luke's teammates, learning to read his son's small private signals of 

disappointment or triumph the way he had once learned to read a room full of cartel enforcers. He took 

Emily to dinner on a Thursday night for no occasion at all, the first time in years he had done so 

without an anniversary or an apology attached to the invitation, and found, watching her across a small 

table at a restaurant neither of them had ever been to together, that he was, for the first time in longer  

than he could remember, simply enjoying his own wife's company rather than managing it.

•  •  •

Three weeks into that slow, careful rebuilding, Emily came to find him on the back porch one 

evening after Luke had gone to bed, and sat down beside him without the small, careful distance she 

had been keeping between them since his return.

"I've been waiting to feel ready to say this," she said, looking out at the dark yard rather than at  

him, "and I don't know that I do feel ready, exactly. But I don't think readiness is actually the thing I've  

been waiting for. I think I've just been afraid that forgiving you would mean pretending the last eight 

years didn't cost what they cost."

"They cost plenty," Jack said quietly. "I'm not asking you to pretend otherwise."

"I know you're not. That's actually what's making this possible." Emily was quiet a moment, and 

when she spoke again her voice had the particular steadiness of a decision already made rather than one 

still being weighed. "I forgive you, Jack. Not because you've earned it back yet — you haven't, not all  

of it, and I don't know how long that part takes. But I don't want to spend whatever years we have left 

keeping a ledger the way you kept one for eight years without meaning to. I'd rather start over broke 

than rich and still counting."

"And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God for  
Christ's sake hath forgiven you." — Ephesians 4:32

Jack found he could not speak for a moment, and did not try to. He simply reached over and took 

her hand, the way his father had taken his own hand in a hospital room weeks earlier, and understood 

that some gifts, like the one his father had described to him with a worn Bible open on his lap, could  

only ever be received rather than earned, and that Emily had just handed him one considerably larger 

than he had any right to expect this soon.

•  •  •

Luke came to him one evening in July, the model airplane still sitting on the shelf in his room 

where Jack had once promised to keep it, and asked a question Jack understood, the moment he heard 

it, that his son had been working up the courage to ask for weeks.



"Are you still going to be a cop?"

Jack considered the question carefully before answering, understanding that his son deserved better 

than a reflexive reassurance. "I don't know yet, bud. I know I'm not going back to the kind of work I  

was doing before — the undercover work, the years away. That part's over, whatever else happens. But 

I haven't decided the rest of it yet. Would it matter to you, which way I decided?"

Luke thought about that with the same careful, watchful seriousness he brought to everything now. 

"I don't care if you're a cop," he said finally. "I just don't want you to be gone again. Not gone-gone, 

and not gone the other way, where you're home but you're not really here."

"Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from 
it." — Proverbs 22:6

Jack thought of  the verse that  evening,  understanding it  now not as a formula that  guaranteed 

outcomes but as a description of the specific, unglamorous labor his own father had spent eleven years 

quietly performing — showing up, staying present, praying by name in an empty room, for exactly as  

long as it took a wandering son to finally notice — and made himself a private promise, sitting on the 

edge of Luke's bed, that whatever else changed in his life, he intended to spend the rest of it being fully, 

unmistakably present, in a way no undercover legend had ever once required or permitted.

"There's something else I want to say," Jack added, before Luke could get too comfortable with the 

conversation being finished. "Your ninth birthday. I missed it. I told your mother I was working a case I  

couldn't get out of, and that part was true, but I want you to know I didn't fight very hard to get out of it 

either, because some part of me had gotten used to birthdays and recitals being things that happened 

without me, and I'd stopped feeling the absence the way I should have. I'm sorry for that specifically. 

Not sorry in general. Sorry for that exact day."

Luke considered this with the same careful seriousness. "I cried that night," he said, simply, without  

accusation, just fact. "Mom said you'd make it up to me. You never did."

"I can't make up a birthday that already happened," Jack said. "But I can make sure it's the last one  

on a list like that. That's the only kind of making up I actually know how to do."

"Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap." — Galatians 6:7

•  •  •

Samuel raised the subject of baptism on a Sunday afternoon in early August, over lunch at the small  

house Jack had once watched from a rented sedan's tinted windows — no, he corrected himself, turning 

the memory over, that had been some other version of events, some dream or fear that had gotten  

tangled with reality somewhere in the gray suspended place between one heartbeat and the next. His 



father was alive, sitting across the table, spooning out a second helping of rice with the same unhurried 

patience he brought to everything.

"You've told God the truth," Samuel said. "Now I think it's time you told your church the same 

truth, in front of witnesses. Baptism doesn't save a man, Jack — you're already saved, the moment you 

asked. But it's the picture God gave us for showing the world what already happened on the inside."

"Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with him through the faith of the  
operation of God." — Colossians 2:12

"I want Emily and Luke there," Jack said. "If they're willing."

They were willing. Two Sundays later, in a modest cinderblock church Jack had spent a rebellious, 

restless adolescence resenting and had spent the last two months rediscovering, he stood in a small  

baptismal pool at the front of a congregation that included, in the second pew, his wife holding his son's 

hand, both of them watching with expressions Jack could not entirely read and did not need to, because 

the fact of their simply being present said more than any expression could have managed.

"Buried with him by baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised up from the dead  
by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life." — Romans  

6:4

Samuel, standing in the water beside him in a robe Jack had watched him wear at a hundred other  

baptisms without ever once imagining it would someday be his own turn, said the old familiar words 

with a voice that shook only slightly at the edges. "Jack Mercer, upon your profession of faith in the 

Lord Jesus Christ, I baptize you, my son, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 

Spirit."

The water was cold, and brief, and utterly unremarkable in any way a stranger walking past that 

church might have noticed. Jack came up out of it gasping, water running from his hair down the collar  

of a borrowed white shirt, and found Luke, in the second pew, on his feet, clapping the way he'd once 

seen boys clap at a Little League game, uncertain whether it was the correct response but unwilling to 

sit still through a moment that plainly mattered.

"There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus." — Romans  
8:1

Toweling off in the small room behind the baptistry, Jack found T-Bone waiting for him in the 

hallway, wearing the same borrowed collared shirt from his hospital visit, looking as out of place in a  

church lobby as he had looked in a hospital chair, and considerably more at ease with it than Jack 

would have guessed.

"Didn't figure you for a church man," Jack said, surprised and pleased in roughly equal measure.



"Wasn't, till about a month ago," T-Bone said. "Called Grandmama the night after I visited you, told  

her what you told me. She had me in a pew inside two weeks. Woman doesn't waste time once she 

smells an opening." He looked toward the baptistry, still dripping faintly at the edges. "Figured if you 

could do it in front of all these people, I could sit in the back and watch. Seemed like the least I owed  

you, after that warehouse."

"So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God." — Romans 10:17

"You don't owe me anything for that," Jack said.

"Didn't say I owed you for the warehouse," T-Bone said, and something in his face made it plain he  

meant exactly what he'd said the first time. "Said I owed you for this. Man doesn't usually get handed 

something worth passing on to his own grandmother. Figured the least I could do was show up and 

watch you hand it to somebody else."

•  •  •

Ray Collins remained gone. Donovan called every few weeks with the same discouraging update 

delivered in the same tired voice, and Jack found, to his own quiet surprise, that the news no longer sat  

in him the way it once would have — not because he had stopped caring whether Ray was ever caught,  

but because some of the corrosive, personal fury he had once reserved for that name had begun, slowly,  

to soften into something closer to Donovan's own weary grief than to hatred.

"I keep waiting to feel like I want him dead," Jack admitted to his father one evening, sitting on the  

same porch where a psalm had once been read into the dark the night before a warehouse changed 

everything. "I don't. I don't know what that means about me."

"But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that  
hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you." — Matthew 5:44

"It means something's actually changed," Samuel said. "A man doesn't stop wanting justice done, 

Jack. I still want Ray Collins standing in a courtroom answering for what he did to you and to this 

whole city. But wanting justice and wanting a man's destruction for the pleasure of it aren't the same 

appetite, and it sounds to me like you've finally figured out the difference between them."

•  •  •

Donovan called on the last Friday of August with a different tone than his usual weary Ray Collins 

updates, and Jack, answering the kitchen phone with a dish towel still over one shoulder, understood 

before his captain said a word that the conversation had finally arrived that he'd been quietly expecting 

for weeks.



"Department wants an answer,  Jack.  Not today, not  this week. But before the year's  out.  Desk 

assignment, full disability retirement, or back into some form of active duty — and if it's the third one, 

it can't be anything that puts you undercover again. Command's made that much clear, and honestly, so 

am I."

"I need some time to pray on it, Frank."

There was a pause on the line, brief but noticeable, from a man who had known Jack Mercer for 

eleven years and had never once, in all that time, heard him say those particular words about anything. 

"Well," Donovan said finally, and Jack could hear, even through the receiver, something that might 

have been the beginning of a smile. "I suppose that's a sentence I'm going to have to get used to hearing 

from you."

"Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding. In  
all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths." — Proverbs 3:5,6

Jack hung up the phone and stood a long moment in his own kitchen, the dish towel still over his  

shoulder, Emily moving quietly at the counter behind him, Luke's laughter drifting in from the back 

yard where he was throwing a ball against the side of the house the way boys had thrown balls against  

the sides of houses for as long as there had been boys and houses and long summer evenings to fill. He 

did not know yet what he would tell Donovan. But he understood, standing there, that for the first time 

in longer than he could remember, he did not feel the old, familiar pressure to have the answer already  

worked out before he'd even finished asking the question — and that the not-knowing, strange as it 

would once have felt to a man who had built his whole identity on staying three steps ahead of every  

room he walked into, felt now like something closer to peace than to fear.

By the end of that August, Jack had returned to something like an ordinary rhythm — physical  

therapy three mornings a week, evenings with Emily and Luke, Sunday mornings in the same pew 

where he'd once swung his legs as a bored, restless boy, now sitting between his wife and son with an 

attention he had never once managed to summon as a child. The department's question sat unanswered 

on the table for now, and Jack had not yet fully decided what answer he wanted to give them. But he  

understood, sitting on that porch one evening as the Florida light went gold and then gray across the 

yard, that whatever decision eventually came, he would be making it as a considerably different man 

than the one who had volunteered, eight years earlier, to disappear into somebody else's name.

"If any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all  
things are become new."

He had said the verse to himself so many times now that it had stopped feeling like something 

borrowed and started feeling, simply, like an accurate description of the ground he was standing on — 

not perfect ground, not fully rebuilt, not free of the cracks eight years of deception had left running 

through every relationship he owned. But new ground nonetheless, the kind a man could actually build 



something lasting on, given enough time, enough honesty, and enough of the patient grace his father 

had spent eleven years quietly demonstrating was real.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 18

CHAPTER 19
Redeeming the Badge

Miami, 1988–1989

"The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me; because the LORD hath anointed me to preach  
good tidings unto the meek... to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the  
prison to them that are bound... To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto  

them beauty for ashes." — Isaiah 61:1,3

Jack called Donovan back on the second Tuesday of September, sitting at his own kitchen table 

with his father's Bible open beside the phone, and gave him an answer that surprised them both a little  

in the giving of it.

"I want to stay on," Jack said, "but not undercover, and not a desk either, not exactly. I want to work 

with the academy — training, screening, whatever they'll let me touch. I spent eight years learning 

exactly how a good man starts convincing himself that a small compromise doesn't count, and I think 

that's worth more to this department sitting in a classroom than it ever was sitting in a warehouse."

Donovan was quiet a moment on the other end of the line. "You want to teach recruits how not to 

become Ray Collins."

"Something like that," Jack said. "I don't know how to keep every recruit from ever crossing a line. 

But I  know things about how a man crosses it  slowly, one convenient compromise at  a time, that 

nobody's ever put in a training manual, because most of the men who learn it the way I learned it don't  

live long enough to teach it afterward."

"Wherefore comfort yourselves together, and edify one another, even as also ye do." — 1  
Thessalonians 5:11

Donovan approved the assignment within the week, and by October Jack stood in front of his first 

class of academy recruits — younger than he had ever felt in his own life, most of them not yet born 



when he had first put on a badge — and found that teaching a room full of strangers came with an  

entirely different kind of fear than infiltrating one, a fear less about being discovered and more about 

being genuinely useful.

A recruit near the back raised her hand during his third lecture, a serious young woman named 

Alvarez who reminded him, in ways he did not mention aloud, of Rebecca two years younger. "How do 

you actually know," she asked, "when you've crossed the line? Ray Collins didn't wake up one morning 

and decide to sell out a task force. How do you know you're not already halfway there before you even 

notice you've started walking?"

Jack considered the question with the seriousness it deserved, aware that every recruit in that room 

was watching to see whether he would give them a textbook answer or an honest one.

"You mostly don't notice the first compromise," he said finally. "That's exactly the danger of it. It's  

never the big betrayal that gets a man started — it's the small one, the favor that doesn't quite feel like a  

favor, the piece of information you decide isn't important enough to report. My advice, for whatever it's  

worth, is this: the moment something feels too small to mention to your captain, that's exactly the 

moment you need to mention it to your captain. The size of the secret isn't the danger. The keeping of it  

is."

"Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temptation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the  
flesh is weak." — Matthew 26:41

He said the verse to himself walking out of that classroom, understanding that he had just spent an 

hour teaching twenty-two strangers the exact lesson his own eight years had cost him everything to 

learn, and finding, in the teaching of it, a small measure of the same redemption his father had once 

described sitting over an open Bible in a hospital room.

•  •  •

The federal trial of Judge Leonard Whitaker, Councilman Alan Vance, and Walter Pruitt convened 

that  October  in  a  downtown Miami courtroom packed tighter  than any Jack had ever  testified in, 

reporters filling two full rows, and Jack sat in the witness box for the better part of two days answering 

questions about eight years he had spent learning to answer nothing honestly at all.

"Detective Mercer," the prosecutor asked, on the second morning, "in your own words, what did 

eight years undercover cost you?"

Jack considered the question a long moment before answering, aware of Emily and Luke sitting in 

the gallery, aware of Reed and Rebecca in the row behind them, aware that whatever he said next 

would be printed in a newspaper the following morning for anyone in the city to read.



"Almost everything I actually valued," he said finally. "I spent eight years so afraid of losing the 

case that I nearly lost my marriage, my son, and very nearly my own life on a warehouse floor. I'm not 

saying  that  to  ask  for  sympathy.  I'm saying  it  because  I  think  this  jury  needs  to  understand  that 

corruption like the kind these three men practiced doesn't just cost the public treasury or the public 

trust. It costs particular men, particular families, particular sons who grew up wondering if their father  

was ever really there at all. That's the actual bill. Everything else is just the part you can put a dollar  

figure on."

"Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free." — John 8:32

The defense objected to the answer as non-responsive. The judge, after a long pause, allowed it to 

stand.

Luke asked him about it that evening, sitting at the kitchen table over a dinner neither of them had  

much appetite for. "Everybody at school knows now. That you're Johnny Blaze. That you were in the 

paper."

"How does that feel?" Jack asked, genuinely uncertain what answer he was braced for.

Luke considered the question with his usual careful seriousness. "Weird," he admitted. "Some kids 

think it's the coolest thing they've ever heard. One kid asked if you ever shot anybody. I didn't know 

what to tell him." He paused, pushing food around his plate. "I told him you almost died so some bad  

people couldn't hurt anybody else anymore. I don't know if that's exactly right, but it felt more true than 

the cool parts."

"Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your  
Father which is in heaven." — Matthew 5:16

"That's exactly right," Jack said, and meant it,  understanding that his son had managed, in one 

uncertain sentence at a kitchen table, to summarize eight years of his father's life more honestly than 

the newspaper coverage had managed in three full days of trial reporting.

•  •  •

All  three  men were  convicted  that  November  — Whitaker  on  federal  bribery  and  obstruction 

charges that  ended his judicial  career and cost  him his pension along with his  freedom; Vance on 

racketeering  charges  connected  to  zoning  approvals  traded  for  cartel  protection;  Pruitt  on  money 

laundering charges that unraveled, in the trial's final week, into a paper trail leading back through his 

bank to accounts in four countries Jack had never once heard mentioned during the entire eight years of 

the investigation.

Jack did not attend the sentencing hearing. He had testified. He had told the truth the case required 

of him. He understood, sitting at home with Emily that November afternoon while the sentences were  



handed down two miles  away,  that  watching  three  broken  men receive  their  punishment  was  not 

something his own healing actually required,  whatever satisfaction some earlier  version of himself 

might once have taken in it.

"Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord." — Romans 12:19

"You don't want to go," Emily said, not quite a question, watching him choose to stay home instead.

"I don't need to," Jack said. "I already know how the story ends. I just don't need to watch it happen  

to feel like justice got done."

•  •  •

Ray Collins surfaced in February, nine months after the warehouse, arrested by federal marshals in 

a small coastal town in Honduras where he had been living under a name nearly as invented as Johnny 

Blaze's had ever been, working as a boat mechanic, apparently unrecognized by anyone until a tourist's 

photograph,  posted  to  a  hometown newspaper  back in  Florida,  happened  to  catch  his  face  in  the 

background clearly enough for an alert reader to place a call.

"Be sure your sin will find you out." — Numbers 32:23

Donovan called with the news on a Tuesday evening, and Jack sat with the phone in his hand a long 

while after hanging up, feeling considerably less than he had once expected to feel at the news — not  

nothing, not indifference, but something quieter and more complicated than the pure vindication he 

would once have craved.

He  requested  permission  to  visit  Ray  at  the  federal  detention  facility  two  weeks  before  the 

extradition hearing, and Donovan, hearing the request, was quiet long enough that Jack understood his 

old captain was working through several competing instincts before finally, reluctantly, agreeing to 

arrange it.

•  •  •

Ray looked smaller than Jack remembered, sitting on the other side of a scarred visitation table in  

an orange jumpsuit that hung loose on a frame that had lost considerable weight somewhere between a 

golf course clubhouse and a Honduran boat dock, and for a long moment neither man said anything at 

all.

"I figured you'd send somebody else to do this," Ray said finally, not quite meeting Jack's eyes.  

"Didn't figure you'd come yourself."

"I almost didn't," Jack admitted. "I've been a different kind of man for about nine months now, Ray,  

and I'm still finding out what he actually does in rooms like this one."



Ray's laugh came out bitter and short. "Heard about that. Heard you found God in that warehouse. 

Some of the guys figure it's the concussion talking. I didn't know what to figure."

"It's not the concussion," Jack said. "I wish I could tell you it was something less real than it is,  

because it would be a lot more comfortable for both of us if I'd come here today just to look you in the  

eye and let you see how much I hated you. That would be simpler. I'm not sure I know how to do 

simple anymore."

"For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you." — 
Matthew 6:14

Ray's face did something complicated, disbelief fighting with an old, practiced cynicism that had 

kept him alive through eight years of a double life and clearly did not know what to do with an offer  

this plainly unguarded. "You're telling me you forgive me. For all of it. The address, the warehouse, 

nearly getting you killed."

"I'm telling you I'm working on it," Jack said honestly. "Some days I've got it. Some days I wake up 

furious all over again and have to start the work fresh. But I didn't come here today to punish you with  

my anger, Ray, because I already know exactly how much good my anger actually does either one of  

us. I came here to tell you the same thing somebody told me in a hospital room nine months ago — that 

there's a door that isn't closed, whatever you've done, if you're willing to knock on it."

"Come now, and let us reason together, saith the LORD: though your sins be as scarlet,  
they shall be as white as snow." — Isaiah 1:18

Ray did not answer that, not directly, not that day. But Jack noticed, rising to leave twenty minutes 

later, that Ray's eyes had gone wet in a way the man across that table would once have died before  

allowing anyone to witness, and understood that whatever harvest eventually came of the seed he'd just 

planted, it was no longer his own to control — only, like his father before him, his to plant faithfully 

and leave in better hands than his own.

A letter arrived at the academy office six weeks later, forwarded through channels Jack never fully 

understood, three pages in Ray's cramped, careful handwriting, most of it an accounting of regret too 

raw and too specific for Jack to ever share with anyone but his own father. The letter did not ask for 

anything. It simply said, near the end, that Ray had requested a chaplain's visit for the first time since 

his arrest, and that he did not know yet what he believed, but that he had not been able to stop thinking 

about a phrase Jack had used sitting across that scarred table — a door that isn't closed — and that he 

intended, whatever else happened at his sentencing, to find out for himself whether the phrase was true.

"For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the  
LORD." — Isaiah 55:8



Jack read the letter twice, standing alone in his classroom after the day's last class had filed out, and 

did not know, folding it back into its envelope, whether Ray's story would end in genuine repentance or  

only in a frightened man's temporary comfort. But he understood that the not-knowing was no longer 

his burden to carry either way, and found, filing the letter away in a drawer he would return to more 

than once in the years that followed, that he could hold both the uncertainty and the hope at the same 

time without either one canceling out the other.

•  •  •

Donovan came by the academy office one evening that same winter, ostensibly to review Jack's  

training curriculum, though Jack understood within the first few minutes that the curriculum was only 

the reason his old captain had given himself for the visit.

"I still think about it," Donovan said, without preamble, sitting heavily in the chair across from 

Jack's desk. "Eleven years I had that man under my command, Jack. Eleven years, and I never once 

saw far enough underneath him to catch it. I trained you both the exact same way, and one of you 

nearly died walking into that warehouse, and the other one sold the address that nearly got you killed. I  

don't know how a captain lives with that math."

"You didn't do the selling, Frank," Jack said quietly. "Ray made his own choice, the same way I 

eventually made mine, sitting in a hospital bed asking God to forgive things nobody made me do either. 

You can carry responsibility for training us. You can't carry responsibility for what either one of us 

decided to do with it."

"The soul that sinneth, it shall die. The son shall not bear the iniquity of the father,  
neither shall the father bear the iniquity of the son." — Ezekiel 18:20

Donovan sat with that a long moment, looking older than Jack had ever seen him look, older even 

than the night in the hospital corridor. "I don't know how to just set eleven years of that down, Jack. 

I've been carrying it since the day Ray's desk turned up empty."

"You don't set it down all at once," Jack said. "Nobody does. I know, because I'm still setting down 

eight years of my own, one Tuesday at a time. But you can start. Today, if you want to. I'll sit here with  

you while you do it, if that would help."

Donovan did not pray that evening, not in so many words. But he sat in that small office a long  

while, and when he finally rose to leave, something in the set of his shoulders looked, for the first time 

in nearly a year, less like a man carrying a debt and more like a man who had at least set the first  

installment of it down.

•  •  •



Rebecca stopped by that spring with news of her own, sliding into the chair across from Jack's desk  

with a lightness he had not seen in her in longer than he could remember. "I got baptized last month," 

she said, a little sheepishly, as though confessing something rather than announcing it. "Small church 

out near Kendall. Didn't want to make a production of it. Figured you, of all people, would understand 

not wanting an audience for something that private."

"For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ." — 
Galatians 3:27

"I understand completely," Jack said, grinning in a way he hadn't quite managed since before the 

warehouse. "What finally did it? The math still not working out?"

"The math never worked out," Rebecca said. "I just finally stopped needing it  to. Some things 

turned out to be true whether or not I could ever make the numbers add up around them." She studied 

him a moment, something warmer than professional distance in her expression. "You planted that seed 

sitting in a hospital bed telling me about your father's prayers, Jack, whether you meant to or not."

•  •  •

The rehabilitation center  on Miami's  west  side  had reached out  to  the  department  that  spring,  

looking for speakers willing to talk with residents about addiction, crime, and the possibility of an  

actual  way  out  of  both,  and  Jack's  name  had  come  up,  he  later  learned,  because  Donovan  had 

mentioned him without being asked.

He recognized Dexter Willis the moment he walked into the shared common room — thinner, 

grayer, five years further into a hard life than the last time Jack had seen him, but unmistakably the  

same man who had once,  in  the  depths  of  the  investigation  years  earlier,  passed  Jack  a  piece  of 

information at considerable personal risk for no reward beyond the small dignity of being treated like 

he still mattered to somebody.

"Johnny Blaze," Dexter said, disbelief and something like genuine pleasure crossing his face at  

once. "Or whatever you're calling yourself these days."

"Jack," he said. "Just Jack. It's good to see you, Dexter."

"He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds." — Psalm 147:3

He told his story to that room the way he had told it to Ray, to Emily, to his father — the money, the 

power, the lies, the warehouse, the gray formless place between one heartbeat and the next — and 

watched two dozen men and women who had spent their own lives searching for relief in exactly the  

substances and systems that had nearly destroyed him listen with an attention he had rarely commanded 

even from federal prosecutors.



"I'm not going to tell you getting clean is simple," Jack said, near the end. "I spent eight years 

addicted to something less obvious than what most of you are fighting — addicted to being needed, to 

being feared, to having power over rooms full  of dangerous men. It  nearly killed me the same as  

anything you've put in your own bodies has nearly killed some of you. But I'm telling you there's a door 

that isn't closed. I know because I spent eleven years too proud to knock on it myself, and it was still  

standing open the whole time I was too proud to try."

•  •  •

He drove past the warehouse itself only once that year, on an errand that took him near the river 

road by accident rather than design, and found the building still standing, condemned now, chained 

shut, the produce company's old sign faded nearly past reading. He did not get out of the car. He sat at 

the curb a long while instead, looking at the corrugated roof where a panicked pigeon had once flapped 

in circles it could not find its way out of, and understood that some part of him would always carry that 

building inside him the way a scar carries the memory of a wound long after the wound itself has 

closed.

"And they shall build the old wastes, they shall raise up the former desolations, and they  
shall repair the waste cities." — Isaiah 61:4

He thought of the verse sitting there at the curb, recognizing it  as the continuation of the very 

passage his father had once read to him in a different hospital chapter of his life, and understood that it  

described not only Ray Collins, not only Dexter Willis and the two dozen strangers he met with each 

Tuesday evening, but the condemned building itself, and the whole ruined stretch of city surrounding it, 

and in some private, still-unfolding way, the ruined stretch of his own life that had once seemed, lying 

on that same warehouse floor, beyond anyone's ability to rebuild.

He did not linger. He put the car back in drive and continued on toward the academy, where a new 

class of recruits was waiting for their first lecture, and found that he no longer needed to sit with that 

building any longer than a single red light allowed, because whatever debt it had once represented, he 

had finally stopped carrying alone.

•  •  •

By the following spring, Jack had built something between a program and a habit out of those visits 

— Tuesday evenings at the rehabilitation center, occasional Sunday afternoons at the county jail where 

Reed's office arranged access, a growing informal network of recovering addicts and former officers 

who called  him,  at  odd  hours,  when  the  weight  of  their  own past  got  too  heavy  to  carry  alone. 

Donovan,  watching  this  unfold  from  his  captain's  office  with  something  between  pride  and 

bemusement, began referring to it, half-joking, as Jack's second career.



"And he saith unto them, Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men." — Matthew 
4:19

Jack did not think of it as a second career, not exactly. He thought of it, most days, as the plainest 

possible use of the only two things he had ever actually learned how to do well — understand the  

particular loneliness of a man living a double life, and tell the truth about what had finally ended his 

own.

•  •  •

End of Chapter 19

CHAPTER 20
Amazing Grace in Vice City

Miami, 1993

"Amazing grace! How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me! I once was lost, but  
now am found, was blind, but now I see."

"And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in  
weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of  

Christ may rest upon me." — 2 Corinthians 12:9

Miami still did not sleep. It still only changed shifts, the same postcard face by day, pastel hotels 

and cruise ships and retirees walking poodles past  freshly painted lobbies,  and the same true face 

underneath it after dark, a hundred miles of coastline that had never once stopped running on the old 

arithmetic of money and appetite. Jack understood that better than most men in the city, having spent  

eight years learning the second face by heart and five more learning, considerably more slowly, how to 

live inside the first one without losing himself to it all over again.

Five years  had passed since the warehouse,  and Jack Mercer  stood in his  own backyard on a 

Saturday afternoon in early June, turning hamburgers on a grill that had cost him considerably less than 

a single night's expense account under a name he no longer answered to, and found himself, more often  

than not these days, simply grateful — not for anything dramatic, not for a case closed or a life spared, 

but for the plain, unremarkable fact of a Saturday afternoon with nowhere he needed to disappear to.

Luke,  seventeen now and taller  than his  father,  flipped burgers  beside him with  the  particular  

competence of a boy who had spent five consecutive summers actually being taught things by a father 



who showed up to teach them. He would leave for college in the fall — a state school two hours north, 

close enough to come home most weekends, a detail Jack suspected Luke had weighed as carefully as 

any of his other college criteria.

"Coach says I might start varsity next year," Luke said, not quite able to keep the pride out of his 

voice, though he tried.

"I'll be at every game I can get to," Jack said, "and I intend to embarrass you by cheering too loud at 

all of them."

"I have no greater joy than to hear that my children walk in truth." — 3 John 1:4

He thought of the verse flipping a burger, understanding that his father had likely thought some 

version of it about him across every one of the eleven hard years Jack had spent unreachable, and felt,  

for the first time, the particular ache of finally standing on the other side of that verse, watching his 

own son grow into a man worth being proud of.

•  •  •

Emily came out onto the patio with a pitcher of lemonade and settled into the chair beside him, 

watching Luke argue good-naturedly with a  cousin over the  proper  technique for  flipping burgers 

without losing half the patty into the coals.

"Five years," she said, not quite a question, watching the boy who had once refused to leave a 

doorway now laughing easily in his own backyard.

"Five years," Jack agreed. "I keep doing the math on it. Five years since the warehouse. Seventeen 

since I said 'I do' to a woman who had every reason, about eight of those years, to walk out the door 

and never look back."

"I thought about it," Emily admitted, honestly, the way she had learned to be honest with him across 

five years of careful, deliberate practice. "More than once. I'm glad I didn't. Not because the last five 

years erased the first eleven — they didn't, and I don't think they're supposed to. But because I like the  

man sitting next to me on this patio considerably more than I ever expected to like the one who used to  

disappear out that door."

"So they are no more twain, but one flesh." — Matthew 19:6

Jack reached over and took her hand, the same gesture he had learned from his father in a hospital  

room five years earlier, and understood that some gifts kept paying dividends long after the moment  

they were  first  received,  compounding quietly  across  years  a  man barely  noticed passing until  he 

stopped to add them up.



•  •  •

Samuel came by most Sunday afternoons now, seventy-six and slower than he had once been, 

leaning a little more heavily on his cane than he liked to admit, but sharp-eyed as ever, watching his 

grandson argue about hamburgers with the particular satisfaction of a man who had spent a great many 

years praying for exactly this kind of ordinary, unremarkable Saturday.

"You've done well, son," Samuel said, settling into the chair on Jack's other side, watching the yard 

rather than looking at Jack directly, the way he tended to say the things that mattered most.

"I had a good teacher," Jack said. "Eleven years he kept teaching, even after the student stopped 

attending class."

"Now also when I am old and greyheaded, O God, forsake me not; until I have shewed 
thy strength unto this generation, and thy power to every one that is to come." — Psalm 

71:18

Samuel smiled at that, a small, private smile Jack had come to recognize as his father's particular 

expression of a joy too large to display more openly. "I always told your mother I'd see it," he said.  

"She used to worry, some nights, that I was just telling myself a comfortable story to get through the 

hard years. I don't think she ever stopped believing it herself, though. She just needed me to keep 

saying it out loud for both of us."

It was the first time in five years Jack had heard his father mention his mother without a visible 

flinch of old grief attached to it, and Jack understood, watching him say her name so easily in the June 

sun, that some wounds, even the deepest ones, did eventually finish healing, given enough years and 

enough of the patient grace that had carried this whole family through everything that had come before.

•  •  •

Donovan arrived a little after two, retired now for eighteen months, considerably more relaxed than 

the captain Jack remembered from eleven years of shared command, though he still carried himself,  

Jack noted, with the particular watchfulness of a man who had spent thirty-one years unable to fully  

switch it off.

"Rebecca sends her regrets," Donovan said, accepting a burger and a chair. "DEA's got her running 

point on something in Tampa this week. She said to tell you she's still doing the math, though, and it  

still doesn't add up any better than it did five years ago."

Jack laughed,  genuinely,  understanding the message underneath the  message — that  Rebecca's 

faith, quiet and understated the way she did everything, had continued growing steadily across five 

years without ever needing the drama his own conversion had required.



"And Ray?" Jack asked, the question he asked Donovan at nearly every visit now, a small ritual 

neither of them had ever named aloud.

"Parole board's meeting again in the fall," Donovan said. "Chaplain at the facility wrote another 

letter on his behalf. Says Ray's been running a Bible study for new inmates for the last two years. Says 

he's the most requested counselor in the whole unit, for men nobody else wants to sit with."

"For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found." — Luke 15:24

"I still don't fully understand it," Donovan admitted, watching Luke and his cousin now setting up a  

game of horseshoes in the side yard. "The man who nearly got you killed, teaching other broken men 

how to find their way out of exactly the kind of hole he dug for himself. I don't have a framework for  

that,  Jack.  Eleven  years  on  this  job  and  I  never  once  built  a  category  in  my  head  for  genuine  

redemption. Just didn't come up much, in my line of work."

"It didn't come up much in mine either," Jack said. "Until it did."

•  •  •

T-Bone showed up an hour later with his grandmother on his arm, considerably more frail than Jack 

remembered from photographs but sharp-eyed and formidable in the particular way of women who had 

survived a great deal longer than the world generally expected them to, and settled into the best chair  

on the patio with the unmistakable authority of a woman used to being given the best chair wherever 

she went.

"So this is the detective," she said, studying Jack with open, unhurried appraisal. "My grandson 

talks about you like you hung the moon, young man. I told him the moon's already hung, and has been 

for considerably longer than either of you have been alive, but I understand what he means by it."

"T-Bone talks about you the same way, ma'am," Jack said. "I understand exactly what he means by 

it too."

She studied him a moment longer, and something in her face softened into an expression Jack had 

seen once before, on his own father's face, in a hospital room five years earlier. "You knocked on that 

door," she said. "Both of you did, eventually, each in your own time. I've been knocking on doors for 

people a good deal longer than either of you have been alive, and I'll tell you something true, since you 

look like a man who can handle hearing it: it never once gets old, watching somebody finally walk  

through."

"There is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner that repenteth." — 
Luke 15:10



T-Bone, standing behind his grandmother's  chair  with his  hand resting lightly on her shoulder,  

caught Jack's eye and grinned, the particular unguarded grin of a man who had built an entirely new 

life,  brick by careful  brick,  on ground he had once been certain could never hold anything worth 

building.

•  •  •

The  invitation  had  come  three  weeks  earlier,  a  letter  from the  regional  conference  of  Baptist 

churches asking whether Detective Jack Mercer — the letter still  used his old title, out of habit or 

respect, Jack was never quite sure which — might be willing to share his testimony at the annual men's 

fellowship  banquet  that  October,  an  audience  of  several  hundred  men  from  across  a  dozen 

congregations.

He had said yes before he'd fully thought through what saying yes would require, and stood now, 

that October evening, at a podium in a hotel ballroom considerably larger than any pulpit his father had 

ever  preached  from,  looking  out  at  several  hundred  faces  he  did  not  know,  feeling  a  version  of 

nervousness that bore no resemblance at all to the particular fear he had once felt walking into rooms 

full of armed strangers.

"I  spent  eight  years  of  my life  undercover,"  he  began,  "infiltrating  one  of  the  largest  cocaine 

operations this country has ever prosecuted. I testified against a corrupt judge, a corrupt councilman, a 

corrupt bank executive, and a police detective who very nearly got me killed. I was shot three times in 

a warehouse gunfight that should have ended my life, and by every medical account anyone has ever 

given me, very nearly did.

"I used to think that was the story. The undercover years, the case, the warehouse, the recovery. I 

used to think, if anybody ever asked me to stand up in a room like this one and tell them what my life  

had been about, that I'd be telling them about drug busts and federal indictments and the single largest 

coordinated corruption case in this city's history.

"I don't think that anymore."

"I waited patiently for the LORD; and he inclined unto me, and heard my cry. He  
brought me up also out of an horrible pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a  
rock, and established my goings. And he hath put a new song in my mouth." — Psalm 

40:1,2,3

"Bringing down that cartel wasn't my greatest victory," Jack said, and found, saying it aloud in front 

of several hundred strangers, that he believed it more completely than he had ever believed anything 

else in his life. "It didn't save me. It very nearly killed me, and even if it hadn't, it wouldn't have fixed 

what was actually broken in me, because what was broken in me had nothing to do with cocaine or 

corrupt officials and everything to do with a man who had built his entire identity on being needed, 



being feared, and being good at lying, and had lost track, somewhere in eight years of doing all three,  

of who he actually was underneath it.

"My greatest victory came on a warehouse floor, bleeding out, with a pigeon flapping in the rafters 

and no earthly reason left to believe I'd see morning — when I finally stopped fighting long enough to  

hear my own father's prayers, prayed faithfully for eleven years without my knowledge, finally catch 

up to me. My greatest victory was a hospital bed six weeks later, when I stopped trying to earn my way 

out of eight years of lies and simply told God the truth and asked him to forgive me, for Jesus's sake,  

because I finally understood I had absolutely nothing else left to offer him.

"No badge ever gave me peace. I carried one for eleven years, and some of the loneliest, most 

frightened nights of my life happened while I was wearing it. No gun ever gave me peace — I was the  

best shot in my academy class, and it didn't save me from bleeding out on a concrete floor believing I'd 

thrown away everything that mattered. No amount of money, and I handled more of it in eight years 

than most men see in a lifetime, ever gave me one single night of the rest I've had every night since I  

stopped trying to earn what I could only ever receive as a gift."

"But by the grace of God I am what I am." — 1 Corinthians 15:10

He looked out at that room full of strangers — men who had come, he understood, hoping for a war  

story, a shootout, a drug bust, the kind of tale that made for exciting dinner conversation — and gave 

them, instead, the only story he actually had left to tell.

"If there's a man in this room tonight," Jack said, "who's spent years building something he thinks 

he can't afford to lose — a reputation, a career, a version of yourself other people are counting on — 

and if some part of you has started to suspect that whatever you've built isn't actually holding you up 

the way you thought it would, I want you to hear this from somebody who found out the hard way, on a  

concrete floor, with his own blood running warm beneath him: there's a door that isn't closed. There  

never was. I spent eleven years too proud to knock on it, and it was standing open the entire time."

He closed with prayer rather than applause, and stood afterward near the exit doors for the better 

part of an hour while men filed past, some shaking his hand and moving on, some lingering to say a  

word or two about a brother or a father or a version of themselves they recognized somewhere in what 

he'd said. A heavyset man in a gray suit, an insurance executive from a congregation two counties 

north, caught his elbow last of all, after the room had mostly emptied.

"I've got a service record nobody in that room knows about," the man said, low, glancing back once 

to make sure no one else was listening. "Not undercover work. Nothing that dramatic. Just twenty years 

of quietly cutting corners nobody ever caught, building a business on numbers that don't fully add up if  

anybody ever looked closely enough. I came tonight because my wife made me. I didn't expect to hear 

my own life described by a man who used to chase drug dealers for a living."



"Let him that stole steal no more: but rather let him labour, working with his hands the  
thing which is good, that he may have to give to him that needeth." — Ephesians 4:28

"It's not too late," Jack told him, the same three words his father had once told him in a hospital  

room, and watched something in  the man's  face crack open the  way Ray Collins's  face  had once 

cracked open across a scarred visitation table. "I know that better than almost anybody in this room. 

The door doesn't close, no matter how long a man's been avoiding it."

The man did not answer, not with words, but he gripped Jack's hand a long moment before finally 

turning to go, and Jack understood, watching him walk out into the parking lot alone, that he would 

likely never learn how that particular story ended — only that he had done, once again, the only part of 

it that had ever actually been his to do.

•  •  •

He drove home that night with Emily beside him in the passenger seat, the same seat she had  

occupied the  day he  came home from the hospital  five  years  earlier,  and found himself  thinking, 

somewhere along the dark stretch of highway, of the young vice detective who had once volunteered to 

disappear into another man's name, certain that the case would make him, certain that eight years 

underground would be worth whatever it eventually cost.

He had been right about the cost. He had never once imagined, standing in that first briefing room 

eleven years  earlier,  what  the  actual  payment  would turn  out  to  be,  or  what  he  would receive in 

exchange for it that no amount of careful planning could ever have anticipated.

"Goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the  
house of the LORD for ever." — Psalm 23:6

His father had read him the first half of that psalm once, on a porch, the night before a warehouse  

changed everything — the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil — and Jack understood 

now, driving home in the dark with his wife's hand resting quietly in his own, that he had spent five  

years since that night slowly discovering the truth of the psalm's ending as well, a truth that had taken 

considerably longer to believe than the frightened comfort of its beginning, but had proven, in the slow 

accumulation of ordinary Saturdays and restored marriages and forgiven enemies,  to be exactly as 

reliable.

Miami had not changed. The city still wore its two faces, the postcard one by day and the true one 

after dark, still ran on the same old arithmetic of money and appetite that had built and nearly destroyed 

him both. But Jack Mercer had changed, and driving home that night through the same humid Florida 

dark that had once hidden Johnny Blaze's every secret, he understood, with a peace no badge or gun or 

fortune had ever once managed to give him, that he was not the same man who had disappeared into 

that darkness twelve years earlier, and never would be again.



I once was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see.

He said the old words to himself quietly, the way he had once repeated a different verse to a ceiling  

in the dark, and found that this time, for the first time in a life spent learning to distrust anything that 

sounded too simple to be true, he did not need to test the words at all.

He simply knew them, the way a man knows his own name.

•  •  •

THE END

EPILOGUE
The Light Still Shines

Miami, 2009

"Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid... Let your light  
so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which  

is in heaven." — Matthew 5:14,16

Jack Mercer was sixty years old the morning he stood backstage at the police academy chapel,  

listening to a young chaplain finish the invocation, and found himself thinking, as he often did before 

these talks now, of a fifteen-year-old boy sitting in the back pew of his father's church with his arms 

crossed, certain he already knew everything a room like this one had to teach him.

Samuel had gone home three winters earlier, quietly, in his sleep, in the same small house where he  

had once  read  a  psalm into  the  dark  the  night  before  a  warehouse  changed everything.  Jack  had 

preached the funeral himself, at the family's insistence, and had stood at that same modest cinderblock 

pulpit and told a packed sanctuary that his father had spent eleven hard years praying for a son who 

could not hear him, and forty more years after that watching the harvest of those prayers grow in ways  

no single sermon could ever fully account for.

"I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith." — 2  
Timothy 4:7

He had not grieved that funeral the way he once might have grieved his mother's, watched from 

three hundred yards through a rented sedan's tinted windows. He had grieved it the way a man grieves a 

race well  run,  standing at  the finish line himself,  understanding that  his father's  course had ended 



exactly where it was always headed, and that the grief and the gratitude could occupy the same chest 

without either one canceling the other out.

"He being dead yet speaketh." — Hebrews 11:4

•  •  •

Luke was thirty-eight now, a youth pastor at a church twenty minutes from the house in Coral 

Gables, married to a schoolteacher named Grace and raising two daughters who called Jack "Pop" and 

fought over who got to sit next to him at Sunday dinner. He had never gone into police work, a decision 

Jack had never once pushed back against,  understanding that  his son's calling to sit  with troubled 

teenagers in youth group basements was its own kind of undercover work, in its way — the patient,  

unglamorous labor of staying present in rooms other people had given up on.

The older of the two girls, Samantha, nine now and named for her great-grandfather without quite  

understanding why the name had made her grandfather cry the day her parents told him, had taken to  

asking Jack, most Sunday dinners, to tell the model airplane story — the one about the boy who built it  

with his own hands and gave it to his father, who kept it on a shelf for years afterward because it was 

the truest thing anyone had given him in a long, hard season. Jack told it a little differently each time, 

the way any good story earns the right to be told, but the ending never changed.

"We will not hide them from their children, shewing to the generation to come the  
praises of the LORD, and his strength, and his wonderful works that he hath done." — 

Psalm 78:4

"Where's the airplane now, Pop?" Samantha had asked him just that week, and Jack had told her the 

truth — that it sat on a shelf in Luke's own house now, passed down the way certain things were always 

meant to be passed down, from a father who had once needed reminding what patience looked like to a 

son who had grown up to spend his whole career teaching it to other people's children.

Emily still filled a house that had, somewhere across two decades, stopped feeling like a waiting 

room and become, simply, a home. She had taken up painting in her fifties, canvases of the Miami 

skyline stacked three deep in a spare room, each one rendering the same postcard face the city had 

always worn, and Jack had once asked her, only half joking, whether she ever painted the other face, 

the one underneath it.

"I know that one by heart already," she'd told him. "I don't need it on a canvas to remember it."

"Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ." — Galatians 6:2

•  •  •



Rebecca had retired from the DEA four years earlier and now ran a small nonprofit connecting 

recovering addicts with job placement services, a ministry, though she still resisted calling it that in so 

many words, built almost entirely on the same quiet, unhurried faith she had carried since a small 

church out near Kendall. Donovan, well into his seventies now, still came by most Sundays, slower 

every year but sharp as ever, and still occasionally called Jack just to talk, no curriculum to review, no 

pretense required anymore.

Ray Collins had been released on parole eleven years earlier, after serving what the courts had 

determined was a fair accounting for what he'd done, and had spent every year since working as a 

counselor at a halfway house two counties north, a job Donovan himself had quietly helped arrange, 

understanding better than most men what a second chance, properly stewarded, could still accomplish 

this late in a ruined life. He wrote Jack a letter every Christmas. He had never once, in eleven years, 

failed to mention the phrase that had first cracked him open across a scarred visitation table.

"For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found." — Luke 15:24

•  •  •

The chaplain finished, and Jack walked out to the small podium at the front of that academy chapel  

to face forty-one recruits in pressed uniforms, younger than any class he had ever addressed, most of 

them not yet born the year a warehouse on the river road had nearly ended his life.

"I've been asked to say a few words to you before you graduate next month," Jack began, "and I  

want to tell you the truth about what's waiting for you out there, because nobody told me the truth  

about it when I was sitting where you're sitting, and it cost me more than I ever expected to pay.

"The streets are going to test your courage. That part you already expect — every one of you signed 

up for danger, in one form or another, and most of you will find you have more of it in you than you  

thought,  when the  moment  actually  arrives.  But  the  streets  are  going to  test  something else,  too, 

something considerably more dangerous than a bullet, because a bullet announces itself. This other 

thing doesn't. It's going to test your integrity, one small compromise at a time, in ways so quiet you 

may not even notice you're being tested until you're already several steps down a road you never meant 

to walk.

"Do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God." — Micah 6:8

"I spent eight years undercover chasing men who thought justice was a game rigged in favor of  

whoever was clever enough and patient enough to buy the right people. I helped bring some of those 

men down. I'm proud of that work, and I'd do most of it again. But I want you to hear something from a 

man who nearly died learning it the hard way: justice can protect a city. I've seen it do that, more than  

once, and it matters more than most civilians ever understand. But justice cannot transform a heart. I  



had all the justice in the world on my side the night I nearly bled out on a warehouse floor, and it didn't  

save me. Only one thing has ever managed that, in sixty years of living, and it wasn't a badge, and it  

wasn't a courtroom verdict, and it wasn't the case that made my name in every newspaper in this city."

"I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall  
have the light of life." — John 8:12

"This city still  has its darkness," Jack said, looking out at forty-one faces that would, within a  

month, be walking directly into it. "It had it the year I signed up, and it's had it every year since, and it  

will have it long after every one of you has turned in your own badge for the last time. You cannot  

arrest your way out of what's actually wrong with this world, any more than I could infiltrate my way 

out of what was actually wrong with me. But I want you to hear the second half of that same truth, 

because it's the half that got me through a night I had no earthly reason to survive: the darkness has 

never once been stronger than the light, whatever it looks like from the middle of it. Wherever you're 

sent tonight, wherever you're sent for the next thirty years — the light is going where you're going. It 

was there before you arrived, and it'll be there after you've gone home, and if you let it, it'll go with you 

into every room you're ever afraid to walk into alone."

"Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the LORD is risen upon thee. For,  
behold, the darkness shall cover the earth... but the LORD shall arise upon thee." — 

Isaiah 60:1,2

•  •  •

He did not alter his voice for the closing the way he had once altered it for Johnny Blaze, did not  

perform anything for that room of young strangers. He simply told them, plainly, the same thing his  

father had once told him on a porch the night before the worst night of his life.

"I'm not asking any of you to believe this because I said it well. I'm asking you to test it against  

your own life, the way I finally tested it against mine, on a concrete floor with nothing left to lose.  

There's a door that isn't closed. I've spent twenty years now telling anyone who'll listen exactly where  

to find it, because a man told me the same thing once, when I had absolutely nothing left to offer in 

return for hearing it."

He closed, as he always did now, with the same single verse his father had read into the dark so 

many years before a warehouse changed everything — the LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want — 

and watched forty-one young officers file out afterward into a Florida morning already thick with heat,  

into a city that would test every one of them exactly the way it had once tested him, and found himself 

praying, quietly, the way his father had once prayed for him, by name, for a class of strangers he would 

likely never see again.



"Being confident of this very thing, that he which hath begun a good work in you will  
perform it until the day of Jesus Christ." — Philippians 1:6

The light still shone over Vice City, the same way it had shone over a warehouse floor twenty-one 

years earlier, patient and unhurried and entirely unbothered by how long it took a man, or a city, or a  

generation, to finally notice it was there.

It always had. It always would.

•  •  •

He found T-Bone waiting by his car in the academy parking lot, gray-templed now himself, retired 

from the  construction  business  he'd  built  with  his  own two  hands  across  two  decades  of  steady,  

unremarkable faithfulness, having come simply to hear the talk without mentioning beforehand that he 

was coming.

"Grandmama's been gone six years now," T-Bone said, without preamble, the way he still always 

opened when the thing mattering most needed saying first. "She'd have liked hearing you say that, 

about the door. She spent about forty years of her life telling anybody who'd sit  still  long enough 

exactly the same thing."

"I still think about her every time I say it," Jack admitted. "I borrowed her whole philosophy, if I'm 

honest. I just found my own way of saying it back."

"That which we have seen and heard declare we unto you." — 1 John 1:3

T-Bone nodded slowly, looking back once toward the chapel where the last of the recruits were still  

filing out into the heat. "Funny thing about a door like that," he said. "Man spends his whole life 

thinking he's the one walking through it. Takes him a good long while to notice how many people spent 

years holding it open so he'd have something to walk through in the first place."

•  •  •

Driving home that afternoon, alone, Emily at a painting class and Luke at his own church across 

town, Jack found himself praying the way he had learned to pray across twenty-one years of practice — 

not eloquently, not the way his father once could, but honestly, which he had come to understand was 

the only quality that had ever actually mattered.

He prayed for the forty-one strangers he had just addressed, most of whose names he would never 

learn. He prayed for Luke's daughters, that the story of a model airplane would mean more to them, 

someday, than a pleasant Sunday dinner ritual. He prayed for Ray, still writing his Christmas letters  

from a halfway house two counties north, and for whatever remained of Ray's own quiet reckoning 



with a debt no prison sentence could ever have fully measured. He prayed, as he always did, for his 

father, though Samuel needed nothing further from him now except the memory of a promise kept.

"Except the LORD build the house, they labour in vain that build it." — Psalm 127:1

He understood, driving the same stretch of Florida highway he had driven a thousand times across 

twenty-one years,  that he had spent his whole life first  trying to build something that could stand 

entirely on his own strength, and had very nearly died discovering how little that particular foundation 

could actually bear.  He understood,  too,  driving home now in the ordinary gold light  of a  Miami 

afternoon, that everything worth keeping in the years since — a marriage, a son, a friendship with a 

man who had once betrayed him, a badge finally worn for reasons that had nothing left to prove — had 

been built, instead, on a foundation he had done nothing to lay himself, and had simply, finally, learned 

to trust.

•  •  •

END OF EPILOGUE

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
Thank you for walking Jack Mercer's whole road with me — from a young detective's first, half-

understood decision to disappear into another man's name, through eight hard years and a warehouse 

floor, and into a life he never could have planned for himself on the other side of it. Twenty chapters is 

a  long way to travel  with anyone,  real  or invented,  and if  you made it  all  the way to that  police 

academy chapel  in the epilogue,  you gave this  story more patience than most  stories deserve.  I'm 

grateful for it.

I should say plainly what  Vice City Blues is and isn't.  Jack Mercer is a fictional man. Miami's 

cocaine  years  in  the  1980s  were  real,  and  the  broad  shape  of  what  that  decade  did  to  a  city,  to 

marriages,  to good men wearing badges,  is  drawn from history rather than invention — but  Jack, 

Emily, Luke, Samuel, Rebecca, Donovan, T-Bone, Ray Collins, and every name in between belong 

entirely to this book and to no actual case file. If any detail of undercover work, department procedure,  

or courtroom process reads as slightly simplified here and there, that was a deliberate choice in service 

of the story rather than a claim to technical authority I don't actually hold.

What is not invented, and what I hope survived twenty chapters of plot without ever once becoming 

background noise, is the gospel itself. Every verse woven through this book is quoted plainly from 

Scripture, because I did not want Jack's turning point to be a vague spiritual feeling dressed up in 

religious language. I wanted it to be exactly what I believe it actually is for anyone who reaches it 



honestly: a real exchange, a real confession, a real Savior, and a real, permanent change of address 

from death to life. If Jack's prayer in that hospital room in Chapter 17 struck you as something you  

might  need to  pray  yourself  — in  your  own words,  in  your  own kitchen or  car  or  hospital  bed,  

wherever you happen to be reading this — I did not write that scene only to move a plot forward. I 

wrote it because I believe, the same way I have believed for most of my own life, that the door Jack 

found standing open has never once been closed to anyone who is willing to knock on it.

I wrote this book, if I'm honest, for men and women who feel like they have built something — a 

career, a reputation, a version of themselves other people are counting on — that has quietly stopped 

holding them up the way they once expected it to. I wrote it for anyone who has ever worn two faces 

the way Jack wore his, one for the people who love them and another for the compromises nobody else 

knows  about.  And  I  wrote  it,  most  of  all,  for  anyone  who  assumes  their  own  particular  history 

disqualifies them from grace — the affair,  the addiction,  the betrayal,  the years  spent  building an 

empire on somebody else's ruin. Ray Collins is in this book because I wanted to write a man who did  

something close to unforgivable and still find, walking beside Jack Mercer's own story, that the door 

held open for a wounded detective was standing open for a corrupt one too. Neither man earned what 

he was finally given. That was rather the entire point.

If you are reading this note and you find that some part of Jack's story described your own life more 

accurately than you expected a novel to manage, I would simply ask you to do what he finally did on  

that hospital bed: tell God the truth, all of it,  without managing the answer the way eight years of 

practice might have taught you to manage everything else, and ask him to forgive you for Jesus's sake. 

Romans 10:9 puts the whole exchange more plainly than I ever could in twenty chapters: "That if thou 

shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him  

from the dead, thou shalt be saved." That promise does not depend on how the rest of your story reads 

up to this point. It never has.

I owe more thanks than a short note can properly hold — to my own family, who have shown me  

across  many years  what  patient,  unglamorous grace actually  looks like  practiced daily  rather  than 

merely preached; and to whatever reader has stayed with this story long enough to reach these final  

words, trusting me with the hours it took to get here.

Miami still has its two faces, the one it wears for the postcards and the one that comes out after 

dark. So, I suspect, does every city, and every one of us. My prayer for you is the same one Samuel 

Mercer prayed for his son for eleven quiet years before he ever saw it answered: that wherever you are  

tonight, and whoever you think you have to be tonight, the door is standing open, and it always has 

been.

Grace and peace to you.



 Dr. Paul Crawford
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